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Chapter 1

Running Through the Forest

Screaming

Tobias, the newly professed Battle Mage, moved between tall trees as quietly as possible, stepping over the twigs and dried leaves that covered the forest floor to the best of his ability. The musky smell of the forest filled his nostrils. 

He  wore  dark  leather  armor  that  provided  a  small  amount  of protection without hindering his ability to move quickly and quietly. 

Movement on the path ahead caught his eye, and Tobias altered his course to intercept. 

A holographic blue dragon appeared at his side, standing as tall as  a  large  dog.  “There  are  a  dozen  Goblin  Warmongers  in  front, followed by several dozen low-level goblins,” Fafnir reported. 

“What about the captives?” 

“Shackled  and  chained  together  at  the  back.  They  are  guarded by another dozen Warmongers.” 

Tobias nodded. There were way too many monsters to handle at once, especially if they didn’t want to injure the captive slaves during an all-out assault. That was why he was attacking the slave caravan alone. 

As he approached the trail that snaked through the forest, Tobias could  hear  the  guttural  voices  of  the  goblins  and  an  occasional scream from a tormented captive. He stopped next to a tall pine tree and  hid  behind  a  patch  of  shorter  evergreens  that  resembled  tall bushes more than trees. 

Tobias took a deep breath and removed two wands from his Bag of  Holding.  The  first  was  a  specialized  wand  that  would  do  extra damage to goblins. 

Name: Goblin Slayer Wand

Effect:

Attack any class of goblin causing 20 Health points of damage. 

Has no effect on nongoblin species. 

Charges: 10 / 10

Recharge Time: 1 hour per charge

The second wand was the first magical item he’d purchased and was  one  of  his  favorite  weapons,  even  though  it  would  do  less damage in this case. He couldn’t keep a smile from his face as he remembered  the  first  time  he’d  used  the  wand  and  nearly  burned down the forest behind the Crow’s Nest. 

Name: Basic Lightning Wand

Effect:

Unleash lightning attack on one target. 

Does 10 Health points of lightning damage. 

Charges: 5 / 5

Recharge Time: 1 hour per charge

His  Advanced  Skill  in  Magical  Instruments  would  increase  the damage of both by fifty percent. 

Tobias looked at the dragon and asked, “Are the others ready?” 

“Everyone is in place,” Fafnir assured him. 

“Alright, let’s do this.” 

He strode out of the forest, holding both wands up as he stepped into the road. The Battle Mage pointed the wands at the approaching slave  caravan,  targeting  the  closest  Warmonger  with  his  Goblin Slayer Wand. 

Name: Goblin Warmonger

Level: 3

Size: Medium

Health: 60 / 60

Vitality: 42 / 42

Strength: 15

Stamina: 14

Agility: 12

Intelligence: 10

Wisdom: 9

Charisma: 10

The  goblins  were  surprised  by  the  sudden  appearance  of  the human,  especially  when  a  bolt  of  magic  slammed  into  the  closest, sending it flying backward before any of the monsters could react. 

Tobias attacks Goblin Warmonger with Goblin Slayer Wand for 20 Health points damage. 

Advanced Magical Instruments skill increases damage by 50%. 

Total damage: 30 Health points. 

A  bolt  of  lightning  crashed  into  another  Warmonger  in  a spectacular explosion, stunning it momentarily. 

Tobias attacks Goblin Warmonger with Basic

Lightning Wand for 10 Health points damage. 

Advanced Magical Instruments skill increases damage by 50%. 

Total damage: 15 Health points. 

Neither magical attack was fatal, but they were very effective at creating  chaos.  Especially  when  Tobias  unleashed  more  magical attacks  from  each  wand.  By  the  time  he’d  used  all  the  charges  in both  wands,  ten  of  the  Warmongers  had  taken  damage,  some  of them  from  multiple  attacks.  None  were  slain,  but  all  were  now enraged. 

Tobias bolted into the forest. “Fafnir, lead the way!” 

The  dragon  took  off  at  a  jog,  and  the  Battle  Mage  ran  behind, keeping  up  as  well  as  he  could  while  dodging  the  trees  that  the holographic  dragon  just  ran  through.  Fafnir  changed  directions several  times,  but  Tobias  followed  unwaveringly,  trusting  that  the dragon was leading him in the right direction. 

The Battle Mage resisted the urge to look over his shoulder, but the incoherent screams of rage told him the goblins were hot on his trail.  Tobias  called  upon  the  years  of  experience  running  cross-country and forced himself to run with long, easy strides, conserving energy  without  sacrificing  speed.  He  told  himself  this  was  just another race through a tree-filled park. The sounds behind him were nothing other than barking dogs, secure on their owners’ leashes. 

Then he was struck in the back by a club thrown by a pursuing goblin.  The  impact  almost  knocked  him  over,  but  he  kept  striding forward, pushing himself off a tree to keep himself upright and propel him in the right direction. 

Goblin Warmonger attacks Tobias with Club for 5

Health points damage. 

Armor decreases damage by 20%. 

Total damage: 4 Health points. 

“The clearing is just up ahead,” Fafnir shouted encouragingly and bolted headlong toward the opening in the trees. 

With the finish line in sight, Tobias sprinted ahead, putting every ounce of energy he had into staying in front of the horde of monsters chasing him. He burst into the clearing and dove forward, rolling in a somersault, then popped to his feet behind Doulgorlig, the huge half-dwarf Monk. 

A blue shield of magical energy formed in front of the Monk the moment  Tobias  was  past.  Doulgorlig  stepped  forward,  thrusting  the shield in front of himself, and braced for impact. 

The first three Goblin Warmongers emerged from the trees at a full run and slammed into the shield. They crumpled to the ground. 

“Come and get some!” the half-dwarf yelled as he let the magical shield dissipate. He stepped backward into the center of the clearing to  stand  with  Tobias  and  his  half-brother,  Christoph.  The  Knight handed him a round shield. 

The next goblins to emerge from the trees—more Warmongers—

came  to  a  screeching  halt  seeing  the  huge  Monk  and  armored Knight,  in  addition  to  the  lone  Battle  Mage  they  had  been  chasing. 

The mass of low-level goblins behind them didn’t stop, though, and swarmed into the clearing. 

Christoph  stepped  forward  to  meet  the  charge.  His  greatsword swung in deadly arcs, cleaving goblins, lopping off limbs and heads. 

To  the  Knight’s  left,  Doulgorlig  swung  his  enchanted  mace  with ease. Each blow exploded with lightning and sent a goblin flying to land in a charred lump. 

Tobias  didn’t  have  time  to  watch  the  half-brothers  slay  goblins. 

He had his own monsters to worry about. 

The  Battle  Mage  drew  his  sword  as  a  screaming  goblin  raced toward him with a club held high overhead. 

Name: Goblin

Level: 1

Size: Small

Health: 10 / 20

Vitality: 10 / 12

Strength: 10

Stamina: 12

Agility: 11

Intelligence: 11

Wisdom: 9

Charisma: 11

He  sidestepped  the  goblin  and  swung  his  sword  around,  slicing into the monster’s back. 

Tobias attacks Goblin with Shortsword for 7 Health points damage. 

Strength 12 increases damage by 10%. 

Total damage: 8 Health points. 

Tobias didn’t possess an enchanted weapon like his friends, and the damage done was not enough to take down a goblin in a single blow, even one that wasn’t at full strength. 

He  didn’t  get  a  chance  to  finish  the  creature  off  because  a second  goblin  was  racing  toward  him  carrying  a  shortsword  and screaming unintelligible threats. 

Tobias  deflected  the  goblin’s  first  attack  to  the  side  then  struck forward  with  his  own  sword,  slicing  its  stomach  open.  He  quickly reversed  directions  and  swung  the  sword  with  both  hands  at  the monster’s head. 

Goblin attacks Tobias with Shortsword. Attack blocked. No damage done. 

Tobias attacks Goblin with Shortsword for 8 Health points damage. 

Strength 12 increases damage by 10%. 

Total damage: 9 Health points. 

Tobias attacks Goblin with Shortsword for 8 Health points damage. 

Strength 12 increases damage by 10%. 

Shortsword delivers critical hit on head increasing damage by 200%. 

Total damage: 27 Health points. 

The goblin’s head flew from its body. 

Goblin has been killed. 

Tobias suddenly lurched forward as a goblin club crashed into his back. 

Goblin attacks Tobias with Club for 5 Health points damage. 

Armor decreases damage by 20%. 

Total damage: 4 Health points. 

 “Ahhh!”   Tobias  roared  and  swung  around,  lunging  forward  with his sword. The blade slid into the goblin’s belly. 

Tobias attacks Goblin with Shortsword for 6 Health points damage. 

Strength 12 increases damage by 10%. 

Total damage: 7 Health points. 

Goblin has been killed. 

He  planted  his  foot  on  the  goblin  and  kicked  the  creature backward, pulling his sword free from its body. 

The Battle Mage turned to face the next monster, a large Goblin Warmonger. He checked the monster’s stats and saw that its Health was down to thirty. That would make the fight a little easier, but he would still need to land several sword blows. 

The  Warmonger  was  more  cautious  than  the  low-level  goblins Tobias had just slain. It stalked toward him, snarling and swinging a spiked club from side to side menacingly. 

Tobias lunged forward, swinging his sword with two hands in an overhead arc. The large goblin raised its club and easily blocked the attack. The Battle Mage quickly pulled his sword back and struck out again. This time, his sword bit into goblin flesh. 

Tobias attacks Goblin Warmonger with Shortsword. 

Attack blocked. No damage done. 

Tobias attacks Goblin Warmonger with Shortsword for 7 Health points damage. 

Strength 12 increases damage by 10%. 

Total damage: 8 Health points. 

The Warmonger roared and attacked, swinging its club wildly. 

Tobias threw himself backward, and the club sailed right in front of  his  chest.  The  goblin  continued  swinging  the  club,  stomping toward  Tobias.  The  Battle  Mage  swung  his  sword  around  and blocked  one  strike,  then  ducked  under  a  second.  He  jumped  back, avoiding another strike, but this time gripped his sword tightly as he jumped  then  lunged  forward,  swinging  the  sword  around  in  one hand. 

Goblin Warmonger attacks Tobias with Shortsword. 

Attack dodged. No damage done. 

Goblin Warmonger attacks Tobias with Shortsword. 

Attack blocked. No damage done. 

Goblin Warmonger attacks Tobias with Shortsword. 

Attack dodged. No damage done. 

Goblin Warmonger attacks Tobias with Shortsword. 

Attack dodged. No damage done. 

Tobias attacks Goblin Warmonger with Shortsword for 8 Health points damage. 

Strength 12 increases damage by 10%. 

Shortsword delivers critical hit on neck increasing damage by 200%. 

Total damage: 27 Health points. 

The large goblin dropped its club and reached up, grabbing at its throat with both hands. Green blood poured through the gaps in its fingers.  The  creature  looked  up  at  Tobias  in  disbelief  then  tumbled forward, flopping to the ground with a thump. 

Goblin Warmonger has been killed. 

Tobias  gripped  his  sword  with  both  hands  and  prepared  for  the next attack. No more came. He looked around the clearing and saw dozens  of  dead  goblins.  Christoph  and  Doulgorlig  were  walking among them, making sure none rose again. 

Your party has been awarded 2,200 experience points for slaying 22 Goblins. 

Your party has been awarded 10,800 experience points for slaying 12 Goblin Warmongers. 

Experience points will be divided amongst all participants in the battle. 

They  took  a  few  minutes  to  loot  the  monsters  but  didn’t  find anything other than some gold and silver coins. Tobias collected six gold and twelve silver coins as his share. 

“Fafnir,  lead  the  way  back  to  the  slave  caravan,”  Tobias  called out. 

“As you wish,” the dragon replied then bolted out of the clearing. 

They  jogged  through  the  forest,  following  the  blue  dragon,  and quickly found their way back to the spot where Tobias had attacked the caravan with his wands. 

The  road  the  goblins  had  been  traveling  on  was  littered  with corpses, none of which appeared to be human. 

Tobias  immediately  spotted  Faylienne’s  purple  hair.  She  was sitting  on  a  fallen  tree  by  the  side  of  the  road,  cleaning  her  sword with  a  rag.  The  Thief  looked  up  and  waved  then  returned  to  her work. 

The sight of the diminutive halfling casually cleaning her sword in the midst of a dozen monster corpses made him laugh. 

“What?” Doulgorlig asked. 

Tobias  shook  his  head.  “Just  thinking  about  Faylienne  slaying goblins.” 

“Yeah,  she’s  pretty  amazing,  isn’t  she?”  the  Monk  said  then walked toward the halfling. 

Christoph  stepped  up  next  to  Tobias.  “Let’s  go  see  if  Elithia learned anything.” 

The half-elf Ranger was standing in the midst of a small group of men  and  boys  that  had  been  prisoners.  Their  shackles  had  been removed, but they still looked around anxiously, not convinced they were truly safe. 

Elithia was talking with one of the men as they approached. 

“Thanks  for  the  information,”  Elithia  said  to  the  man,  placing  a hand on his shoulder. 

The man smiled at her. “No, thank you,” he said. “I had given up on ever seeing my family again.” 

“I’m glad we could help,” she assured him. 

The man nodded at Christoph and Tobias then turned to the other captives that had been freed. He draped his arm around a boy that looked to be about twelve and pulled him close. 

Tobias smiled at the sight then turned his attention to the half-elf. 

“Did you learn anything?” 

“Not  much,”  Elithia  said.  “No  sign  of  Black  Robes,  but  at  this point, we know they are involved.” 

This  was  the  third  slave  caravan  they  had  found  and  liberated. 

They hadn’t learned anything new, other than the fact that there was a significant need for slaves somewhere to the east. 

“There  was  one  thing  of  interest,”  the  Ranger  said.  “Two  trolls traveled with the caravan for a day.” 

“Does that tell us anything useful?” Tobias asked. 

“It  tells  us  the  Black  Robes  are  recruiting  more  powerful  allies,” 

Christoph said. “Trolls are formidable creatures.” 

“So, what do we do now?” Tobias asked. “We aren’t making any real progress raiding slave caravans.” 

“We are freeing captured slaves,” the Knight pointed out. “That’s a noble cause.” 

“Yeah, but we can’t possibly liberate every slave caravan,” Tobias said. “There are probably dozens of other caravans bringing slaves to who knows where right now.” 

“He’s right,” Elithia said. “We’re fighting a losing battle. We need to figure out how to cut off the head of the snake.” 

“So, how do we do that?” Tobias asked. 

The  Ranger  shook  her  head.  “I  don’t  know,”  she  said.  “Let’s return  to  Silverdale  and  see  if  Stanwick  has  learned  anything  new from his inside contact.” 

“I can talk with Grendall too,” Tobias offered. “I still have a stash of  loot  for  the  Wizard  to  analyze,  including  all  the  items  we  looted from the goblin camp.” 

Chapter 2

Everyday Magic

There  wasn’t  anything  Tobias  could  do  to  help  gather  information from the Thieves’ Guild, but he could try to find out more about the magical items they’d collected after battling the goblins, red dragon, and Black Robes. The best place to do that was at Everyday Magic. 

It had been over a week since the last time Tobias had visited the magic shop on the morning they had left Silverdale to investigate the goblin  reports.  He  loaded  up  all  the  magical  items  into  Stanwick’s cart and headed into the inner city. It wasn’t the first time he’d made the journey with a full cart, but it was the first time the cart wasn’t full of monster carcasses. 

Grendall  was  sitting  outside  the  magic  shop  in  a  long  black wizard’s  robe,  his  gray  beard  hanging  halfway  down  his  chest.  He sat in a rocking chair smoking a long-necked pipe. Tobias shook his head and smiled. He couldn’t imagine a more stereotypical Wizard. 

The Wizard stood up and looked quizzically at the cart that was most certainly not filled with dead animals. 

“What did you bring me today?” 

Tobias  looked  around  somewhat  nervously,  then  said,  “Let’s discuss that inside.” 

Grendall  stepped  toward  the  cart.  “Hmmm,”  he  murmured, looking  at  the  contents.  “Bring  the  cart  around  back,  and  we  can unload it in privacy.” 

Tobias nodded his agreement and pulled the cart back down the road  and  around  the  corner  to  the  alley  that  ran  behind  the  magic shop. The Wizard met him there and helped carry the contents of the cart into the shop. Once inside, the wizard pulled the curtain in the front window shut, then closed and latched the front door. 

“The  shop  is  permanently  warded  to  prevent  eavesdropping, magical  or  otherwise,”  Grendall  said.  “No  one  will  hear  what  we discuss.” 

“Good,”  Tobias  said.  “I  don’t  know  exactly  what  we’ve  gotten ourselves  into,  but  our  journey  turned  into  much  more  than  just  a

goblin hunt.” 

“I can see that,” the Wizard said absently as he picked up one of the staffs that had been in the cart. It was topped with a large green crystal. 

Tobias  was  silent  until  Grendall  looked  up.  He  wanted  to  make sure he had the Wizard’s full attention. 

“The goblins were here for a purpose, and they had very powerful magic at their disposal.” 

Grendall held the staff he was examining upright and tapped the end on the floor. It only came to his chest, but the crystal at the top began to glow a bright green. “Very powerful indeed.” 

Tobias stepped back apprehensively. The last time he had seen that glow, a huge red dragon had appeared and nearly killed him and his friends. 

“Don’t  worry.  Nothing  is  going  to  happen,”  the  Wizard  assured him. 

“Do you know what it does?” Tobias asked. 

“Many things, I presume,” Grendall said. “It’s a summoning staff, but it’s unlike anything I have ever seen before.” 

The  Wizard  lifted  the  staff  off  the  floor,  and  the  green  glow dissipated. “The magic in this staff is beyond anything goblins could have created.” 

“That’s what we thought too,” Tobias said. 

Grendall nodded and leaned the staff against the wall. “I will need to study it before I can tell you more.” 

The  Wizard  turned  to  inspect  the  rest  of  the  items  Tobias  had brought. There was a wide assortment including wands, medallions on gold chains, rings, and other ordinary-looking items that had been identified as magical. Neither Tobias’s nor Elithia’s Analyze skill was high  enough  to  identify  the  magical  properties  beyond  telling  them they were enchanted in some way. 

Grendall  gave  him  a  look  that  made  Tobias  feel  like  he  was  in church  getting  lectured  on  every  type  of  sin  imaginable.  “Now  that you  have  officially  joined  the  ranks  of  Wizardry,  you  really  need  to improve your skills so you can Analyze things like this yourself.” 

Tobias’s mouth dropped open, sputtering for a moment. “How did you know that?” 

“In  addition  to  the  wards  that  prevent  eavesdropping  and  theft, there  are  other  enchantments,”  the  Wizard  replied,  “including  one that tells me everything about anyone who enters the shop.” 

Tobias wanted to be offended, but he had used his Analyze skill on  more  than  one  person—Grendall  included—without  their knowledge too. 

“I am close to leveling up to Novice,” Tobias said. 

Analyze:

Learn characteristics of objects, monsters, and sentient beings. 

Advancing levels in this skill will provide more information. 

Advance one level when both Intelligence and Wisdom are 15 or higher. 

Basic Level—Learn Basic Stats including Name (if applicable), Race / Type, Size, Health, Vitality, and Basic Attributes. 

96% to Novice Level. 

Grendall rubbed his hands together. “If you’re close, let’s get you leveled  up,”  he  said,  reaching  for  a  sword  that  was  hanging  on  the wall. “Analyze this.” 

Name: Longsword

Condition: Excellent

Damage:

15–20 Health points base damage. 

+5 Health points damage versus Goblins, Orcs, Trolls, and Giants. 

Requirements:

Strength 10 or higher

Agility 10 or higher

Attack Cost: 4 Vitality points

“Okay, got it,” Tobias said. 

The Wizard put the sword down and grabbed another that looked nearly identical. “Now, Analyze this.” 

Name: Longsword

Condition: Excellent

Damage:

15–20 Health points base damage. 

Enchantments:

Unknown

Requirements:

Strength 10 or higher

Agility 10 or higher

Attack Cost: 4 Vitality points

“See the difference?” Grendall asked. 

Tobias  nodded.  “I  can’t  see  what  the  enchantments  are  on  the second one.” 

The  Wizard  smiled.  “These  swords  actually  have  the  same damage modifier.” 

The  newly  professed  Battle  Mage  looked  at  the  experienced Wizard questioningly. “Then why can’t I sense it on the second one?” 

“The  damage  bonus  was  added  to  this  sword  when  it  was created,”  Grendall  said,  placing  his  hand  on  the  first  sword.  “That required a Wizard with the Enchantment skill to be present when it was forged. It’s part of the sword itself.” 

Tobias nodded his understanding. 

The  Wizard  placed  his  hand  on  the  second  sword.  “This  sword was  enchanted  after  it  was  forged,  and  a  skilled  Enchanter  can actually remove this bonus or replace it with another,” he said. “You won’t  be  able  to  detect  the  enchantment  until  you  reach  the Advanced level of Analyze.” 

“So, the first sword is better?” Tobias asked. 

“Not necessarily,” Grendall said. “It is less common because the Enchanter has to be present when it is forged.” 

“So, it is better,” the Battle Mage stated. 

The  Wizard  shrugged.  “The  enhancement  is  more  permanent, but it cannot be changed,” he said. “I guess it depends on what you value more, permanence or flexibility.” 

“Which one costs more?” Tobias asked. 

Grendall laughed. “The first one.” 

The young man smirked but didn’t say anything. 

“Enough debate,” the Wizard said good-naturedly. “Let’s get your skill advanced.” 

It  only  took  another  ten  minutes  for  Tobias  to  Analyze  enough items to level up. 

Analyze:

Learn characteristics of objects, monsters, and sentient beings. 

Advancing levels in this skill provides more information. 

Advance one level when both Intelligence and Wisdom are 15 or higher. 

Basic Level—Learn basic stats including Name (if applicable), Race / Type, Size, Health, Vitality, and Basic Attributes. 

Novice Level—Identify armor and weapons currently in use. 

0% to Advanced Level. 

“Novice  level  doesn’t  give  you  much,”  Grendall  told  him. 

“Advanced level is where you really need to be so you can identify magically enchanted items.” 

Tobias nodded his agreement as he took a moment to review his skills list. 

Skill: Analyze, Level: Novice. 

Skill: Bartering, Level: Basic. 

Skill: Levitation, Level: Novice. 

Skill: Magical Instruments, Level: Advanced. 

Skill: Map Making, Level: Novice. 

Skill: Spellcasting, Level: Novice. 

Skill: Stealth, Level: Basic. 

Skill: Swordsmanship, Level: Advanced. 

“I  would  recommend  you  increase  your  Analyze  skill  again  at your next level increase,” the Wizard said. 

“That sounds like good advice,” Tobias agreed. 

“After  that,  work  on  increasing  your  Spellcasting  skill,”  Grendall said. “And speaking of Spellcasting, you need to work on acquiring more spells whenever you have the means to acquire them.” 

The  new  Battle  Mage  smiled.  “Funny  you  should  say  that,”  he said. “I’ve got some loot to spend.” 

Tobias  reached  into  his  Bag  of  Holding  and  started  withdrawing the gemstones he’d received as his share of the loot after defeating the red dragon and goblins. He placed them on the counter, then he added  the  objects  he  had  looted  in  the  sewers,  dividing  everything up by type, creating several piles of gems and jewelry. 

The  Wizard’s  eyes  widened  at  the  multiple  piles  of  gemstones, but it was the jewelry that drew his immediate attention. 

“Where  did  you  find  that?”  Grendall  asked,  touching  a  diamond pendant with his index finger, moving it away from the pile slightly. 

Tobias shrugged. “From a Giant Sewer Rat, I think.” 

The Wizard picked the pendant up and examined it. “I think this is something important,” he said then placed it back on the counter. “I need to look into it more to be sure, though.” 

“Do you want to hold on to it?” Tobias offered. 

“No,  you  keep  it,”  Grendall  said.  “I  will  let  you  know  if  I  find  out anything significant.” 

Tobias  shrugged  and  put  the  pendant  back  into  his  Bag  of Holding. “What about the rest?” 

“It’s all valuable but nothing out of the ordinary,” the Wizard said. 

“It’s more than enough to start building your spell repertoire.” 

“What would you recommend?” the young Battle Mage asked. 

“I  thought  you’d  never  ask,”  Grendall  said  then  went  behind  the counter  and  started  pulling  out  scrolls,  creating  several  different piles. 

The Wizard looked through the scrolls, nodding and mumbling to himself, occasionally putting a scroll back or taking another one from under  the  counter.  When  he  was  done,  there  were  three  distinct groups, each with six to eight scrolls. 

Grendall placed his hand gently on the first stack of scrolls, which looked  like  a  pyramid.  It  was  the  largest  of  the  three  groups.  “This pile is what I would consider a good set of Basic level spells.” 

Tobias  eyed  the  pile  of  scrolls  hungrily.  He  hadn’t  realized  until that  moment  just  how  badly  he  wanted  to  become  a  powerful  spell caster. 

The Wizard smiled at him knowingly. “These scrolls will teach you Basic Fireball, Basic Lightning, Basic Ice Storm, Health Boost, Magic Dart,  Illumination,  Cloud  of  Darkness,  and  Magic  Shield,”  he  said. 

“Each  one  gets  more  powerful  as  you  increase  your  Spellcasting skill, and some of them have completely new spells at the Advanced and Master levels.” 

“I already have wands for some of these spells,” Tobias pointed out. 

“You do,” Grendall agreed, “and in some situations, the wand is a better choice. Unfortunately, wands are limited both in the number of uses and by the fact that you have to physically be holding it to use it.” 

The Battle Mage nodded. “I understand,” he said then turned his attention to the other two piles of scrolls. “What else do you have?” 

“This  pile  contains  Advanced  level  spells,”  Grendall  said, touching  the  second  stack  lightly.  “There  are  Advanced  level versions of the Fireball, Lightning, and Ice Storm spells plus scrolls for Invisibility, Sphere of Invincibility, Mirror Image, and Transposition spells.” 

“Did you say Invisibility?” Tobias asked, his eyes wide. 

“I  did,  but  it  has  its  limitations,”  the  Wizard  told  him.  “You  can’t attack  or  cast  spells  while  invisible.  As  soon  as  you  do  either,  the spell is broken.” 

“It still sounds like it could be very useful.” 

“Oh,  it  is,”  Grendall  agreed.  “You  just  need  to  understand  the limitations.” 

The Wizard placed his hand on the third stack of scrolls. “These are what you should ultimately strive to learn,” he said. “Master level spells. I have scrolls for Portal, Time Freeze, and Mind Control, plus the Master level Fireball, Lightning, and Ice Storm spells.” 

Tobias’s  mind  was  racing.  There  were  so  many  ways  to  use these spells in battle, but he needed to level up his Spellcasting skill before  he  could  use  most  of  them.  That  was  going  to  take  more Intelligence points than he would have for a while, though. 

He  looked  at  the  Wizard,  putting  on  his  best  puppy  dog  face.  “I need  to  increase  my  Intelligence  attribute  quite  a  bit  before  I  can advance my Spellcasting skill,” Tobias said innocently. “Is there any way you could part with one of your rings?” 

Grendall  held  out  his  hands  and  looked  down  at  the  rings  on each finger then up at Tobias. “I’m sorry,” he said with a shake of his head, “I cannot part with any of these.” 

The new Battle Mage looked down dejectedly. “I understand.” He looked  up  and  forced  a  grin.  “You  can’t  blame  a  guy  for  asking, though.” 

The old Wizard put a smile on his face. “Ask and it shall be given to you,” he said then reached into the display case and pulled out a simple  silver  ring.  “This  ring  will  boost  your  Intelligence  attribute  by two  points,  which  I  believe  is  enough  for  you  to  progress  to Advanced Spellcasting.” 

Tobias  looked  at  the  Wizard  in  astonishment.  “Seriously?!”  he exclaimed. “And I can have it?” 

“Let  me  rephrase  my  previous  statement,”  Grendall  said.  “Ask and ye shall be allowed to buy.” 

“I will pay whatever you ask!” 

That turned out to be a lot. The Wizard took half of his gemstones just for the ring. Tobias also purchased the eight Basic level scrolls, the  seven  Advanced  level  scrolls,  and  the  first  sword  he  had Analyzed. By the time he paid for it all, his stash of loot was almost gone. He didn’t care, though. Not one bit. 

“Thank you so much,” he said as he shoved all the scrolls and his few remaining gemstones into his Bag of Holding. “I won’t be able to learn  the  Advanced  spells  until  I  level  up  again,  but  thanks  to  the Intelligence-boosting ring, I will be ready when that happens.” 

Tobias  slipped  the  ring  onto  his  right  ring  finger  and  felt  an intellectual  boost,  his  mind  feeling  immediately  sharper.  It  really made his personal stats look better too. 

Name: Tobias Martin, Human

Profession: Wizard, Battle Mage Specialization Level: 8

Size: Medium

Health: 160 / 160

Vitality: 104 / 104

Agility: 12

Charisma: 9

Intelligence: 14 (+2)

Stamina: 13

Strength: 12

Wisdom: 9

He had never understood how jewelry made some people giddy. 

He did now. 

“I’m glad I could help,” Grendall said as he put the last stack of scrolls—the  ones  with  Master  level  spells—on  a  shelf  behind  the counter. “I will save these for whenever you are ready.” 

“I will be back for them,” Tobias promised. 

“In  the  meantime,  I  will  let  you  know  if  I  learn  more  about  that pendant,”  the  Wizard  said,  then  added,  “and  the  staff,  but  that  will likely be a while.” 

“I  look  forward  to  hearing  from  you  on  both  accounts,”  Tobias said. He strode from the shop with a smile on his face. He had spent a fortune on the ring, scrolls, and longsword, but he had no doubt it was money well spent. 

Chapter 3

Covert Observations

Tobias walked through the market snacking on a spicy kabob. Fafnir darted in and out of shops, exploring the market. It was the first time the  holographic  dragon  had  visited  the  market,  and  he  was  clearly enjoying the experience. 

“I  wish  I  could  sample  some  of  these  delicious-smelling  meats,” 

the dragon said, eying the kabob Tobias was eating. 

“You can smell?” the Battle Mage asked, truly surprised. 

Fafnir  nodded.  “It  is  a  cruel  punishment  to  be  able  to  smell  but not taste. My mouth is literally watering here in my cave.” 

Tobias shook his head, amazed at the magic that could not only project  his  friend’s  image  across  the  universe,  but  could  also transmit the smells of the market. 

“The  food  alone  would  be  enough  reason  to  come  here  in person.” 

“Is that even possible?” the Battle Mage asked. 

The  dragon  shrugged  his  wings  as  they  walked.  “Anything  is possible.” 

Tobias had never thought of Fafnir being physically there, but the idea  of  having  the  dragon  there  in  the  flesh  was  intriguing.  “If  you were here, could I ride you?” 

“If I were here, we could soar through the clouds and rain down fire on our enemies.” 

The  Battle  Mage  smiled  at  that  idea.  “So,  how  do  we  bring  you here?” 

“We would have to create a portal.” 

“And how do we do that?” Tobias asked. 

The dragon shook his head. “I have no idea.” 

They  continued  to  meander  through  the  market  in  silence, appearing to walk randomly, all the while keeping an eye on the fruit stand  where  Tobias  had  purchased  peaches  on  two  separate occasions—and subsequently been captured or killed each time. 

“It  looks  like  he  is  closing  up  shop,”  Fafnir  said.  “You  continue wandering. I will stay with him and let you know which way he goes.” 

Tobias  nodded  his  agreement  and  continued  walking,  making sure  the  man  didn’t  see  his  face,  while  the  holographic  dragon stayed behind, unseen by all but Tobias. 

The Battle Mage used his Analyze skill on the man as he walked past. 

Name: Dorrick Mercer, Human

Profession: Merchant

Level: 9

Size: Medium

Health: 180 / 180

Vitality: 108 / 108

Agility: 11

Charisma: 12

Intelligence: 9

Stamina: 12

Strength: 11

Wisdom: 12

The  sun  had  set  while  they  followed  the  peach  merchant  around town.  Tobias  had  originally  been  worried  that  the  man  would  go home to a family that included the boy that worked at the fruit stand, but it appeared that the man was a loner. 

Fafnir  stayed  at  the  man’s  side  while  he  visited  two  different taverns, consuming several mugs of ale at each. The dragon relayed everything  he  heard  and  saw  back  to  Tobias  who  stayed  hidden  in the shadows. 

The Battle Mage was tired and hungry by the time the merchant emerged  from  the  second  tavern,  stumbling  slightly  as  he  called back into the tavern, “I’ll be back soon!” 

 “He promised a woman in an ill-fitting dress that he would return after taking care of some business,”   Fafnir  reported  as  he  followed the man out of the tavern. 

 “Ill-fitting?”  Tobias asked mentally. 

 “She  looked  like  she  would  burst  out  of  her  clothing  at  any moment,”  the dragon replied. 

The  Battle  Mage  shook  his  head.  Why  am  I  not  surprised?   he thought to himself. 

Tobias  waited  until  the  man  was  nearly  out  of  sight  before  he followed, knowing that Fafnir would stay with him. 

After  several  turns,  it  became  apparent  that  they  were  heading toward  an  area  of  the  outer  city  where  many  merchants  had  both their homes and warehouses full of goods—oftentimes in the same building. There were very few people out on the streets, and Tobias had to keep a large distance between himself and the man he had been following all evening. 

It was an area of town where a fruit merchant legitimately could live, and Tobias began to entertain the possibility that the man truly was a simple merchant as his profession indicated. 

The  Battle  Mage  doubted  the  man’s  innocence,  though.  His Strength and Agility were high enough that he could be very skilled with  weapons  while  his  Wisdom  and  Charisma  weren’t  particularly impressive,  which  should  have  been  the  man’s  primary  focus  as  a Merchant. 

They were getting close to the wall that surrounded the inner city, and  the  Merchant  turned  down  a  road  that  ran  parallel  to  the  wall. 

Tobias  stopped  instead  of  following  and  peeked  around  the  corner. 

He saw the man approach the door to a warehouse that backed up against the city wall on the opposite side of the street. 

Two  men  stepped  out  of  the  shadows  to  intercept  him  then  let him  pass,  apparently  recognizing  him.  The  door  to  the  building opened  to  let  him  in  then  closed  quickly.  The  guards  disappeared back into the shadows. 

“That seems a little suspicious for a simple fruit merchant,” Tobias whispered to Fafnir who had returned to his side. 

“Do you want me to see what’s inside?” the dragon asked. 

Tobias  nodded.  “Yeah,  scout  it  out  while  I  go  get  the  others.  I want to know what we’re up against before we go barging in.” 

“I  will  inspect  the  building,  then  wait  for  you  here,”  the  dragon said,  then  sauntered  toward  the  building,  unseen  by  anyone  other than Tobias. 

It  took  the  better  part  of  an  hour  to  return  to  the  Crow’s  Nest where his friends had gathered and were waiting for an update. They were  dressed  for  battle  and  ready  to  leave  as  soon  as  Tobias appeared. 

Elithia walked quietly at the Battle Mage’s side as they returned to  the  warehouse  district,  a  stoic  expression  on  her  face.  She  was skeptical  that  the  fruit  merchant  would  provide  any  relevant information  but  knew  they  had  to  try.  The  half-brothers,  Christoph and  Doulgorlig,  walked  behind  with  more  purpose,  a  spring  in  their steps.  They  were  more  than  ready  to  visit  some  pain  upon  anyone who might be in league with the  Electriterra—or Black Robes as they were commonly known. They had not experienced as much pain as Tobias, but they had taken a few lumps from those associated with the semisecret order. 

Faylienne  was  perhaps  the  most  excited  at  the  prospect  of breaking into someplace new. The purple-haired Thief walked beside Tobias  and  on  the  opposite  side  as  Elithia,  peppering  him  with questions about the building and what he expected to find. 

Fafnir was waiting for them around the corner and out of sight of their target building. 

“The  building  is  truly  a  warehouse  full  of  random  goods,”  the dragon  reported.  “I  have  no  way  of  knowing  if  it  belongs  to  our Merchant friend or not.” 

Elithia exhaled sharply. “So, you didn’t find anything?” 

“I didn’t say that.” Fafnir puffed up his chest and shook his wings a  little.  “The  casual  observer  might  conclude  there  is  nothing untoward  going  on,  but  I  am  well  versed  in  the  art  of  covert observation.  There  is  a  hidden  door  in  the  back  of  the  warehouse that leads down under the wall.” 

“Are you sure it goes under the wall?” Christoph asked. 

The  dragon  nodded.  “There  are  multiple  rooms  and  numerous tunnels.  I  think  they  tie  into  the  catacombs  and  sewers  under  the inner city.” 

Faylienne grinned. “Smugglers,” the halfling declared with a nod. 

“That still doesn’t mean they are associated with the  Electriterra,” 

Elithia pointed out. 

“It  doesn’t  mean  they  are  not,”  Doulgorlig  countered.  “I  vote  we go break some heads and find out.” 

Tobias  held  up  his  hand,  index  finger  extended.  “How  many people did you see?” 

“Ten plus the two outside,” Fafnir answered. “Our Merchant friend was  in  a  room  talking  to  someone  who  appeared  to  be  fairly important. He had an eyepatch and a scar on his left cheek.” 

The  halfling  Thief  frowned.  “Giovani.  He’s  head  of  the  Thieves’

Guild.” 

Christoph drew his sword. “We need to see what’s going on,” the armored  Knight  said,  “even  if  it’s  only  to  report  back  to  the  city guard.” 

Doulgorlig  reached  down  and  unhooked  his  mace  from  the  belt he  wore  over  his  brown  Monk’s  robe.  “Let’s  bust  up  this  little smuggler’s ring.” 

“Hold on,” Elithia said. “We can’t go in there killing people.” 

“We’re not gonna walk away,” Tobias insisted. 

“I’m  not  suggesting  we  do,”  the  half-elf  assured  him.  “We  just need to avoid killing anyone, if possible.” 

“That’s  no  fun,”  Faylienne  complained  as  she  sheathed  her shortsword and dagger. 

Doulgorlig  hooked  his  mace  back  on  his  belt.  “I  disagree,”  the huge  half-dwarf  said  with  a  smile.  “I  quite  like  a  fistfight  every  now and then.” 

“So how do we get in before the guards can warn those inside?” 

Tobias asked. 

The Monk smiled widely. “I will just carry you in.” 

Chapter 4

Don’t Call Me Peaches

Doulgorlig  rounded  the  corner  with  Tobias  slung  over  his  shoulder. 

He  ambled  down  the  deserted  street,  swerving  toward  the warehouse.  “Let  me  know  when  we  get  to  the  right  building,”  he whispered. 

“Just look for Fafnir,” Tobias replied. “He’s standing in front of the right door.” 

It  was  immensely  helpful  that  his  friends  could  see  the  blue dragon now, or at least his projection. That was one good thing that had  come  from  Tobias’s  poisoning  and  near  death  at  the  hands  of the goblins. 

As  they  approached  the  warehouse  door  where  Fafnir  stood watch, the two guards stepped out of the shadows to intercept them. 

The  Monk  staggered,  stumbling  toward  the  door.  “My  friend needs help,” he said. “He fell and hit his head.” 

Doulgorlig  took  another  step  toward  the  door,  and  the  men reached out and grabbed both of the Monk’s arms. 

Tobias  leaped  from  the  big  man’s  shoulder  as  Doulgorlig exploded into action. 

The  Monk  moved  faster  than  the  guards  could  have  expected, pulling his right arm free then quickly striking upward with his elbow and catching the guard in the face, snapping his head backward. 

Tobias  swung  around,  kicked  out  in  a  sweeping  motion,  and struck the back of the man’s legs. The man fell backward, hitting his head  on  the  ground.  Tobias  jumped  on  the  guard,  ready  to  pound him into oblivion, but he was already unconscious. 

Doulgorlig paid no attention to the first man after the elbow strike and  quickly  pivoted  back  to  his  left,  his  fist  moving  faster  than  the eye could follow. Tobias could hear bones crunch as the Monk’s fist collided  with  the  second  guard’s  face.  Blood  exploded  from  the man’s nose, and he crumpled to the ground. 

“Those two are going to be hating life come tomorrow morning,” 

Fafnir said. 

Tobias  looked  down  at  the  unconscious  men  and  had  to  agree with  the  dragon’s  assessment.  Both  men  were  going  to  be  in  a significant amount of pain when they woke. 

Elithia was suddenly at their side, Christoph and Faylienne only a few  steps  behind.  “Drag  these  two  inside  so  they  don’t  attract attention,” the half-elf said. 

“Check  and  make  sure  there’s  nobody  on  the  other  side  of  the door,” Tobias said to Fafnir. 

The  blue  dragon  disappeared  through  the  door  and  returned  a moment later. “All clear.” 

Tobias turned to the rest of the group and waved them forward. 

“Alright, let’s go.” 

Doulgorlig bent down and picked up one of the men he had just pulverized  and  slung  him  over  his  shoulder.  Christoph  grabbed  the other  by  the  collar  and  dragged  him  toward  the  door  Tobias  had pushed open. 

Once inside, they stashed the unconscious bodies of the guards then  gathered  around  the  dragon.  Fafnir  led  them  into  the warehouse and straight to an enormous set of shelves that were full of wooden crates and barrels. 

“The secret doorway is behind these shelves,” the dragon said. 

Doulgorlig reached forward and began to pull the shelves out. 

“Wait!”  Elithia  said  then  looked  at  Fafnir.  “What’s  on  the  other side?” 

The  dragon  was  silent,  apparently  lost  in  thought.  A  moment later, he shook his head and looked at the half-elf. 

“There  is  no  one  on  the  other  side,”  Fafnir  assured  her  then turned  toward  Tobias.  “The  man  you  are  looking  for  is  in  a  side chamber,  down  a  long  corridor.  Unfortunately,  I  will  not  be  able  to accompany you.” 

“What?!” 

“I  have  been  summoned  for  my  probation  hearing,”  the  dragon replied. 

Tobias  looked  at  Fafnir  questioningly.  He’d  known  there  was going to be some sort of hearing because the dragon had revealed

himself to the others, but this sounded like he was already in trouble of some sort. 

“Did you say probation?” the Battle Mage asked

Fafnir looked away then looked back. “I am a new Adjutor, as you know,” he said, “and I am on probation.” 

Tobias growled in frustration. “You are supposed to be available whenever I need you, and I need you right now.” 

“I  am  sorry,”  the  dragon  said.  “I  do  not  have  a  choice  in  this matter.” 

The Battle Mage blew out a frustrated breath. “Alright. When will you be back?” 

“I do not know. It should not be too long, though.” 

Tobias nodded his head then said, “Okay. Good luck.” 

The  Battle  Mage  turned  to  the  others  as  Fafnir  faded  away. 

Tobias  couldn’t  think  of  a  worse  time  for  the  dragon  to  be  called away. Doubt began to creep into his mind. “Now what?” 

“We move the shelf and open the secret door,” Elithia said. “We were doing this kind of thing long before you and your dragon came around.” 

Faylienne reached down, half drew her shortsword, and glanced at Elithia while raising an eyebrow. 

“Do your best not to kill anyone,” the half-elf repeated her earlier instructions, “but don’t risk your own life unnecessarily.” 

“I can live with that,” the halfling said with a smile. 

“And  whatever  you  do,  don’t  kill  the  peach  vendor,”  Tobias  said then added with a growl, “That man owes me some answers!” 

“So, are we ready to bust some more heads?” Doulgorlig asked, hands moving to the shelving unit. 

Christoph nodded. “I’ll lead the way,” the Knight said. “My armor will protect me from anything they have and give us a chance to take them down without any fatalities.” 

Elithia nodded at Doulgorlig. “Let’s go.” 

The Monk pulled, and the shelves pivoted open silently, revealing a  large  opening  with  steps  leading  down  into  the  dark.  They  could see a faint light coming from below. 

Christoph  held  a  finger  to  his  lips  and  began  the  descent  into darkness. He was followed closely by Doulgorlig and then Faylienne who seemed way too eager, considering she was the smallest one in their  party.  Tobias  followed  them,  and  Elithia  took  up  the  rear.  He smiled  as  he  noticed  the  Ranger  had  her  bow  out  and  an  arrow nocked. 

 Don’t  kill  anyone  if  you  can  help  it,  but  be  ready  just  in  case, Tobias thought in complete agreement with the half-elf. 

Christoph moved down the steps as quietly as possible, pausing and  holding  up  two  fingers  when  he  got  about  halfway  down, indicating  there  were  two  men  at  the  bottom.  It  was  pretty  much impossible to be completely silent wearing a full set of plate armor, though,  and  the  two  men  below  were  alerted  to  their  presence several steps from the bottom. 

The Knight leaped into action the moment they were detected. 

One of the men at the bottom of the steps turned to face them as the  other  attempted  to  run  away,  presumably  to  warn  anyone  else down there. 

A throwing knife zipped through the air, and the man tumbled to the  ground,  a  knife  sticking  from  his  leg.  Faylienne  squeezed  past the two men in front of her and raced toward the man. She jumped on the man’s back as he was trying to push himself up. The halfling slammed his head into the ground, and he was still. 

At  the  same  time,  Christoph  leaped  down  the  last  three  steps, swinging  a  gauntleted  fist  toward  the  man  who  had  stayed  behind. 

The  man  flew  backward  as  the  fist  connected  with  the  side  of  his head a split second before the weight of the armored knight crashed into him. 

Doulgorlig hurried forward to face any newcomers as Tobias and Elithia reached the bottom of the steps. The half-elf looked down at Faylienne, who was sitting on top of the man who had tried to flee, cleaning her throwing knife on his shirt. 

“What?! I didn’t kill him.” 

There was no time to debate. 

“Incoming!” Doulgorlig yelled out, and a blue shield appeared in front of him an instant before a dozen crossbow bolts slammed into it

and dropped to the ground harmlessly. 

The  Monk  didn’t  wait  for  more.  He  let  the  shield  dissipate  and charged  forward.  Faylienne  hopped  to  her  feet  and  followed  the large man. Christoph came only a split second later. 

Tobias saw the narrow opening to another hallway on the right a short  distance  ahead.  He  turned  to  Elithia.  “I’m  going  to  find  the peach vendor.” 

The  Battle  Mage  strode  toward  the  corridor  but  looked  back  at Elithia before heading down the hallway. She mouthed, “Good luck” 

to him then trotted toward the fighting. 

The narrow opening widened into a normal-sized hallway almost immediately,  but  there  was  still  very  little  light.  Tobias  followed  a twisting  passageway,  squinting  as  he  tried  to  see  in  the  dark.  He eventually came to a junction and briefly wondered which way to go until  he  saw  a  door  at  the  end  of  the  hallway  to  his  right.  A  small amount of light seeped out from under it. 

Tobias stepped toward the door cautiously, uncertain if he should go in or wait for help. 

He didn’t get a chance to choose as the door was abruptly pulled open, and a man with an eyepatch stepped out. 

Name: Giovani Medici, Human

Profession: Merchant, Smuggler Specialization Level: 11

Size: Medium

Health: 180 / 180

Vitality: 108 / 108

Agility: 11

Charisma: 14

Intelligence: 9

Stamina: 12

Strength: 11

Wisdom: 14

As he drew his sword, Tobias absorbed the man’s stats, knowing he would need the weapon if he was going to survive a fight with two criminals, assuming the peach merchant was in the room too. 

The Smuggler spun around and ran back into the room. 

Tobias charged into the room after the man. 

Someone crashed into Tobias from behind just before he reached the room, sending him tumbling forward. He rolled through the open doorway  at  the  same  moment  that  a  sword  swung  through  the  air right where his head would have been had he remained on his feet. 

Faylienne rolled forward, bounced off Tobias, and jumped to her feet with a throwing knife in hand. She hurled it at Giovani who was pulling open a secret door in the back of the room. 

Tobias rolled to his back and instinctively brought his sword up to block  the  one  coming  at  his  face.  He  kicked  out,  catching  his assailant—the  peach  merchant  Dorrick—in  the  stomach.  The  man staggered  back  and  bent  over,  grabbing  his  midsection  with  one hand. 

Dorrick attacks Tobias with Shortsword. Attack blocked. No damage done. 

Tobias attacks Dorrick with Foot for 4 Health points damage. 

The halfling Thief was suddenly there with her sword at the man’s throat. “Drop your weapon.” 

Dorrick glared at Faylienne then dropped his sword and stood up straight. 

Tobias  pushed  himself  to  his  feet  and  scanned  the  small  room, which  contained  little  more  than  a  table  and  a  couple  chairs.  The peach  merchant  stood  defiantly,  the  halfling’s  sword  at  his  neck. 

Another man—presumably the Smuggler—lay face down with a knife

in  the  back  of  his  neck.  A  secret  doorway  stood  half  open  right  in front of the body. 

The  Battle  Mage  focused  his  attention  on  the  man  he’d  been following. “Now, you’re going to answer some questions,” he said as he stepped toward Dorrick. 

The  Merchant  shifted  his  glare  from  Faylienne  to  Tobias  and sneered. “I’ve got a better idea, Peaches,” the man spat. “You let me go,  and  I’ll  tell  our  black-robed  friends  to  kill  you  quickly  next  time they get their hands on you.” 

Tobias  lunged  forward,  grabbing  the  man’s  shirt,  and  slammed him into the wall. 

Strong hands grabbed the enraged Battle Mage by the shoulders. 

“Easy  now,  lad,”  Doulgorlig  said.  “We’ll  get  the  answers  we  need once we get out of here.” 

Tobias shook the merchant once for good measure then released his  grip.  He  turned  to  see  that  in  addition  to  Doulgorlig,  Christoph and Elithia had entered the room too. 

“We  need  to  get  out  of  here  before  reinforcements  arrive,”  the half-elf said. 

She  glanced  at  the  body  in  front  of  the  open  door  and  asked Faylienne. “Is that who I think it is?” 

“Yeah,” the Thief answered. 

“Is that going to cause us problems?” 

Faylienne shook her head. “I don’t think so,” she said. “Everyone will  be  too  busy  scrambling  to  replace  him  to  worry  about  who actually  killed  him.  I  doubt  he  did  much  to  inspire  loyalty  that  will extend beyond his death. We might even get a thank-you card from whoever succeeds him.” 

“What about the rest?” Elithia asked. 

“Thugs for hire,” Faylienne said. “Taking a beating every now and then  is  part  of  the  job.  They  won’t  come  looking  for  revenge,  but  if they do . . .” 

The Thief glanced at the body of Giovani Medici, former head of the Thieves’ Guild, and added, “We’ll deal with them too.” 

Faylienne tied Dorrick’s hands behind his back then shoved the Merchant  toward  the  door.  Christoph  grabbed  him  by  the  arm  and

led him out of the room while the halfling searched the body for loot. 

Tobias noticed she took something out of the Smuggler’s pocket but couldn’t  tell  what  it  was.  He  figured  whatever  loot  she  found belonged to her and didn’t question what she’d taken. 

As  they  shuffled  out,  two  notifications  popped  up  in  Tobias’s vision. 

Your party has been awarded 7,700 experience points for slaying Smuggler. 

Experience points will be divided amongst all participants in the battle. 

Congratulations! You have advanced to Level 9. You have been awarded two attribute points and one skill level advancement to be allocated as you choose. 

Chapter 5

Death of a Salesman

They  returned  to  the  Crow’s  Nest  with  their  prisoner,  staying  to  the shadows  and  deserted  roads  as  much  as  possible.  Tobias  walked alone,  staying  away  from  the  Merchant.  He  took  advantage  of  the alone time and allocated his Attribute points and Skill level increase from advancing to Level 9. 

The  Battle  Mage  had  decided  his  top  priorities  were  increasing his Spellcasting and Analyze skills. There weren’t any requirements for advancing his Analyze skill, so he focused on what he needed to advance  Spellcasting.  That  led  him  to  increase  his  Intelligence because  he  needed  to  raise  it  two  points,  and  Stamina  because  it would increase his Vitality which he would need for all the new spells he planned to cast. 

The choice to advance his Analyze skill was easy because it was the only real option he had, given his current attributes. 

Analyze:

Learn characteristics of objects, monsters, and sentient beings. 

Advancing levels in this skill provides more information. 

Advance one level when both Intelligence and Wisdom are 15 or higher. 

Basic Level—Learn basic stats including Name (if applicable), Race / Type, Size, Health, Vitality, and Basic Attributes. 

Novice Level—Identify armor and weapons currently in use. 

Advanced Level—Identify active enchantments on object / monster / being. 

0% to Expert Level. 

Feeling refreshed after improving his Attributes and Skills, Tobias was  ready  to  get  some  answers  when  they  arrived  back  at  the

Crow’s  Nest.  They  entered  through  the  kitchen  and  took  the Merchant to a room two levels below the inn and tavern where they tied  him  to  a  chair,  locking  him  inside  until  they  could  properly interrogate him. 

Stanwick  met  them  in  the  secret  war  room  hidden  below  the tavern  which  was  one  level  above  where  the  prisoner  was  being held. The former Sailor and current proprietor of the Crow’s Nest Inn and  Tavern—not  to  mention  spymaster—brought  a  tray  full  of  food and  mugs  of  ale  then  withdrew  to  the  other  side  of  the  room  with Elithia. 

Doulgorlig took a seat in one of the oversized, upholstered chairs in  the  corner  next  to  the  table  full  of  food.  He  helped  himself  to  a plate  full  of  sliced  sausages  and  cheese  plus  a  large  piece  of buttered  bread.  Faylienne  took  the  other  chair,  making  herself  a sandwich before sitting cross-legged, her small size accentuated by the large chair. 

The Monk filled a second plate full of food and held it out toward Christoph,  who  leaned  against  the  wall  a  short  distance  away  with his arms crossed over his chest. The Knight declined with a shake of his head. Doulgorlig shrugged and added it to his own plate. 

Tobias  paced  around  the  room,  consumed  by  his  own  dark thoughts until the Monk called him over. “Relax for a bit,” Doulgorlig said, getting up and motioning toward the now vacant chair. “And eat something.” 

The  Battle  Mage  reluctantly  complied  and  plopped  down  in  the chair. He leaned forward and grabbed a piece of bread and a slice of meat,  folding  the  bread  around  the  meat  to  make  himself  a sandwich. 

Faylienne  leaned  forward,  her  elbows  on  her  knees  with  her hands  supporting  her  chin.  “So  what’s  up  with  Fafnir  getting  called away?” 

“He’s in a bit of trouble for revealing himself to you guys,” Tobias answered.  “I  think  he’s  more  worried  about  his  hearing  than  he’s letting on.” 

“Why’s that?” Faylienne asked. “He saved your life.” 

“But  he  revealed  himself  to  everyone  to  do  it,”  the  Battle  Mage said. “He’s not supposed to do that.” 

“It wasn’t everyone,” the halfling pointed out. “It was only the four of us. Well, five, if you count Stanwick.” 

“Does Stanwick know about the dragon?” Doulgorlig asked. 

Tobias thought about it for a minute then said, “I think so, but I’m not sure.” 

Faylienne  sat  up  and  turned  toward  the  innkeeper.  “Hey, Stanwick! You seen a blue dragon lately?” 

He turned toward her, a perplexed look on his face. “Huh? Why don’t  you  ask  Tobias  if  you  want  to  know  something  about  his dragon?” 

“Okay,  thanks,”  she  said  then  turned  back  to  Tobias  and Doulgorlig, nodding. “He knows. I guess that’s five people.” 

Tobias  shook  his  head  and  chuckled  at  the  halfling’s  moxie. 

“Yeah,  I’m  not  sure  it  matters  how  many  people.  The  fact  that  he revealed himself to anyone other than me is the problem.” 

“But  he  saved  your  life,”  Doulgorlig  pointed  out.  “That  has  to count for something.” 

The Battle Mage shrugged. “You’d think so.” 

Before they could debate the merits of the dragon’s actions any further, Stanwick and Elithia crossed the room, approaching the rest of the group. 

“Things seem to be changing within the ranks of the  Electriterra,” 

Stanwick said. 

Christoph  stood  up  straight,  stepping  away  from  the  wall.  “Like working with the Thieves’ Guild?” 

“We’re  still  not  sure  the  Black  Robes  are  working  with  the Thieves’ Guild,” Elithia said. 

“How  can  you  say  that?”  Tobias  asked.  “Dorrick  admitted  as much before he quit talking.” 

“As I understand it, he admitted to working with the  Electriterra to find you, and he was clearly working with the Thieves’ Guild in some capacity,”  Stanwick  said.  “That  doesn’t  necessarily  mean  the  Black Robes are working with the thieves.” 

“Pfff.” Tobias dismissed the idea with a wave. “If A equals B and B equals C, that means A equals C.” 

“Huh?” Doulgorlig grunted, a befuddled look on his face. 

Christoph was just as confused. “What are you saying?” 

The  Battle  Mage—and  former  engineering  student—realized algebraic equations were definitely not the best way to make a point with his new friends. 

“All I’m saying is they are related,” Tobias said, “and we will get the Merchant to admit it.” 

“I  hope  you’re  right,”  Stanwick  said,  “because  he’s  the  only  link we’ve got right now to the  Electriterra.” 

“What about your inside contact?” Christoph asked. 

The  innkeeper  shook  his  head.  “He  had  to  withdraw,”  he  said. 

“There was too much scrutiny after the recent events.” 

Elithia exhaled forcefully. “So, we’re working in the dark again.” 

“Then maybe it’s time to get some answers,” Tobias said, pushing himself to his feet and moving toward the door. 

Doulgorlig stepped in front of him and put his hand on his chest. 

“We will get answers shortly, but you are too close. Interrogation is an art, and we need to put an artist on the job.” 

The  Monk  looked  at  the  purple-haired  Thief  still  sitting  in  the oversized chair. 

Faylienne  popped  the  last  bite  of  sandwich  into  her  mouth  and jumped to her feet. A knife appeared in her hand with the flick of her wrist. “I’m flattered,” she said, twirling the knife casually. “I will get us the answers we seek.” 

“Hold off on your inquisition for a minute,” Elithia said. “We’ve got one more thing we need to discuss.” 

“My  contact  was  able  to  learn  something  useful  before  he  went dark,” Stanwick said. “He was able to confirm that slaves were being taken in other locations across the kingdom. He didn’t have a lot of details, but if we can learn what these slaves are being used for, we might be able to figure out what the  Electriterra are doing.” 

“How do we do that?” Christoph asked. 

“I will have my contacts listen for reports of goblin raids since we know they used goblins once already.” 

The  Knight  gazed  at  his  half-brother.  “If  anything  comes  up,  we can check it out.” 

“I can help too,” Tobias said, then added. “We just need to make sure we find out what the Black Robes want with me specifically.” 

“I  understand  how  you  feel,”  Stanwick  said,  “but  this  is  much bigger  than  finding  Otherworlders  now.  They  have  started  taking normal folks, which is alarming.” 

“Like I said, let’s see what I can learn from our Merchant friend,” 

Faylienne said, heading for the door. No one stopped her this time. 

Tobias plopped back down in the chair with a loud exhale. He felt truly helpless. 

“Don’t worry,” Doulgorlig said, sitting down in the other chair. He gave Tobias a sympathetic look. “We will get this all figured out.” 

Elithia  left  Stanwick  and  joined  them.  “Faylienne  will  get  the answers  we  need,”  she  said.  “I  have  complete  confidence  in  her ability to extract information from an unwilling subject.” 

The  group  went  silent.  Doulgorlig  returned  to  his  plate  of  food while the rest stayed quiet, lost in their own thoughts. 

Faylienne burst back into the room. 

“That was fast,” Christoph said. 

The halfling shook her head. “The Merchant is dead!” 

Tobias jumped to his feet. “You killed him?!” 

Faylienne  shook  her  head  forcefully.  “I  didn’t  kill  him,”  she  said. 

“He was already dead.” 

“That’s impossible,” Stanwick asserted. 

“See for yourself.” The halfling turned and left the room. 

She  led  them  through  the  storeroom  and  down  the  steps  to  the next level—the same level as the entrance to the sewers. The Thief stopped  outside  the  room  where  the  prisoner  was  being  kept  and motioned inside. She stood there with her arms crossed as everyone else filed into the room. 

The Merchant was tied to the chair, his arms bound behind him. 

His head slumped down to his chest. 

Elithia  strode  forward  and  grabbed  the  man  by  the  chin,  forcing his head up. Lifeless eyes stared back at her. “Yeah, he’s dead.” 

Tobias stared at the dead man. He shook his head slightly, fists clenched  at  the  realization  that  their  only  connection  to  the  Black Robes was now gone. 

Stanwick  looked  around  the  room,  his  fists  also  clenched.  “This should not be,” he declared through gritted teeth. “No one knows we had him. Or where.” 

“Hey,”  Faylienne  called  from  outside  the  room.  “The  door  to  the sewers is open.” 

Tobias  barged  out  of  the  room.  “We  need  to  catch  whoever  did this!” 

He found the halfling standing by the door to the sewers that was open  a  crack.  She  pulled  it  open  the  rest  of  the  way,  revealing  the stone  steps  that  led  down  into  the  tunnels  that  crisscrossed  under the city of Silverdale. 

Tobias  bounded  down  the  steps  without  slowing.  Darkness engulfed him as he reached the flat stone floor at the bottom of the steps.  He  knew  from  experience  that  the  corridor  extended  in  two directions.  On  the  left,  the  tunnel  led  to  a  junction  that  had  half  a dozen  other  tunnels  leading  from  it.  To  the  right,  the  corridor ultimately dead-ended, but multiple side tunnels branched off along the way. 

Christoph  appeared  a  moment  later  carrying  a  lit  torch  that illuminated  the  surrounding  area.  The  rest  of  the  group  followed closely  behind.  Doulgorlig  carried  two  torches  and  handed  one  to Tobias. 

Elithia  bent  down,  inspecting  the  stone  floor,  holding  her  torch above various footprints and drag marks. 

“Grrrh,”  Tobias  grunted  in  frustration.  “Most  of  those  are  mine. 

We’re never going to find anyone who came down here.” 

He fervently wished Fafnir was with them. The dragon could have searched all of the tunnels in a matter of minutes. Without him . . . 

“It’s useless,” Tobias declared. 

Faylienne put her arm around the Battle Mage. “Don’t say that,” 

she said. “We’ll find whoever did this and make them pay.” 

They spread out to search the tunnels, half going to the right and the other half to the left. The search proved to be fruitless, though, 

and they returned to the war room, never finding any sign of where the killer may have gone. 

“The Black Robes did this,” Tobias huffed from the chair he had collapsed  into  after  their  fruitless  search.  “I  have  no  doubt  in  my mind.” 

“I  tend  to  agree,”  Stanwick  said.  “The   Electriterra  are  likely involved and possibly the Thieves’ Guild too.” 

Elithia  turned  to  Faylienne.  “You  have  contacts  in  the  Thieves’

Guild, don’t you?” she stated more than asked. “See if you can find a connection with the Black Robes.” 

The  halfling  Thief  raised  an  eyebrow.  “I  just  killed  their  leader,” 

she pointed out. 

“You said nobody would care,” Elithia countered. 

Faylienne  shrugged.  “That  I  did,”  she  admitted.  “It  will  be dangerous, though.” 

Doulgorlig stepped toward Faylienne. “Is that really necessary?” 

he asked. 

The  Ranger  nodded  forcefully.  “It  is,”  she  said.  “We  need answers, and she is the only one who can get them.” 

The halfling patted the large Monk on the arm. “I will be fine,” she assured him. “I have friends who can help me.” 

“But we can’t go with you,” Doulgorlig insisted. 

Faylienne  smiled  at  him.  “I  meant  thieves,”  she  said.  “They  will help me stay out of trouble.” 

The Monk nodded. “Okay. Be careful, though.” 

“I always am,” the halfling said and bounded from the room. 

Chapter 6

A Royal Encounter

Tobias  attempted  to  summon  Fafnir  several  times  before  retiring  to his room, but the blue dragon didn’t respond or appear. It had been a lot longer than a couple hours, and he hoped everything was going okay. 

It  was  nearly  dawn  before  the  Battle  Mage  lay  down  in  his  bed and let exhaustion consume him. He woke shortly before noon and headed to the common room where he scarfed down a quick lunch before  returning  to  his  room,  anxious  to  use  the  items  he’d purchased at the magic shop the day before. 

Tobias  removed  all  the  scrolls  from  his  Bag  of  Holding  and stacked them in two groups on the small table in his room. The first pile contained an assortment of spells that would start unlocking his potential  as  a  Battle  Mage.  The  second  pile  represented  a  level  of power he was currently unable to achieve. He reached for one of the scrolls in the second pile and untied the ribbon holding it closed. He spread  it  out  on  the  table  and  studied  the  words  of  magic,  which were beyond his ability to comprehend. 

The Battle Mage shook his head, disappointed but not surprised. 

He had known he would not be able to learn the spell but had hoped to be able to read it—at least the name of the spell. He could not. 

A sliver of panic shot through his body as he considered the idea that the Wizard had ripped him off. Tobias pushed that feeling down, trusting that Grendall truly wanted to help him. 

With  a  shrug,  he  rolled  the  scroll  back  up  and  tied  the  ribbon around  it.  He  promised  himself  he  would  increase  his  Spellcasting ability to the Advanced level as soon as he possibly could. Knowing he had a set of spells waiting for him would help provide motivation to do so. 

Tobias turned his attention to the eight scrolls he could use. He unrolled  the  first  scroll,  spread  it  out  on  the  table,  and  started reading. 

The  words  on  the  parchment  suddenly  began  to  shimmer  and move. They flowed off the page, up his fingers, and wrapped around his wrist. The text flowed up his arm, coiling around the limb like a snake. Tobias could feel the words flow past his shoulder and up his neck.  He  could  feel  the  pressure  build  in  his  head,  starting  at  the base  of  his  skull  where  the  words  disappeared,  absorbing  into  his brain. 

He  felt  the  last  words  absorb  into  his  skull,  and  the  pressure intensified until he thought his head would explode. Then it did. 

An  explosion  of  white  light  that  seemed  to  emanate  from  inside his head blinded him momentarily. 

The  pressure  was  now  gone,  and  he  could  see  again.  He  also knew a new spell. 

Spell: Basic Fireball

Type: Fire Magic

Effect:

Attack one target with fireball. 

Does 20 Health points of fire damage plus 2 Health point per level of caster. 

Cost: 10 Vitality points

Range: 150 feet

Cast Time: 2 seconds

Duration: Instantaneous

Cooldown: None

Tobias  unrolled  the  next  scroll  and  repeated  the  process.  Each new  spell  came  with  the  unpleasant  side  effects  and  took  a  little more  out  of  him.  By  the  time  he  had  learned  all  eight  of  the  Basic level  spells,  he  was  physically  drained  and  could  barely  keep  his eyes open. He collapsed on the bed and was asleep before his head hit the pillow. 

 Thump! Thump! Thump! 

His  head  pounded  as  he  forced  his  eyes  open,  blinking  at  the brightness in his room. Based on the sunlight streaming through the window, Tobias knew it was morning—and not early morning, either. 

He  had  slept  all  afternoon,  through  the  night,  and  well  into  the next morning! 

 Thump! Thump! Thump! 

“Hello,  are  you  in  there?!”  a  voice  yelled  through  the  door.  It sounded  like  the  boy  that  worked  for  Stanwick  doing  odd  jobs  and running errands. “I have an urgent message for you, sir!” 

“Nnngh,”  Tobias  groaned  as  he  pushed  himself  to  a  sitting position. “Stop pounding on the door. I’ll be right there.” 

He  took  a  few  deep  breaths  and  stretched  his  arms  before standing up and shuffling toward the door. With one last deep breath, he opened the door to see what was so urgent. 

A  piece  of  parchment  was  shoved  in  his  face  the  moment  the door opened. 

“This is from Grendall the Wizard,” the young man said. “He said it was urgent.” 

“What does it say?” Tobias asked as he took the note. 

“Don’t know, sir. I can’t read,” the boy answered with a shrug. 

Tobias  looked  at  the  young  man,  judging  him  to  be  nine  or  ten. 

“Shouldn’t you be in school?” 

The  boy  screwed  up  his  face.  “School?  That’s  just  for  the  rich kids.” 

“Oh,” Tobias said distractedly, his eyes scanning the note. 

 Got a lead on the origins of the diamond pendant. Potential owner will be at the magic shop at noon. Very important person. Do not be late. 

 Grendall

“What time is it?” he asked the boy. 

“Almost noon, sir.” 

“What?! Why didn’t you bring this to me sooner?” 

“I tried, sir.” The boy looked down at his feet. “You didn’t answer the first three times I came up.” 

“Agh!” Tobias groaned in frustration. 

The boy stepped back apprehensively. 

The Battle Mage shook his head. “Alright, it’s not your fault,” he said and tossed the boy a copper coin. “Thank you for bringing me the message.” 

He  turned  back  into  his  room  and  grabbed  his  Bag  of  Holding then rushed out, pulling the door closed behind himself. He bounded down  the  steps  two  at  a  time,  passing  the  boy  on  the  way,  then raced out of the inn. 

Tobias  alternated  between  walking  fast  and  jogging  as  traffic permitted.  He  made  really  good  time  and  was  nearly  to  the  magic shop  when  the  tower  bell  began  ringing  the  noon  hour.  When  he reached  Everyday  Magic,  he  saw  a  man  dressed  in  black  leather pants  and  a  shirt,  a  sword  strapped  to  his  waist.  The  man  looked down at him disapprovingly. 

 Why does everyone wear black?  Tobias wondered to himself. 

As  the  Battle  Mage  approached  the  door,  the  man  stepped  in front of him, blocking the entrance to the store. 

 Seriously?!  Tobias  groaned  to  himself  then  said,  “I  was  invited here by Grendall the Wizard.” 

“I believe you were told to be here by noon,” the man said tersely. 

“It is now past noon.” 

 Fine!  Tobias turned to leave. His head still hurt, and he was in no mood  to  deal  with  the  haughty  bodyguard  of  some  self-important noble. 

The door opened behind the man. “Have you seen—” Grendall’s voice  cut  off  as  he  spotted  the  young  Battle  Mage  walking  away. 

“Where are you going? Get in here.” 

Tobias turned back and strode toward the magic shop. He glared at the man who had barred his entrance as he walked into the shop, brushing  past  the  man,  giving  him  a  bit  of  a  shoulder  check  as  he

passed. The man didn’t budge, and Tobias found himself rubbing his shoulder  as  he  entered  the  store.  He  closed  the  door  forcefully  to regain some semblance of control. 

His attention was immediately drawn to a petite figure standing at the display case that served as a countertop for the magic shop. She wore  a  supple  white  leather  cloak  that  brushed  the  floor.  The  fur-lined hood was up, hiding her face. 

The woman turned toward him and reached up with two delicate hands and pulled the hood back. 

Tobias inhaled sharply. 

The young woman had long brown hair, pulled back and held in place  by  a  braid  on  each  side  of  her  head,  originating  from  her temple. A thin band of gold circled her head. It was adorned with a single emerald on her forehead. 

He struggled with competing urges to look away shyly and stare openly at one of the most beautiful young ladies he’d ever seen. 

The  Wizard  attempted  to  come  to  his  rescue.  “This  is  Lady Gwendolyn Dumont, daughter of the King.” 

Tobias was even more flustered. He didn’t know whether to bow, drop to a knee, or kiss her hand. 

When the young woman held out her hand, he half bowed, half kneeled, then awkwardly shook her hand. 

Gwendolyn  laughed  as  Tobias  released  her  hand  and  stood  up straight.  It  was  a  magical  sound,  sweet  and  melodic.  “And  what  is your name?” 

He looked at her wide-eyed, unable to speak for a moment. “My name is Tobias,” he finally said, then stood there fidgeting. 

She  spoke  again.  “Grendall  tells  me  you  found  a  diamond pendant that may have belonged to my grandmother.” 

“Oh yes,” he said, then quickly reached into his Bag of Holding, summoning the piece of jewelry. A moment later, he pulled his hand out and triumphantly held the pendant up for all to see. 

“Why  don’t  you  place  it  on  the  counter  so  Lady  Gwendolyn  can examine it,” Grendall suggested. 

“Of  course,”  Tobias  said  and  shuffled  forward,  placing  the pendant  on  the  display  case.  He  looked  at  the  young  woman

expectantly. 

Lady  Gwendolyn  stepped  forward  gracefully  and  picked  up  the pendant,  turning  it  over  in  her  delicate  hands  as  she  inspected  it. 

“So, where did you find this?” 

Tobias  stood  up  straight,  puffing  out  his  chest.  “On  a  quest,”  he said  proudly.  “I  was  doing  an  important  service  for  Innkeeper Stanwick, and after defeating a group of nasty monsters, I found this beautiful pendant.” 

Gwendolyn  put  the  pendant  down  and  looked  at  Tobias.  “That sounds so exciting,” she said with a smile. “And dangerous.” 

“Oh, it was,” he agreed enthusiastically. 

Tobias  looked  at  her  tentatively.  “Is  this  what  you  were  looking for?”  he  asked,  hoping  he  had  found  something  valuable  to  the beautiful young lady. 

She looked down at the pendant then back at Tobias. “Yes, I think it is.” 

“I am so glad,” he said, a huge grin splitting his face. “It gives me great pleasure to return this precious family heirloom.” 

The  young  woman  grabbed  his  hand  gently,  and  Tobias  could feel his face flush. “I can’t thank you enough for returning this to my family.” 

“I am happy to be of service,” the Battle Mage said then looked down, embarrassed once more. 

She reached up and put her hand on his upper arm, causing him to  look  up.  “Come  to  the  palace  tomorrow  afternoon  so  I  can  give you a proper reward.” 

Tobias’s face flushed even more. “That’s not necessary, my lady.” 

“Of  course  it  is,”  Gwendolyn  insisted.  “This  diamond  pendant  is worth  at  least  a  hundred  gold  coins,  and  I  am  not  going  to  simply take it from you.” 

He looked down and shuffled his feet. “Really, it’s not a big deal.” 

She  pursed  her  lips  and  frowned.  “Are  you  refusing  my invitation?” 

Tobias looked up at her pouting face. It was like looking into the sad  eyes  of  the  cutest  puppy  in  existence.  “Of  course  not,”  he assured her. “I would never say no to you.” 

“Good,”  she  said,  a  smile  returning  to  her  face.  “I  will  send  an invitation so you can get into the palace.” 

Gwendolyn pulled the hood of her white cloak back up over her head  and  walked  toward  the  door.  She  stopped  when  she  reached the  door  and  turned  back  toward  Tobias  and  smiled.  Then  she opened the door and was gone. 

Chapter 7

Training Day

Doulgorlig leaned back, barely avoiding the fist that swung in front of his  face.  He  dropped  his  right  arm  down  in  time  to  block  a  second punch aimed at his ribs. The barrage didn’t stop, and he was forced to step back, constantly dodging and blocking. 

The huge Monk ducked under a roundhouse punch aimed at his head and threw himself forward. He accepted a two-handed blow to his back as he drove his shoulder into his attacker and wrapped his arms around him, attempting to drive his opponent into the ground. 

Stanwick  was  too  experienced  to  be  taken  down  that  easily, though. He stepped to the side and spun his body, using the Monk’s momentum to spin him around in a circle. At the same time, he drove both  elbows  down  into  the  large  man’s  arms,  weakening  his  grip enough to throw him free. 

The old Sailor leaped forward, unleashing another flurry of blows. 

Doulgorlig  quickly  stood  and  raised  his  arms,  blocking  the  barrage with his forearms. 

The Monk suddenly kicked forward, surprising Stanwick both with his quickness and power. The Sailor stumbled back, his arms flailing out to the side as he tried to keep his balance. 

Doulgorlig  rushed  forward  and  unleashed  his  own  flurry  of attacks.  The  big  man  pounded  Stanwick  with  a  series  of  jabs  and body  blows  then  wrapped  his  arms  around  the  old  Sailor  and clasped his hands together in an unbreakable hold. The Monk lifted him  off  the  ground  and  squeezed  with  all  of  his  dwarf-enhanced Strength. 

Stanwick  struggled  to  break  free,  but  it  was  no  use.  After  a  few seconds, he called out his surrender. “Alright, you win.” 

The half-dwarf Monk dropped the old Sailor then reached out to steady his friend so he didn’t fall. “Now that was a fight!” 

“Aye, that it was,” Stanwick agreed. 

Both men were sweating profusely, their faces red from exertion and punches. They untied and removed their padded gloves as they

made  their  way  toward  the  water  bucket  for  some  much-needed hydration. 

Elithia  leaped  down  from  the  fence  where  she  had  been  sitting while  watching  the  fight.  “Alright,  your  turn,  Tobias,”  she  declared, picking up her bow and a bucket full of arrows. 

The  Battle  Mage  blew  out  a  forceful  breath  and  walked  into  the open  space  where  the  epic  battle  of  fists  had  just  taken  place.  He shook his arms out and cracked his neck side to side, preparing to face the half-elf. 

Elithia took up a position at the edge of the clearing, her bow in one  hand  and  the  bucket  full  of  arrows  on  the  ground  next  to  her. 

“Let’s see what that new skill of yours can do.” 

The Battle Mage looked at her skeptically, his eyes flickering from the bow to the bucket. He knew the bow was a less powerful version than  the  one  the  half-elf  normally  used  and  that  the  arrows  were blunted  and  wrapped  in  cloth,  but  that  did  little  to  give  him confidence. 

Tobias had been practicing his Levitation skill and could use his new  ability  to  move  stationary  objects  both  large  and  small,  but  a flying arrow was something entirely different. 

“Are you sure I can do this?” 

“Of  course  not,”  the  half-elf  said  with  a  mischievous  smile,  “but we won’t know until you try.” 

She reached down to grab an arrow, and Tobias moved his arm slightly,  flicking  his  wrist.  The  bucket  of  arrows  slid  to  the  side several feet. 

It  was  Tobias’s  turn  to  smile  playfully.  “I  figure  the  best  way  to avoid an arrow is to make sure it never gets fired.” 

Elithia cocked her head a bit then reached over her shoulder and pulled  a  real  arrow  from  the  quiver  on  her  back.  “I  can  use  one  of these if you like.” 

Tobias  flicked  his  wrist  again,  and  the  bucket  of  padded  arrows slid back to the Ranger’s side. 

“That’s  what  I  thought,”  she  said,  returning  the  pointed  arrow  to her quiver and grabbing a blunted one. 

The Battle Mage drew his sword and assumed a fighting stance. 

He held the sword out to the side in his right hand and held his left hand up in front of himself. 

Elithia  nocked  the  padded  arrow  and  pulled  the  string  back  as she raised the bow. “I’m going to shoot this one off to the side,” she said. “See if you can alter its path.” 

Tobias stared at the arrow, his heart racing. In his mind, he knew it was a padded arrow, but he couldn’t convince his nerves there was no danger. He reached out with his new skill and sensed the arrow. 

Then he sensed it race toward him with incredible speed. 

Instinctively, he threw himself to the side and swung his arm out as  if  swatting  at  it.  The  arrow  veered  away  from  him  and disappeared into the trees. 

A small round of applause broke out. 

Doulgorlig clapped the loudest. “Good job.” 

“Not  bad,”  Elithia  said  with  a  shrug  as  she  grabbed  another arrow. “Try this one.” 

The second arrow flew straight at his head. Tobias threw his head back, and his hand shot up in front of his face. 

The arrow flew up in the air and sailed harmlessly over his head. 

Tobias  stood  up  straight  with  a  smile  on  his  face.  “Is  that  all you’ve got?” he asked playfully. “Give me your best shot.” 

The Ranger smiled back, then started launching more arrows. 

The  Levitation  skill  allowed  Tobias  to  sense  the  objects  around him,  turning  them  into  an  extension  of  his  own  body,  much  like  a sword  becomes  an  extension  of  a  sword  master’s  own  arm.  There was no need to do anything physical, but it just felt right to Tobias. It helped him to focus on what he was doing to control the objects. 

Tobias sensed the first arrow shoot toward him the instant Elithia released it. He swiped his hand to the left in a downward motion, and the arrow veered to the side, crashing harmlessly into the dirt. 

The next arrow was already on the way, and he flicked his hand across  his  body  toward  his  right  shoulder.  The  arrow  curved  away from him and up into the air. 

The Battle Mage swiped his hand back across his body and sent another arrow careening toward the barn. 

Christoph jumped sideways as the arrow thumped into the side of the  barn  only  a  few  feet  from  where  the  Knight  had  been  leaning against the building watching them practice. “Hey! Watch what you’re doing.” 

Tobias looked at his friend and cringed. “Sorry.” 

The  distraction  gave  Elithia  an  opening,  and  she  released another arrow aimed right at Tobias’s midsection. 

Without looking, the Battle Mage dropped his sword and reached out his right arm, palm facing toward the Ranger. 

The arrow stopped mere inches from his hand and floated there. 

He  turned  his  head  and  smiled  at  Elithia  then  flicked  his  fingers forward as if waving at her. The arrow flipped over and sped back at the Ranger. 

She sidestepped, and the arrow flew past her harmlessly, but that didn’t stop her from glaring at him. 

Tobias  raised  his  eyebrows  at  her  but  stopped  short  of  blowing her  a  kiss,  not  wanting  to  provoke  the  skilled  Ranger  who  had  a never-ending supply of real arrows in her enchanted quiver. 

The Battle Mage casually extended his hand toward the sword he had dropped, and it shot back into his hand. He readied himself for more arrows as the half-elf reached for another arrow with a scowl on her face. 

A  loud  clapping  of  hands  cut  through  the  tension  that  was building.  “Bravo,”  Doulgorlig  said,  stepping  into  the  clearing.  “Now that is an impressive skill.” 

“Yeah,  I  think  it  will  be  very  useful  once  I  master  it,”  Tobias agreed, keeping an eye on Elithia. The half-elf, for her part, seemed to be ignoring him. 

“I  bet  Lady  Gwendolyn  would  be  impressed,”  Faylienne  said, stepping up next to the Monk. 

Tobias’s  head  whipped  around,  his  mouth  open,  sputtering  for words.  “What  is  that  supposed  to  mean?”  he  asked.  “And  how  do you even know about her?” 

“Oh, come on,” the halfling said. “She’s the most courted young lady in Silverdale. Everyone knows when she has a rendezvous with a handsome young gentleman.” 

“What . . . I . . .” Tobias could feel his face flushing. He exhaled sharply. “It’s not like that. I found a piece of jewelry that belonged to her grandmother.” 

“So, you don’t think she’s pretty?” Faylienne teased. 

“Of course she is,” he said quickly, then looked down at his feet. 

“So, what’s the problem?” Doulgorlig asked. 

“She’s too young for me!” Tobias said. 

“She  is  of  legal  marrying  age,”  Faylienne  said.  “Seventeen,  if  I remember correctly.” 

“That’s  the  perfect  age  for  getting  married,”  Christoph  offered, joining in on the teasing. 

A padded arrow instantly slammed into Tobias’s shoulder, and he staggered backward a step. “Hey! What’s that for?!” he yelled as he rubbed the sore spot. 

“You  need  to  always  be  ready  to  use  that  fancy  new  skill  of yours,” Elithia said as she jammed the bow into the bucket with the remaining padded arrows. 

Tobias  started  to  retort  but  was  interrupted  by  swirling  blue smoke. 

“Fafnir,” he cried out excitedly as the dragon stepped out of the smoke. 

“Good to see you too, sir.” 

“What took so long?” Tobias asked with concern. “Did something bad happen?” 

“I was only gone for a couple hours,” the dragon said. “That is not a long time for a probation hearing.” 

“Two hours?” the Battle Mage said. “You were gone for two days.” 

Fafnir  cocked  his  head  to  the  side  as  he  looked  at  Tobias,  then nodded as if remembering something. “That’s right,” the dragon said. 

“Time is different here.” 

“What do you mean, time is different?” 

“Time passes differently in this world than in other worlds,” Fafnir said.  “I  learned  that  the  first  night  after  you  summoned  me.  I  went home to sleep, and you summoned me back half an hour later.” 

Tobias  thought  back,  trying  to  remember  how  much  time  had passed  after  the  dragon  had  left  before  he  summoned  him  again. 

“That was at least twelve hours later.” 

Fafnir  nodded  agreement.  “Yes,  I  know  that  now,”  he  said.  “I figure  the  time  difference  is  about  twenty  to  one,  so  a  day  here  is barely an hour on my home world.” 

Tobias thought about that for a moment. Did that mean time was different on Earth? 

“So how much time has passed on Earth since I’ve been here?” 

Tobias  asked.  He  had  assumed  he’d  been  missing  for  a  couple weeks back home, but if time was different, it was possible no one even knew he was gone. 

“I do not know,” the dragon admitted. “It could be more, or it might be  less.  There’s  no  way  of  knowing  without  having  a  good reference.” 

“It’s a hundred to one,” Stanwick said, approaching the group that had gathered around the projection of the dragon. 

Tobias did some quick calculations in his head then spoke to the Sailor turned innkeeper. “If what you say is true, I’ve only been gone from Earth for a couple hours,” he said incredulously. 

Stanwick nodded. 

Tobias  hadn’t  given  the  idea  of  returning  home  much  thought, mostly  because  he’d  been  too  busy  trying  to  stay  alive.  He  had subconsciously  accepted  the  fact  that  this  was  his  new  home,  and even if he could return to Earth, he would be returning to a world that had gone on without him. Knowing he could go home and everything would  be  pretty  much  the  same  as  when  he  left  changed  things, even if it took months—or years—to find another portal. 

Knowing  he  might  be  able  to  step  back  into  his  old  life  re-energized the Battle Mage. It was time to get back to training. 

“Alright, Elithia, let’s practice some more,” he said enthusiastically as he turned to where the Ranger had been, but she was nowhere to be found. 

Chapter 8

Dress to Impress

Tobias  spent  the  rest  of  the  afternoon  training  with  Christoph  and Doulgorlig.  He  was  truly  beginning  to  understand  the  art  of swordsmanship. It was something simply progressing in skill couldn’t teach because physically being able to execute a strike didn’t mean you  knew  when  to  attack  or  how  to  follow  up  with  a  parry  or counterstrike.  Progressing  also  didn’t  help  to  develop  a  unique fighting  style  that  combined  skills  into  something  more  than  simply swinging a sword. 

Fortunately, his Swordsmanship skill was increasing too. 

Swordsmanship:

The ability to use a sword to defend and attack. Advancing levels in this skill provides combat bonuses and unlocks special abilities. Minimum Strength and Agility attributes must be met to advance levels. Damage done using this skill is subject to a Strength modifier: minus 10% damage per Strength level below 10 / plus 5% per Strength level above 10. 

Advanced Level—Attack damage increased by 20%. 

Chance to block increased by 30%. Learn the ability to use two swords at once; damage done by each sword decreased by 40%. Minimum Strength and Agility of 12. 

22% to Expert Level. Strength and Agility

requirements not met. 

The  Advanced  level  of  the  Swordsmanship  skill  allowed  him  to use  two  swords  if  he  wanted  to,  but  the  damage  reduction  to  each sword  eliminated  most  of  the  benefit  of  using  two  swords.  Instead, the Battle Mage focused on mixing in elements of his Levitation skill as  his  sword  work  became  more  automatic.  His  first  few  attempts were  predictably  clumsy,  and  the  momentary  lack  of  focus  on  his

sword  opened  him  up  for  some  painful  strikes,  but  he  eventually started  to  learn  when  and  how  to  combine  his  Levitation  and Swordsmanship skills. 

By  the  end  of  the  training  session,  his  sparring  partners  had  to worry  about  more  than  his  sword.  Rocks,  pieces  of  wood,  or  any number of objects were likely to come flying at them when they least expected  it.  No  one  left  the  training  ground  without  numerous scrapes and bruises. 

“Keep  working  on  your  own  unique  fighting  style,”  Christoph encouraged as they walked toward the inn for dinner. “Even if all the Levitation  skill  does  is  create  a  distraction,  it  can  be  more  than enough to turn a sword fight in your favor.” 

Doulgorlig  put  his  arm  around  Tobias.  “You  have  made  great progress  in  a  short  amount  of  time,  and  I  have  no  doubt  you  will become a great Battle Mage in time.” 

Tobias  exhaled  forcefully.  “I  have  a  long  way  to  go,  and  I  don’t know that I have a lot of time to get there.” 

“That is the way of life,” the Monk said. 

The new Battle Mage nodded. He knew his friends were right. He had made great progress in a short amount of time, but that wasn’t going  to  be  enough  to  keep  him  alive.  He  needed  to  gain  more experience and level up, quickly and repeatedly. 

The  smell  of  food  as  they  entered  the  common  room  of  the Crow’s Nest convinced him to stop worrying about training, at least for a little while, and focus on replenishing his strength with a good meal. 

The three of them took a seat in the corner, and Stanwick, firmly back  in  his  role  of  innkeeper  and  bartender,  appeared  a  moment later carrying three mugs of ale. After placing the mugs on the table, he  reached  into  his  apron  pocket,  pulled  out  an  envelope,  and handed it to Tobias. 

“This came for you while you were training.” 

Tobias’s brow furrowed as he took the envelope, turning it over in his hands. There was a red wax seal on the back with an ornate  G

pressed into it. He looked up at Stanwick inquisitively. 

“I believe it came from the castle,” the innkeeper said. “Possibly from Lady Gwendolyn, based on the impression in the wax.” 

“Oh,”  Tobias  said.  His  stomach  fluttered  as  he  flipped  the envelope over and looked at the wax seal again. He exhaled and slid his finger under the flap and broke the seal. 

Inside the envelope was a formal invitation to visit the castle. 

 To: Tobias Martin

 Your  presence  has  been  requested  at  Castle  Silverdale.  Please present yourself at noon on the morrow. 

 Present  this  invitation  to  the  castle  guard,  and  you  will  be escorted to my presence. 

 Yours Truly, 

 Gwendolyn Dumont

Doulgorlig gave him a minute to read it then asked, “So, what is it?” 

“An invitation to the castle,” Tobias replied absently. “To meet with Lady Gwendolyn.” 

“Uh huh,” Christoph said suggestively. 

“She’s only going to give me a reward for finding the pendant.” 

The Knight raised an eyebrow. 

“Oh, cut it out.” 

He  was  rescued  from  further  teasing  when  Stanwick  returned with three plates. He placed one in front of each of them, then looked at Tobias. 

“I would consider buying new clothes if you want to impress the young lady,” he said with a playful laugh. 

Tobias frowned at the innkeeper. “Not you too.” 

“Maybe I misheard you,” Stanwick said with a smile, “but I could swear I heard you say you thought she was pretty.” 

“That’s not what I meant.” 

The  innkeeper  cocked  his  head  and  gave  Tobias  a  questioning look. Then he burst out laughing. Doulgorlig and Christoph joined in. 

The Battle Mage scowled at all of them then looked down at his plate and started shoveling food into his mouth. 

Tobias was up early the next morning and started getting ready for his rendezvous with Lady Gwendolyn. He headed outside to use the inn’s bathhouse, carrying water to the seldom used building himself. 

He  didn’t  want  to  ask  Stanwick  to  get  a  bath  ready  and  risk  more teasing. 

It  took  the  better  part  of  an  hour  to  fill  the  large  tub  that resembled a horse trough, and his arms ached from carrying dozens of buckets of water from the well by the barn. Buckets of cold water. 

There was a large cauldron in the corner of the room for heating water, but he had neglected to start a fire because he’d planned to quickly  rinse  off.  It  was  a  decision  he  regretted  now  that  he  was done, and he realized how cold the water actually was. 

The  idea  of  a  cold  bath  was  now  far  from  appealing,  so  he decided  to  do  something  about  it.  His  newly  learned  Fireball  spell seemed like a good option. 

Tobias stood next to the tub and extended his hand over the cold water.  He  closed  his  eyes  and  concentrated  on  the  words  of  the spell, his lips moving as he quietly chanted. 

He  heard  a   whoosh  and  felt  the  heat  of  fire  on  his  skin.  Tobias opened his eyes and saw a swirling ball of flame hovering in front of the palm of his hand. He marveled at the fire then flicked his hand toward the bath. 

The fireball shot forward and slammed into the water like a killer whale  belly  flopping  at  Sea  World.  And  Tobias  was  in  the  splash zone. 

He turned his head as a huge wave of water splashed over him, soaking his clothes and most of the room. When he turned back to the tub, it was only half full, and the water was now boiling. 

Tobias  blew  out  an  exasperated  breath  then  bent  down  and grabbed  the  buckets  he  had  used  to  fill  the  tub  the  first  time.  He made half a dozen more trips to refill the tub a little and cool down the water to a healthy steam as opposed to a scalding boil. 

While hauling the last few buckets of water, Tobias picked some flowers  that  looked  a  lot  like  lavender.  He  tossed  them  in  the  bath then started to undress. By the time he lowered himself into the tub, the bathhouse smelled like the fragrant flowers. 

“Ahhh,”  Tobias  groaned  happily  as  he  settled  into  the  hot  water and  let  his  muscles  relax.  His  anxiety  dissipated  like  the  aromatic steam  that  was  wafting  from  the  surface  of  the  water.  The  Battle Mage  leaned  his  head  back  against  the  side  of  the  tub  and  closed his eyes. 

That lasted for about thirty seconds. 

His  eyes  snapped  open,  and  his  body  tensed  anxiously.  No matter  what  he  did,  Tobias  simply  could  not  relax.  After  a  few minutes of trying, he grabbed the bar of soap, scrubbed up, and got out of the still-steaming tub. 

As  he  stood  in  front  of  the  mirror  in  his  room  trying  to  make himself presentable, he thought back to his friends’ teasing. He knew they  were  only  joking,  but  it  still  stung.  That  was  especially  true because  they  hadn’t  been  wrong.  Especially  about  getting  new clothing. 

With that thought in mind, he left the Crow’s Nest a full two hours before noon so he would have time to pick up some new clothes. 

Tobias  chided  himself  for  worrying  about  his  appearance,  but deep  down,  he  really  wanted  to  make  a  good  impression  on  Lady Gwendolyn Dumont. 

His heart fluttered a little bit at the thought of the princess. 

“There’s  nothing  wrong  with  wanting  to  look  your  best  when meeting a young lady,” Fafnir said, walking beside Tobias, unseen by anyone else. 

“I  thought  you  said  you  couldn’t  read  my  thoughts,”  Tobias retorted. 

“I do not need to be a mind reader to know when you’re stewing over something.” 

They  walked  in  silence  for  several  minutes  before  the  dragon spoke  again.  “You  know  your  friends  are  only  having  fun  with  you, right?” 

“I know,” Tobias admitted. “It’s just . . .” 

The  dragon  spoke  before  he  could  say  anything  else.  “I  mean, everyone knows she is way out of your league.” 

“Yeah . . . Hey!” 

Tobias looked at the dragon crossly, but Fafnir just blew a puff of holographic smoke at him. 

“Okay,  okay,”  the  Battle  Wizard  said.  “I  get  it.  I’ll  stop  being  so touchy.” 

“Good,” the dragon said. “Now, let’s get you some new threads.” 

Fafnir  crossed  the  street,  heading  toward  a  fancy-looking  shop that had men’s clothing displayed in the window. Tobias followed the dragon into the store. 

He was greeted by a well-dressed, older gentleman with a tailor’s tape draped around his neck. The man looked him up and down, a hint  of  disapproval  in  his  expression.  “Welcome  to   Sharp  Dressed Man. Can I help you with anything?” 

Tobias looked around the shop and saw a variety of stylish—and expensive-looking—clothes.  “I  have  an  appointment  at  the  castle and need new clothing.” 

The  tailor  brightened.  “Ahh.  You  have  come  to  the  right  place, then. I provide fashionable clothing for many men of the court.” 

Tobias nodded as he inspected a fancy-looking outfit hung on a headless, armless mannequin. There were no price tags. He figured this  was  the  type  of  place  that  if  you  had  to  ask  the  price  of something,  you  probably  couldn’t  afford  it.  There  was  still  a  small stash  of  gemstones  in  his  Bag  of  Holding  so  he  figured  he  could afford a new outfit. 

“Let me know if you find something you like,” the man said. 

Fafnir had been browsing since they entered the store and called his attention to a shirt hanging on one of the semi-mannequins. “You need  something  like  this,”  the  dragon  said.  “It’s  somewhat  dressy, but not stuffy like the court sycophants wear.” 

The shirt was a beige color with long sleeves that were laced up the  outside  of  each  arm  with  leather  cord.  The  neckline  was  open down to the middle of the chest and was similarly laced. 

“That  is  a  fine  choice,”  the  tailor  said,  appearing  at  his  side.  “I would pair it with dark leather pants and an ornate belt to hang your sword from.” 

The man stepped back and looked Tobias up and down again. “I would recommend a stamped leather scabbard as well.” 

 All I need is a wide-brimmed hat with a feather,  Tobias chuckled to himself, thinking of the fictional musketeers that were the heroes of multiple books and movies. 

“And maybe a hat,” the tailor said, as if reading his thoughts. 

The Battle Mage shook his head vehemently. “Absolutely not!” 

“Suit yourself.” 

“I think you would look quite dashing with a hat,” Fafnir said. 

Tobias  glared  at  the  dragon.  “I  don’t  need  fashion  advice  from you.” 

“Hfff,” the man huffed and started to turn away. 

“Oh, I’m not talking to you.” 

The tailor wrinkled his brow and looked at Tobias, then shrugged and  pulled  the  tailor’s  tape  from  around  his  neck.  “Let’s  get  you measured.” 

The  Battle  Mage  stood  still,  stretching  his  arms  out  and  turning this way and that as directed while the man took his measurements, writing  them  down  on  a  small  scrap  of  paper  as  he  went.  Once  he was  finished,  the  tailor  stood  up,  holding  the  paper  in  his  hand, pencil ready to write one last piece of information. “Where can I send these once the alterations are done?” 

“Uhm, I was hoping to take them with me today,” Tobias said. “In fact, I was hoping to wear them out of the store when I leave.” 

The tailor chuckled. “Oh, that’s not how it works. It will take a day, maybe two, to make sure these are properly fitted to your physique.” 

“That’s  not  going  to  work  for  me,”  Tobias  said.  “I  have  to  meet Lady Gwendolyn in an hour.” 

“In  an  hour?!”  the  man  shrieked,  then,  “Did  you  say  Lady Gwendolyn Dumont?” 

“Yes, I have a personal invitation from her.” 

“Oh  dear,”  the  tailor  said.  “You  absolutely  cannot  meet  the princess looking like this.” He pointed both hands at Tobias. 

“I know,” he agreed. “That’s why I am here!” 

“What time do you need to be at the castle?” 

“Noon,” Tobias said. 

“Gah!” The man threw his hands in the air and walked away from Tobias,  muttering  as  he  paced  in  circles.  After  several  circuits,  the tailor  stopped  and  stared  at  Tobias,  then  nodded.  “I  think  I  have something that will work. It won’t be as good as I’d like, but given the time constraint, I think it will be passable.” 

“Anything you can do to help.” 

“Okay then. You stay here.” The tailor pivoted and stalked into the back room. 

Tobias  could  hear  the  man  shuffling  things  around  in  the  back room  and  figured  it  was  going  to  be  a  few  minutes,  at  least,  so  he wandered  around  the  shop  looking  through  the  clothing  on  display. 

Much of it was frilly, puffy, or lacy, not to mention much more colorful than the beiges and browns Tobias had picked out. He thought about the feathered hat again and decided that the combination of colorful, frilly shirts and a feathered hat would make him look like a peacock. 

He  chuckled  at  the  idea  of  a  bunch  of  flamboyant  peacocks strutting around the castle waiting for the king to throw them a piece of bread. 

In the back of the room, Tobias found a dark gray, hooded cloak hanging  on  a  peg.  To  all  outward  appearances,  it  was  an  ordinary cloak,  but  he  instinctively  knew  it  was  more.  He  reached  out  and touched the cloak using his Analyze skill. 

Name: Cloak of Preservation

Condition: Excellent

Protection:

Minus 20% damage from cutting and piercing

weapons. 

Minus 10% damage from blunt weapons. 

Enchantments:

Unknown

Requirements: None

“I  really  need  to  increase  my  Analyze  skill,”  he  muttered  to himself, frustrated that he was unable to identify the enchantment. 

“Another fine item,” the tailor said, emerging from the back room with a small pile of clothing in his hands. 

Tobias turned to the man with a frown on his face. “What kind of enchantment does this cloak have?” 

“Magical  resistance,”  the  man  said.  “Sadly,  I  cannot  tell  you exactly what that resistance is. I am told it varies by type of magic.” 

“How can you sell something you don’t know the properties of?” 

The  man  waved  dismissively.  “My  clientele  are  not  fighters  or Wizards,”  the  tailor  said.  “Simply  having  a  magical  enchantment  is enough for them to brag about.” 

The Battle Mage stood up straight, puffing out his chest. “Well, I am a Wizard, and I need to know what kind of enchantment it has.” 

“If  you’re  a  Wizard,  shouldn’t  you  be  able  to  tell  what  kind  of enchantment it has?” 

Tobias heard Fafnir laugh behind him and turned to glare at the dragon. “He has a point, you know.” 

When  he  turned  back  to  the  tailor,  the  man  was  looking  at  him with  his  head  cocked  to  the  side,  his  brow  furrowed.  “I’ll  tell  you what,” he said. “If you purchase this and find out the enchantments don’t meet your expectations, I will take it back, no questions asked.” 

Tobias  nodded,  pushing  down  a  feeling  of  embarrassment because the man was absolutely correct. He should have been able to fully Analyze the cloak’s properties. “I’ll take it. Along with the first outfit  and  whatever  you  have  for  me  there.”  He  figured  he  should have more than one set of nice clothes in case he got invited back to

the castle again. Plus, he thought he would look really good in that first outfit he’d picked out. 

The  tailor  smiled  and  nodded.  “You  won’t  be  disappointed,”  the man assured him, then showed Tobias what he had in his hands. 

The  outfit  the  tailor  had  prepared  was  similar  to  the  one  Tobias had picked out. The shirt didn’t have the leather lacing on the arms, but other than that, it was almost the same. The pants were similar in color, but cloth instead of leather. It was a marked improvement over what  he  was  currently  wearing,  which  was  dirty,  somewhat damaged, and had faint bloodstains in several places. 

“How will you be paying for all of this?” the tailor asked. 

Tobias spent a few minutes haggling with the man over the value of  the  gemstones  he  possessed,  but  ultimately  agreed  on  a  price that  seemed  fair,  especially  if  the  cloak  possessed  significant magical enhancements. 

“Now, you better hurry,” the man said after collecting half a dozen colored gemstones from the Battle Mage. “You can change into your new outfit in the back room.” 

He had a sudden flashback to his first day in this new world. The merchant  had  said  basically  the  same  thing  that  day,  and  the  next thing  Tobias  knew,  he  was  being  chased—and  ultimately  killed—by two Black Robes. 

The Battle Mage pushed down the fear that was rising up inside and  stood  up  straight.  He  gave  the  tailor  his  best  “don’t  mess  with me” look then strode into the back room to change. 

Chapter 9

Act Like You’ve Been There

Before

Tobias  quickly  changed  clothes  in  the  back  room,  putting  the enchanted cloak on over the outfit the tailor had picked out for him. If magical items were sought after in the king’s court, wearing such an item might help him fit in—or impress Lady Gwendolyn. 

He left his old clothes on the counter then hurried out of the store and headed directly to the castle. The tailor promised to deliver them to  the  Crow’s  Nest  with  his  new  clothes  once  the  alterations  were made. 

The tower bells were ringing the noon hour as Tobias approached the large door to the main castle. He could see half a dozen guards with loaded crossbows on the upper wall. The guards on either side of the door stood at attention and were heavily armed. 

An  older  soldier  with  a  gray  beard  stepped  forward  to  intercept Tobias. “What business do you have in the castle?” the man asked, gruff but not entirely aggressive. 

Tobias  reached  into  his  pocket  and  noticed  the  man  tense  and grab  for  his  sword.  “Easy  now,”  he  said  with  a  smile,  holding  his hand up with the invitation in it. “I’m just getting out my invitation from Lady Gwendolyn.” 

The man looked at him skeptically. “You have an invitation to visit the young lady?” 

“Of  course  we  do,  you  buffoon,”  Fafnir  said,  though  Tobias  was the only one who could hear him. 

The Battle Mage glanced at the dragon then back at the guard. “I do,” he said as he handed over the invitation. “Can you tell me how to find her?” 

The old soldier studied the invitation for a minute then returned it to Tobias, apparently satisfied it was legitimate. “Follow this hallway until  it  comes  to  an  intersection,  then  turn  to  your  left.”  He  pointed down  the  expansive  hallway  that  extended  straight  back  from  the

main entrance. “At the end of that hall is the royal dining room. The lady should be there finishing her midday meal.” 

Tobias thanked the man then strode into the castle. Fafnir blew a puff of holographic smoke at the guard as they passed. 

The hallway inside the castle was filled with paintings of previous lords  and  ladies,  exquisite  tapestries,  suits  of  armor,  large  vases, and  countless  other  valuable  items.  He  knew  he  was  late  for  his meeting with Lady Gwendolyn, but Tobias couldn’t keep himself from gawking  at  the  items  on  display.  The  closest  he  had  ever  come  to being in a castle or meeting royalty was his fifteenth birthday party at Medieval  Times.  He  was  pretty  sure  that  he  wasn’t  going  to  get  a crown or be knighted this time. 

“Look out,” Fafnir called as a man stepped out of a side hallway. 

Tobias looked up just in time to avoid running into a man dressed in form-fitting, black robes. An outfit he knew all too well. 

Tobias quickly lowered his head and backed away. “I’m so sorry, sir,” Tobias said, bowing repeatedly, careful not to show his face. 

“Watch  where  you’re  going,”  the  robed  man  snapped  without looking up from the paper he was reading. 

Tobias stood still with his head down, doing his best to become invisible. He could feel his heart beating rapidly. Fortunately, the man paid him no more attention than he would a rodent that had scurried in front of him. 

The black-robed man continued down the hallway and turned to the right. Tobias exhaled once the man was out of sight, not realizing he had been holding his breath until that moment. 

“Hey, there you are!” 

Tobias  nearly  jumped  out  of  his  new  clothes.  He  turned  to  see Lady  Gwendolyn  Dumont  smiling  at  him.  “Did  I  scare  you?”  she asked playfully. 

“Well,  no,  uhm,  you  startled  me,”  Tobias  stammered  before regaining  his  composure.  “I  was  admiring  all  the  artwork  and  didn’t see  that  someone  had  stepped  in  front  of  me.  I  just  about  ran  the man over.” 

“I saw,” the princess said. She waved dismissively in the direction the  man  had  walked.  “That’s  Deveril.  He’s  always  running  into

people  and  acting  like  it’s  their  fault.  He’s   too  important  to  be bothered with something as trivial as common courtesy.” 

Tobias looked down the hallway in the direction the black-robed man had walked. “Is he one of those Black Robes?” he asked as he turned back to the young lady. 

“Not  just  a  Black  Robe,”  she  said,  then  lowered  her  voice conspiratorially.  “He’s  the  leader  of  the  Black  Robes  and  a  special advisor to my father.” 

“Oh, an advisor to the king,” Tobias said, his mind racing. Was he in danger? Was Lady Gwendolyn? 

“He’s  probably  going  to  meet  with  my  father  in  the  throne  room right now,” she said. 

 A  meeting  with  the  king?   Tobias  thought.  That  sounded  like something  he  should  know  more  about.  He  looked  at  Fafnir  and nodded slightly in the direction the man had gone. 

 “Follow him,”  he sent mentally to the dragon. 

“Who’s going to watch after you?” Fafnir asked. 

The Battle Mage glared as his dragon companion shook his head in the direction of the throne room again. 

Fafnir  snorted  then  bounded  down  the  hall  in  the  direction  the Black Robe had gone. 

When  Tobias  looked  up,  he  found  Gwendolyn  looking  at  him inquisitively. “Is everything alright?” 

“Pfff.” Tobias waved a hand in the air. “I was just berating myself for almost running into such an important man and making a terrible first impression with you in the process.” 

“Don’t worry about that blowhard,” Gwendolyn said. “He thinks he is way more important than he actually is.” 

“That’s  easy  for  you  to  say,”  the  Battle  Mage  responded.  “Your dad is the king.” 

“Yes,  he  is,”  she  said,  “and  that  means  you  should  listen  to  me when I say don’t worry about it.” 

“Okay,  okay,”  Tobias  said.  “You  win.  No  more  thoughts  of  the black-robed man.” 

“Would you like a tour of the castle?” Gwendolyn asked. 

The  Battle  Mage  was  taken  aback.  He  hadn’t  expected  an extended  audience  with  the  princess,  but  he  wasn’t  going  to complain. He looked around to see if there was anyone else around, but it appeared to just be the two of them. “I would love a tour.” 

She smiled at him and asked, “What would you like to see first?” 

The  smile  sent  his  stomach  churning,  but  he  forced  himself  to stay  calm.  “Can  you  show  me  the  paintings  and  artwork?”  Tobias asked, motioning down the hallway toward the throne room. 

Gwendolyn  led  him  down  the  hallway,  pointing  out  her  favorite items as well as ones that had significant historical importance. She seemed to be more interested in armor and weapons than paintings

—unless the paintings were about battles or conquest. 

Tobias studied the princess as she talked, noticing how animated she  got  when  talking  about  adventures  and  dangers.  He  couldn’t keep a smile from his face as he hung on every word she said. 

As they rounded the corner and began working their way toward the  throne  room,  Fafnir  sent  Tobias  a  warning:   The  Black  Robe  is leaving the throne room. 

That  shook  the  Battle  Mage  from  the  trance  he  had  fallen  into, and  he  stepped  around  to  the  side  of  the  princess,  facing  his  back toward the throne room doors just as they burst open. 

Tobias glanced but made sure to keep himself facing away from the  man  so  he  wouldn’t  be  noticed.  Just  as  the  man  reached  the corner, the Battle Mage used his Analyze skill on him. 

Name: Deveril Ballmier, Human

Profession: Wizard

Level: 20

Size: Medium

Health: 400 / 400

Vitality: 400 / 400

Agility: 10

Charisma: 14

Intelligence: 22 (+2)

Stamina: 20

Strength: 11

Wisdom: 15

 He’s a Wizard?!  Tobias thought as the man disappeared around the corner. He’d expected the man to be a cleric. 

When  he  turned  back  to  Gwendolyn,  he  could  tell  the  tour  had come  to  an  end.  He  wasn’t  sure  if  it  was  his  distraction  or  if  the princess had simply tired of talking about things that she saw every day. 

“Now, let’s get you that reward I promised,” she said and walked back the way they had come. 

Fafnir rejoined them as Gwendolyn led Tobias to a door near the entrance of the castle that had an armored guard on each side. One of the guards smiled and opened the door for her. He gave the Battle Mage a far less inviting look but didn’t do anything to stop him from following. 

The  room  they  entered  could  only  be  described  as  an  office. 

There  was  a  large  wooden  desk  in  the  middle  of  the  room. 

Bookshelves lined the wall behind the desk and on both sides. Two large, cushioned chairs faced a desk with a bald man sitting behind it. The man’s head was down as he wrote in a ledger book. 

They  stood  silently  until  the  man  looked  up,  his  expression immediately  brightening.  “Ah,  Lady  Gwendolyn,”  the  old  man  said fondly. “What brings you to my office?” 

She  motioned  at  Tobias.  “This  is  the  young  man  who  found  my grandmother’s pendant,” she said. “He was kind enough to return it, so I figured it would be only fair if we paid him for it.” 

The man looked at Tobias for a moment, then smiled. “Well, he’s certainly not old enough to have stolen it,” he said, then frowned. “At least, not from your grandmother.” 

Tobias  felt  a  need  to  defend  himself.  “I  looted  it  from  a  Giant Sewer Rat.” 

“He’s an adventurer,” Gwendolyn interjected excitedly. 

“I can see that,” the man said, looking Tobias up and down with a disapproving look. 

The Battle Mage stood there and put his hands behind his back while  the  man  studied  him.  A  moment  later,  the  man  looked  down, turned the page of his ledger, and wrote something. He then pulled open a drawer, took out a pouch, and tossed it to Tobias. 

“I  think  you  will  find  this  a  sufficient  payment  for  recovering  the item,” the man said with a sour look on his face. 

Tobias did his best to suppress a smile and dropped the pouch in his Bag of Holding without looking inside. Even if the pouch was full of  rocks,  Tobias  had  already  been  sufficiently  rewarded  simply  by spending time with the princess. 

Chapter 10

Dinner with the Fam

Tobias  opened  the  door  of  the  bookkeeper’s  office  to  leave  and nearly ran into someone else. He looked up to see a tall man looking down  at  him,  his  black  beard  streaked  with  gray.  The  man’s  gray-speckled, dark hair was held back by a simple gold crown. A pair of guards stood to either side, slightly behind the man. 

“Oh  .  .  .  Hello,  Father,”  Gwendolyn  said,  pushing  her  way  past Tobias. 

“Daughter,”  King  Geoffrey  Dumont  said,  his  eyes  locked  on Tobias. 

Gwendolyn stood in front of her father, her hands clasped behind her back. “This is the adventurer I told you about,” she said matter-of-factly. “The one who found grandmother’s jewelry.” 

“The pendant?” 

“Yes,”  she  said,  “I  brought  him  here  to  compensate  him  for  his trouble.” 

The king nodded. “That is very thoughtful of you.” 

She smiled. “Just taking care of our citizens like you taught me.” 

The  king  furrowed  his  brow.  “Why  do  I  get  the  feeling  there’s something you’re not telling me?” 

Gwendolyn exhaled forcefully, and her shoulders slumped a little. 

“It was supposed to be a surprise,” she said, “but Master Tobias told me he thinks he knows where the rest of the jewelry is.” 

The  king’s  gaze  shifted  from  his  daughter  to  the  Battle  Mage. 

“Does he now?” 

“I know where the jewelry is?!” Tobias looked at Gwendolyn, who raised her eyebrows and nodded at him. 

Tobias  turned  his  attention  back  to  the  king  and  nodded hesitantly. “Ah, yes, I do have an idea where it might be.” 

“Hmm,  that  is  indeed  surprising.”  The  king  stroked  his  chin thoughtfully.  “A  lot  of  people  searched  for  that  jewelry—and  my mother—after she disappeared.” 

The  Battle  Mage  swallowed  hard.  What  the  heck  is  she  getting me into? 

“Several of the searchers never returned,” the king continued. “I assumed one of them found the jewelry and fled with the loot.” 

“That does seem a likely conclusion,” Tobias agreed. 

“But  the  pendant  was  in  the  sewers,”  Gwendolyn  interrupted before  Tobias  could  say  anything  else.  “That’s  why  Master  Tobias thinks the rest of the jewelry might be there too.” 

King Dumont looked at Tobias questioningly. 

Tobias raised his eyebrows. “I . . . do.” 

“I am going to discuss it with him further, then organize a search party,” Gwendolyn said. 

The king looked from his daughter to the Battle Mage. “Keep me informed.” 

“I  will,  Father,”  Gwendolyn  said.  She  turned  to  Tobias.  “We  can review the records in the archives until dinner.” 

“Dinner?” King Dumont asked. 

“Of  course,  Father,”  she  said.  “It’s  the  least  we  can  do  in  return for all of his help.” 

The king frowned as he looked at his daughter. “Alright,” he finally relented. “I will tell the staff to prepare an extra place for dinner.” 

Tobias  looked  back  and  forth  from  the  king  to  Gwendolyn.  He wanted very much to spend more time with Lady Gwendolyn but was starting  to  feel  like  he  was  getting  in  over  his  head.  “I  don’t  think  I can stay. I’ve got to—” 

The  king  interrupted  him  with  a  look  that  said,  “What  could  you possibly  have  planned  that  is  more  important  than  dining  with  your king?” 

Tobias blew out a breath and bowed slightly. “I would be honored to join you for dinner.” 

“We will see you at dinner, Father,” Gwendolyn said then started to walk away. 

Tobias  glanced  down  at  Fafnir  and  gave  the  dragon  an exasperated  look  then  followed  after  Gwendolyn  as  she  marched down the main hallway, confident the Battle Mage would follow. He could feel the king’s gaze on his back and looked over his shoulder

to find one of the guards following them. He wasn’t positive, but he thought it might be the man who had accosted him outside the magic shop. 

“So,  what  exactly  are  you  doing?”  Fafnir  asked  as  they  strode down the hallway, the dragon seen and heard by no one other than Tobias. 

The  Battle  Mage  looked  down  as  if  the  answer  to  that  question was  obvious.  I’m  following  Lady  Gwendolyn,  he  thought  to  the dragon. 

“But why?” 

 Because she told me to! 

The dragon blew a puff of holographic smoke out his nose. “Pfff, you humans and your hormones.” 

Tobias  shot  a  glare  at  the  dragon  then  picked  up  the  pace  to catch up with Gwendolyn. 

“Don’t  worry  about  Trannon,”  Gwendolyn  said,  throwing  a  look over  her  shoulder  at  the  guard.  “He  won’t  report  anything  to  my father I don’t tell him to.” 

Tobias glanced over his shoulder. “I don’t think he’s worried about you as much as he is about me,” the Battle Mage said. 

Gwendolyn  smiled  at  him.  “Seriously,  don’t  worry.  The  guards cover for me all the time.” 

 Cover for what?  Tobias wondered but didn’t ask. 

They  continued  down  the  main  hallway  of  the  castle,  made several turns, then went down two flights of steps. A short distance later, they arrived at their destination. 

The  Archive  Room  looked  much  like  an  old,  musty  library. 

Bookshelves  stretched  from  floor  to  ceiling  as  far  as  Tobias  could see in the dimly lit room. A large table sat in the middle of the room a short  distance  from  the  door,  and  he  got  the  impression  that  there were more tables further into the room, currently lost in darkness. 

The lights on the wall glowed a soft yellow but did not flicker like a candle would. 

“Magic,” Gwendolyn said, noticing his attention on the lighting. 

The  Battle  Mage  nodded.  “That  makes  sense.  Wouldn’t  want  to burn the room down.” 

Gwendolyn  nodded  agreement  and  led  Tobias  further  into  the room.  The  guard  took  up  a  position  next  to  the  door,  but  she completely ignored him. Tobias was unable to do the same and was constantly looking over his shoulder. 

“This  section  contains  all  the  records  from  the  time  that  my grandmother—and  her  jewelry—disappeared.”  She  pointed  at  two floor-to-ceiling bookcases that contained hundreds of books. 

“According to the stories I’ve heard, she was a bit eccentric in her golden years,” Gwendolyn continued. “After my grandfather died and the kingdom passed to my father, nobody paid her much mind. She had  the  freedom  to  do  anything  she  wanted,  and  she  took  full advantage.  Lots  of  late  nights  at  any  number  of  parties,  I’ve  been told.” 

He smiled at the thought of his own grandmother out partying all night. “Sounds like a fun lady.” 

Gwendolyn nodded. “She was.” A sad expression came over her face. “I don’t remember much about her. I was only three when she disappeared.” 

Tobias  reached  out  instinctively  and  put  a  hand  on  her  arm  in comfort.  “I’m  sorry,”  he  said  then  pulled  his  hand  away  self-consciously.  The  Battle  Mage  glanced  over  his  shoulder  at  the guard, who was clearly watching him closely. 

Fafnir, for his part, was standing several feet in front of the guard, eyes  locked  on  the  man.  He  turned  his  head  toward  Tobias.  “Don’t worry about this one,” the dragon said, then smiled. “Just take care of your business.” 

The  Battle  Mage  nearly  laughed  out  loud  at  his  holographic wingman. Then he did laugh at his own unintentional joke.  Wingman! 

Gwendolyn put her hand on Tobias’s shoulder, and he turned to look at her. Large brown eyes looked at him inquisitively. “What’s so funny?” 

He  shook  his  head  slightly  then  smiled.  “Oh,  nothing,”  he  said. 

“I’m just a bit nervous with your guardian watching my every move.” 

She laughed at him. “I told you, don’t worry about Trannon,” she said.  “Trust  me,  he  won’t  report  anything  to  my  father  without  my permission.” 

“Alright, if you say so.” 

“I do. Now, help me carry these books. We can each work on a shelf.” 

It  only  took  a  few  trips  to  empty  off  two  shelves.  Gwendolyn grabbed  the  first  book  in  her  stack  and  started  flipping  through  the pages.  Tobias  just  stood  there  looking  at  the  pile  of  books,  then looked  over  his  shoulder  at  all  the  books  that  needed  to  be searched. 

 This is going to take forever. 

He looked at Gwendolyn, noticing her lips moving slightly as she read, and smiled. 

 Oh well, there are worse places to be stuck. 

Gwendolyn stopped flipping through the book in front of her and looked  at  Tobias.  “What’s  wrong?”  she  asked,  then  a  worried  look came over her face. “Oh my. I’m so sorry . . . I didn’t even think to ask . . . Do you know how to read?” 

Tobias ran a hand through his hair and nodded his head. “Yes, I can  read,”  he  assured  Lady  Gwendolyn.  “I  was  just  thinking  about my friends. They’re probably wondering where I am.” 

“Well,  they’re  just  gonna  have  to  get  over  it,”  she  said.  “You’re here helping me, and I’m not letting you leave until we find what I’m looking for.” 

Tobias chuckled, his stomach fluttering a little. “So, what exactly are we looking for?” he asked. “You told your father I knew where the jewelry  might  be,  so  I’m  assuming  you  have  some  idea  because  I certainly don’t.” 

“If  the  pendant  was  in  the  sewers  and  catacombs,  it’s  possible the rest of the jewelry is too,” she said. “We just need to find a clue.” 

“A clue that everyone else missed?” 

“Exactly!” she said with a smile that filled Tobias with a desire to help her do literally anything. 

“Well, I best get searching, then,” he said enthusiastically. 

“Look  for  any  mention  of  my  grandmother  to  start  with,”  she answered. “She disappeared in the year 837. Nobody knows exactly when. She was gone for a while before anyone realized she hadn’t

just run off on an unannounced vacation with one noble gentleman or another. There were apparently several in her life.” 

“So, pay special attention to things that year.” He nodded. 

“Yes and no. Lots of these books were compiled years later, and pages are frequently out of order.” 

“Of  course,”  Tobias  muttered.  “Wouldn’t  want  to  make  things easy.” 

Gwendolyn ignored the remark and turned back to her book. “Let me know if you find anything.” 

Tobias  watched  her  for  a  moment,  the  urge  to  reach  out  and brush a stray strand of hair back behind her ear almost unbearable. 

He  took  a  deep  breath  and  forced  himself  to  focus  on  the  task  at hand. He reached for the top book on his stack and started flipping pages. The book appeared to be a collection of reports from the city watch.  The  first  several  reports  were  dated  835,  then  there  were several from the year 836. Next was one from 837 then several from 838, another from 836, then back to 837 again. 

The Battle Mage sighed.   Yeah, this is gonna be a pain in the butt. 

He  finished  the  first  book  rather  quickly,  seeing  no  mention  of anyone from the royal family, and set it aside. The second book was full  of  shipping  manifests  from  the  caravans  entering  and  leaving Silverdale. He flipped through the pages rapidly, too, as there was no mention of people’s names other than the merchants and whatever guard signed the manifest. 

“What are you doing now?” 

Tobias  jumped  and  nearly  knocked  over  his  pile  of  books.  He turned  to  glare  at  Fafnir.  You  know  very  well  what  I  am  doing,   he thought  at  the  dragon.  I’m  trying  to  help  Gwendolyn  find  her grandmother’s jewelry. 

“So, this isn’t part of some bizarre human mating ritual?” 

“Hey!” Tobias yelled before remembering he wasn’t alone. 

“What’s  that?”  Gwendolyn  asked,  stopping  her  search  and looking at him. The guard at the door had also focused his gaze on the Battle Mage. 

“It’s  nothing,”  Tobias  said.  “I  thought  I  found  something,  but  it turned out to be nothing.” 

“Oh, okay,” Gwendolyn said, her lips protruding in a pout. 

Tobias  shook  his  head.  “Sorry.  Didn’t  mean  to  startle  you.”  He glared sideways at the dragon. 

 You can leave any time, Tobias mentally sent to Fafnir. 

The dragon blew a puff of smoke. “And miss this? Not a chance!” 

Tobias ignored him and turned back to the old books. He finished working  his  way  through  the  first  pile  of  books,  finding  nothing  of interest, and had just gathered another stack when the guard spoke for the first time. 

“I  believe  it  is  about  time  for  dinner,  Lady  Gwendolyn”  Trannon said. “The king should not be kept waiting.” 

“Pfff,”  Gwendolyn  huffed,  waving  dismissively  at  the  man.  A moment later, she closed the book she had been searching, though, and walked toward the door. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.” 

Tobias followed her out of the archives and back up to the main level. He hadn’t eaten anything since earlier that morning and found himself looking forward to dinner—the food, not the fact that he’d be eating with the king. 

The Battle Mage stood at a side door, looking into the king’s formal dining  room.  A  long  table  that  could  easily  seat  twenty  people dominated the room. There were only places set for four people: one plate  at  the  head  of  the  table,  then  two  on  one  side,  and  a  single place setting on the other side. He could guess which one was his. 

Lady  Gwendolyn  had  given  him  directions  not  to  enter  until  he was announced, then had left him alone to wait. 

It was the first time Tobias had been alone since sending Fafnir to spy on the king and his Black Robe advisor. It was time to find out what Fafnir had learned. 

“So,  now  you  want  to  talk  to  me?”  the  dragon  responded  when Tobias asked what he’d discovered. 

The Battle Mage threw his hands up in the air, which seemed to be the response Fafnir was going for. “That’s not fair!” he said. “You

know  very  well  I  couldn’t  just  start  talking  to  you  with  Gwendolyn around. Mental communication is fine for some things, but not long conversations.” 

The  dragon  smiled  at  him.  “When  your  girlfriend  is  a  princess, you have to expect some teasing.” 

“She’s  not  my  girlfriend,”  was  the  only  argument  Tobias  could come up with. He blew out a forceful breath then calmly asked, “So, what did you learn?” 

The dragon thankfully didn’t continue his teasing. “To start with, I know where their secret headquarters are being built.” 

“Where?!” 

“They are building a fortress in the mountains to the northwest of Port Regal.” 

That was very valuable information indeed. If they could find the fortress, they might be able to stop whatever the Black Robes were planning. 

“Is the king in league with the Black Robes?” Tobias asked. 

A loud horn sounded and cut off their conversation. Tobias looked into  the  dining  room  and  saw  a  man  dressed  in  fancy—almost comically so—clothing, holding a long horn in one hand. 

“Announcing  Sir  Geoffrey  Dumont,  King  of  Silverdale,  and  Lady Isabella Dumont, Queen of Silverdale.” 

The royal couple strode into the room. The king walked around to the  first  chair  on  the  side  of  the  table  with  two  place  settings  and pulled out the chair for his wife. The queen sat down gracefully and placed a napkin on her lap while the king took a seat at the head of the table. 

“Announcing Lady Gwendolyn Dumont,” the herald declared. 

The princess strode into the room and took her place at the table next  to  her  mother.  Tobias  felt  a  nearly  overwhelming  urge  to  rush into the room and pull her chair out for her. Instead, he just watched as she sat down, scooched the chair in herself, and placed a napkin on  her  lap.  Lady  Gwendolyn  then  placed  folded  hands  on  her  lap and looked toward the door where Tobias stood. 

Once  the  royal  family  was  settled  into  their  chairs,  the  herald raised the horn to his lips again. 

 Dun, duh, dah! 

“Presenting Master Tobias Martin!” 

He  assumed  that  was  his  cue,  so  Tobias  walked  into  the  room and made his way to the single place setting across from Gwendolyn and her mother. He pulled out the chair and took a seat. 

“Dinner is served!” the herald announced, then strode out of the room. 

Servants suddenly poured into the room, each one carrying a tray with a covered plate on it. When the cover was removed, the plate put in front of Tobias contained vegetables, slices of what looked like medium-rare prime rib, and a thick slice of bread. 

Another servant carried a tray with pitchers full of assorted drinks. 

He chose a yellowish drink that was reportedly a fruit juice of some sort, and the serving girl filled his glass. 

“Thank you for joining us for dinner,” the king said once the meal was served and the servants had left the room. “We truly appreciate you returning my mother’s pendant.” 

“I’m happy I could help,” Tobias said, eying his plate hungrily but not wanting to start eating until the royal family did. 

The  king  studied  him  for  a  moment  then  stuck  his  fork  into  a piece  of  meat  and  cut  off  a  chunk.  Tobias  stared  at  the  succulent morsel, but the king stopped halfway to his mouth. “So, how  did you come across the jewelry?” 

King  Dumont  put  the  fork  in  his  mouth  and  began  to  chew,  his eyes locked on Tobias. 

The  Battle  Mage  swallowed  hard  then  answered.  “I  was  on  a quest and looted it from a monster,” he said, then forced himself to look down and cut a piece of meat for himself. 

The  king  nodded  as  he  finished  chewing.  “You  like  to  go  on adventures? That means you’re probably not around much, right? All the traveling and such.” 

Tobias  wasn’t  sure  exactly  what  the  king  meant,  but  he  knew there  was  more  to  what  he  was  saying  than  the  actual  words.  Two could  play  that  game.  “Some.  Went  on  a  goblin  raid  a  few  days back.” 

The  Battle  Mage  studied  the  king  as  he  spoke,  but  if  the  man knew anything about the goblins or the Black Robe involvement, he hid it well. 

“Goblins.  That  sounds  dangerous,”  Lady  Isabella  Dumont  said, placing  a  hand  on  her  husband’s  arm.  “You  must  be  very  skilled  to have survived such an encounter.” 

“I  was  with  friends,”  Tobias  said.  “They  are  a  pretty  powerful bunch.” 

“We are glad you survived,” Lady Isabella replied. 

“Yes, yes,” the king agreed. “And to be honest, it is nice to meet a young man who is not trying to court my daughter.” 

And there it was. The underlying meaning. Tobias did his best not to smile. Or chuckle. 

With the king’s intentions made clear, the rest of the meal passed uneventfully.  The  food  was  delicious,  and  Tobias  truly  enjoyed  the meal. He attempted to excuse himself after a decadent seven-layer chocolate  cake  was  served  for  dessert,  but  Lady  Gwendolyn  had other plans. 

“We still have a hundred books or more to search,” she said, “but I  think  we  are  on  the  right  track  to  find  the  rest  of  grandmother’s jewelry.” 

The king nodded. “It is encouraging to know that at least some of it survived and is still in the city.” 

“I  think  Tobias  and  I  can  finish  going  through  all  the  records tonight,” Gwendolyn said. 

The king looked at the Battle Mage then at his wife, who smiled and nodded. “Okay. Make sure you have a guard with you.” 

“Of course, Father,” she agreed with a smile. 

Gwendolyn took the napkin off her lap, dabbed the corner of her mouth,  then  folded  it  and  placed  it  on  the  table.  She  stood  up gracefully and nodded to her parents before turning to Tobias. 

“Let’s go. Those books aren’t going to read themselves.” 

Tobias exhaled forcefully then pushed himself out of the chair. He followed  after  Gwendolyn,  but  not  before  making  eye  contact  with the king, who was not nearly as happy as his daughter that the Battle Mage would be staying late. 

Chapter 11

Long Lost Treasures

“I found it!” 

Tobias bolted awake, looking around in surprise. For a moment, he had no idea where he was, but as he gazed around, it all started coming back to him. 

They had left the king’s private dining hall, followed by a member of  the  castle  guard,  and  gone  back  to  the  Archives.  Tobias  had settled into a chair and started looking through more of the massive books. After several hours of searching, his eyes had become heavy, and Tobias had nodded off, his forehead on an open book. 

Lady Gwendolyn was standing at the table next to him practically dancing with excitement. Her fingers traced the words in the book in front of her. She reached over and grabbed his hand and pulled him to  his  feet.  His  heart  rate  spiked  even  higher  than  it  had  from  the initial shock of being woken up. 

“Look at this,” she said, pulling him closer. 

Fafnir  jumped  up  on  the  table,  suddenly  interested  in  what  the young  lady  might  have  found  too.  Tobias  barely  gave  the  dragon  a glance  as  his  attention  was  drawn  to  the  twinkle  in  Gwendolyn’s eyes as she excitedly turned back to the book. 

“This is from  Scraps of Silver, the local gossip publication.” 

“What?! You’ve got paparazzi?!” 

She furrowed her brow. “Papa what?” 

“Yeah, papa what?” Fafnir echoed. 

Tobias  glanced  at  the  dragon  in  annoyance  then  turned  to Gwendolyn with an apologetic look. “Just something we call gossips back home.” 

She  shrugged  one  shoulder  and  cocked  her  head  to  the  side  a little bit. “Oh,” she said. “Well, here’s what our papa pazzi said.” 

Fafnir  blew  holographic  smoke  at  the  Battle  Mage.  “Aren’t  you going to correct her?” 

Tobias nearly growled at the dragon, and he did expose his teeth. 

Gwendolyn  didn’t  notice  the  exchange  and  started  reading  from the book. 

 The  event  of  the  season  was  held  last  night  at  Sir  Chisolm’s estate.  As  usual,  the  bachelor  went  all  out  with  the  decoration, food,  and  drink.  One  might  think  he  went  a  bit  overboard  on  the candles  though.  The  place  was  so  bright,  one  couldn’t  help  but see  Lady  Estabon  flirt  with  every  man,  both  married  and  single, under the gaudy paper roses that were hanging from the ceiling. 

 Thankfully, the fire brigade was on hand to put out any unintended fires. However, it ended up being one of the brigade members that left with Lady Estabon. That is sure to be a short-lived flame. 

 Anyone  who  was  anyone  was  in  attendance.  Lady  Amelia looked stunning in her peach gown and pearl earrings. Lady Mia, on  the  other  hand,  looked  like  her  dress  was  swallowing  her whole.  How  many  ruffles  does  one  dress  need?  Clearly  not  that many.  She  should’ve  shared  some  of  that  fabric  with  Lady Penelope whose dress barely covered her bosom. Now, I’m quite proud of my pocket mirror, but I have the sense to tuck it away and not show it off to the entire kingdom, and I’d certainly be sure to secure it so it wouldn’t tumble out into some gentleman’s drink. 

 And how could we share Scraps of Silver and not mention the Queen  Mother?  I  would  love  to  comment  on  every  detail  of  her lovely white gown and her diamond necklace that accentuated her long, flawless neck. Doing so would lead me to further discuss her dancing with a mysterious silver-haired gentleman, though. Not to mention  leaving  with  that  same  gentleman  that  none  of  my informants could identify. And that’s just not a topic I care to bring up, for I would hate to fall out of favor with our king and his family. 

 After all, whether they intend to or not, they give me much to write about. 

“Do  you  know  what  this  means?!”  she  asked  excitedly  and wrapped her arms around Tobias in a hug. 

In  that  moment,  he  had  no  idea  what  that  meant,  but  he  could feel  her  body  against  his,  her  warm  breath  on  his  neck.  His  head

swam, and he instinctively wrapped his arms around her. He leaned his head forward, breathing in the sweet scent of her perfume. 

“Uh hum!” Fafnir grunted, breaking the enchantment. 

Tobias released his grip and shook his head. He glanced over at the guard and noticed the man had taken several steps toward him. 

The  Battle  Mage  doubted  the  guard’s  loyalty  to  Gwendolyn  was great enough to keep him from reporting any perceived impropriety to the king. Or running him through with his sword. 

His  head  still  swam,  and  his  heart  raced,  but  he  did  his  best  to take  a  deep  breath  and  calm  himself.  “So,  what  exactly  does  this mean?” he asked as he took a step back, holding his hands out to the side, making sure the guard could see them. 

“It means we have a suspect with opportunity and motive.” 

Tobias  wasn’t  so  sure.  The  suspect  was  unknown  fifteen  years before  and  was  likely  dead  now  on  top  of  it.  The  motive  and opportunity were circumstantial at best. 

He was not going to tell her any of that, though. 

Tobias remembered a report he had read at some point before he nodded off. “I think I found something else important.” 

Gwendolyn nodded. “What is it?” 

“I was reading a report right before I, uhm, closed my eyes to rest them for a minute.” 

She  punched  him  in  the  arm.  “It  was  more  than  a  minute,”  she chided, “and you were snoring like a bear.” 

Tobias  grimaced  then  forced  a  smile.  “Anyway,”  he  said,  “there was a report from the city watch describing a body they pulled from the river. I think it could be your grandmother.” 

“Oh.” 

He  suddenly  realized  that  he  was  talking  about  the  corpse  of someone  Gwendolyn  had  loved.  “Oh  my,  I’m  so  sorry.”  He  looked down, not sure what to say. 

Gwendolyn reached out and put her hand on his arm. “It’s okay,” 

she said softly. “I know she’s dead. It just surprised me, that’s all.” 

Tobias  put  his  hand  on  hers  and  smiled  at  her,  then  pulled  his hand away self-consciously. 

He looked down at the book he had been using as a pillow and flipped back a few pages. It only took him a moment to find the page he was looking for. He showed the book to Gwendolyn and ran his finger under the text as he read. 

“An  elderly  woman  wearing  a  white  dress  stained  by  water  and mud  was  found  on  the  bank  of  the  Silver  Creek  River.  Cause  of death unknown. Two scars on the left side of the neck appear fully healed and unrelated to death.” 

Gwendolyn  touched  the  book,  running  a  finger  under  the  text Tobias had just read. Her hand moved to the top of the page where the date was written. “The twelfth of Martius, 837.” 

She  turned  back  to  the  table  and  scanned  the  first  book.  “The ninth of Martius, 837.” She looked at Tobias and said, “That was only three days after the party, and there was no note of scars or wounds in the gossip report. An injury wouldn’t heal in three days.” 

He  nodded  his  agreement  but  still  didn’t  know  how  this information helped them. 

“I think it was a vampire,” Gwendolyn said with a nod, a look of determination  on  her  face.  “Will  you  help  me  find  the  monster, avenge my grandmother, and get back her jewelry?” 

Quest: Recover Heirloom Jewelry

You have been offered a quest to find out who killed Lady Gwendolyn’s grandmother and recover the family’s heirloom jewelry. 

Reward:

1,000 experience points

10,000 gold coins

Accept: Yes / No

 What?!  Tobias  nearly  blurted  his  skepticism  aloud.  He  wasn’t sure if vampires even existed in this world. 

He  knew  the  chance  of  finding  the  man  who  had  killed Gwendolyn’s  grandmother,  vampire  or  not,  was  virtually  zero.  The Battle Mage also knew he couldn’t say no to Lady Gwendolyn. 

Tobias  put  on  his  best  smile,  mentally  accepted  the  quest,  and said, “Of course I will help you.” 

Chapter 12

A Bed Fit for a King

Tobias  attempted  to  leave  the  castle  after  accepting  the  quest,  but Lady Gwendolyn would have nothing to do with that idea. 

“The  castle  has  been  closed  up  for  the  night,”  she  told  him.  “I could sneak you out, but that would lead to all kinds of questions I don’t want to answer. Besides, there’s no point in you leaving when I have a bed for you right here in the castle.” 

He  swallowed  hard  and  looked  at  her,  unsure  exactly  what  she was offering. “Okay,” was all he could make himself say. 

“Good,”  Gwendolyn  said  with  a  huge  smile.  “I  will  have  a  guest room prepared for you.” 

Gwendolyn  walked  over  to  the  guard  and  sent  him  to  have someone from the housekeeping staff prepare a room. 

“You  didn’t  really  think  she  was  inviting  you  to  stay  in   her bedroom, did you, now?” Fafnir asked with a snicker. 

Tobias shot the dragon a dirty look but had to admit a part of him thought that was exactly what she was suggesting. He could feel his ears flush with embarrassment at his clearly incorrect assessment of the situation. 

An awkward silence fell over the room while they waited for the housekeeper  to  return.  At  least,  it  was  awkward  for  Tobias. 

Gwendolyn went back to reading the book with the gossip story in it and seemed unaware of his discomfort. 

When  the  guard  returned  and  reported  a  room  was  being prepared,  Gwendolyn  grabbed  the  book  she  was  reading  and headed toward the door. “Come on. I will take you to your room.” 

The guard followed them out of the room, and Tobias realized it was a different guard than earlier.  Must have been a shift change, he thought with a smile, amused at the idea of guards changing shifts like factory workers. 

The room Gwendolyn led him to was exactly what he’d expected it would be. There was a huge four-poster bed with a canopy on top. 

Curtains around the bed were pulled open and tied to each post. The

room was furnished with multiple finely crafted chairs and a desk. A fireplace with a small lit fire dominated the wall opposite the bed. 

Fafnir barged into the room while Tobias stayed in the hallway for a moment with Gwendolyn. 

She put her hand on his arm, sending a shiver through his body. 

“Thank you for all your help,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. 

Tobias didn’t move, didn’t breathe, fearful of breaking the spell. 

“It  was  my  pleasure,”  he  managed  to  say,  his  eyes  locked  on hers. 

She smiled back at him, her head tilted to the side. Her lips were slightly parted, and he was overwhelmed with the desire to pull her close and kiss her soft lips. 

They  both  stood  frozen,  looking  into  each  other’s  eyes,  until  he could resist no more. 

Tobias  leaned  forward  just  a  little,  barely  believing  what  was about to happen. 

And then she was punching him in the shoulder good-naturedly, like a lifelong best friend. 

“Well, best get some sleep,” she said cheerfully, unaware of the tension—and  attraction—that  Tobias  had  been  sure  was  mutual. 

“Tomorrow  will  come  quickly,  and  we  still  have  a  lot  to  figure  out before we try to find my grandmother’s killer.” 

She turned and walked back down the hallway, calling back over her shoulder, “Good night, Tobias!” 

He  stood  there  for  a  moment  and  watched  her  walk  away,  his heart thumping in his chest. 

 What?! What?!  he sputtered to himself. 

A chuckle pulled him out of his stupor, and he looked up to see the guard staring at him, a big smile on his face. 

Tobias  felt  his  cheeks  go  red,  but  before  he  could  react  further, the  guard  tossed  him  a  book—the  one  Gwendolyn  had  taken  from the  archives.  It  hit  him  in  the  chest,  and  he  scrambled  to  catch  it before it dropped to the floor. 

“I will be stationed outside the door,” the guard said. “Just in case you need something.” 

The Battle Mage turned with as much dignity as he could muster and stepped into the room, closing the door behind him. 

Tobias leaned back against the door for a moment, thinking about the  day,  thoroughly  confused  as  to  what  exactly  Lady  Gwendolyn was up to. He suspected it was something more than simply finding some heirloom jewelry. But maybe it wasn’t. 

Tobias shook his head and stepped away from the door. 

“Now this is a proper guest room,” Fafnir said. 

The dragon was curled up on a large rug in front of the fireplace. 

Tobias  shook  his  head  and  chuckled.  He  knew  the  holographic dragon couldn’t feel the heat of the fire or the softness of the fur rug but still chose the perfect spot to curl up. 

“What a day,” Tobias said, shaking his head ruefully. 

The Battle Mage made his way to the bed, sat on the edge, and reached down to take off his boots. When he sat back up, he noticed an  open  wardrobe  against  the  wall  and  could  see  several  white robes hanging within. He was already sitting on the bed, though, and decided to flop back instead of getting up and changing clothes. 

The bed was the softest he had ever laid on. He felt himself sink into the feathery mattress and barely had the energy to crawl toward the top of the bed and plop his head onto an equally soft pillow. 

Tobias  closed  his  eyes,  and  the  next  thing  he  knew,  light  was streaming  in  through  the  window.  He  pushed  himself  to  a  seated position and let out a huge yawn as he stretched his arms. 

The Battle Mage looked around the room sleepily then scooched over  to  the  edge  of  the  bed.  He  reached  down  and  grabbed  his boots, pulling them on one at a time. He surveyed the room again, hoping to find a tray full of breakfast food, but found none. 

He  stood  up  and  walked  toward  the  door.  The  dragon  opened one eye and asked, “Time to leave already?” 

“Can’t  stay  here  forever,”  Tobias  replied,  then  added  hopefully, 

“but maybe we can have breakfast with Lady Gwendolyn before we go.” 

When  he  opened  the  door,  Tobias  found  two  new  guards standing  just  outside.  He  inquired  about  Lady  Gwendolyn  and  was told she had left the castle with her mother. 

“She  left  you  this,”  one  of  the  guards  said,  handing  him  an envelope. 

Tobias  took  the  envelope  and  stepped  back  into  the  room.  He turned the envelope over and saw the ornate  G pressed into the wax seal that showed that it was indeed from Gwendolyn. 

 Tobias, 

 I had to leave the castle for a few days. I will let you know when I return. Please see what you can find out about my grandmother’s killer while I’m gone? 

 Lady Gwendolyn Dumont

Tobias couldn’t help but feel disappointed, but there was nothing he could do about it. He was certain that both guards took pleasure in his obvious discouragement when he left his room a few minutes later. The Battle Mage forced himself to stand up straight and strode from  the  room,  hoping  he  could  find  his  way  out  without  having  to ask for directions. 

The  blue  dragon  appeared  at  his  side.  “Turn  left  at  the  next corridor,” Fafnir advised. 

The Battle Mage nodded appreciatively and walked down the hall without looking back. 

Once  outside,  Tobias  realized  it  was  considerably  later  than  he’d thought it was. Fafnir walked with him until they reached the Crow’s Nest, then the dragon returned to his own realm to eat. When Tobias pushed open the door of the inn and tavern, the common room was almost full, patrons filling their bellies with a hearty lunch. Stanwick

and  the  serving  boy  walked  among  the  tables  delivering  food  and drink. 

His  friends  occupied  a  table  in  the  middle  of  the  room,  as  they usually did. 

Doulgorlig  slapped  the  table  in  front  of  the  empty  chair  next  to him.  “Our  hero  returns  from  the  castle,”  the  Monk  said  with  a  huge smile on his face. “Come and tell us of your adventures.” 

Tobias did his best to ignore the looks that ranged from curious to suggestive to . . . annoyed. 

“Yes,  tell  us  all  about  your  adventure,”  Elithia  said,  eyes  locked on him. 

Tobias shivered a bit then began telling his story. “Well, I went to the castle to claim my reward for finding the diamond pendant.” 

“How much did you get?” 

“I’m not sure,” he answered. “I didn’t check.” 

Christoph  smirked  then  said,  “There  was  more  to  your  reward, wasn’t there?” 

Stanwick appeared before Tobias could answer and put a plate in front  of  him  along  with  a  mug  of  ale.  “How  was  the  castle yesterday?” Stanwick asked. “I didn’t see you come back.” 

Tobias looked down at his plate and felt his ears warm. He looked around the table and said in a conspiratorial voice, “There are some things we should discuss . . . somewhere more private.” 

“We’re  all  adults  here,”  Faylienne  said.  “I’m  sure  it’s  nothing  we haven’t heard—or done—before.” 

“What?! No!” Tobias said. “I learned some things about our dark-robed friends.” 

“Oh,” Stanwick said with a nod. “Finish up your meal, and we can go downstairs after the room clears out a bit.” 

“Sounds good,” Tobias said. “I’m starving.” 

The  Battle  Mage  turned  his  entire  focus  to  the  plate  of  food  in front  of  him.  It  bought  him  a  few  minutes  of  peace,  but  eventually, Doulgorlig  began  to  push  him  for  details.  He  told  them  about  his impromptu  tour  of  the  castle,  the  search  for  clues  for  the whereabouts of Gwendolyn’s grandmother, the resulting quest offer, and even the royal guest room. 

Tobias  couldn’t  help  but  smile  as  he  told  them  about  the  guest room he’d stayed in. 

“It was the softest bed I’ve ever slept in,” he said. 

“So, it was pleasurable sleeping in a royal bed?” Faylienne asked with a suggestive smile. 

The Battle Mage shook his head. “You’re awful.” 

“Well, thank you,” the halfling said with a mock bow. 

An  hour  later,  they  gathered  in  the  secret  war  room  below  the  inn. 

Tobias  stood  by  himself,  leaning  against  the  wall,  not  wanting  to subject himself to any more teasing. Elithia stood near the table on the  opposite  side  of  the  room  shuffling  through  papers.  The  rest  of his friends sat in the chairs that were set up in the front corner of the room. 

Stanwick  strode  into  the  room  and  closed  the  door  behind himself. “So, what did you learn at the castle?” 

Tobias stood up straight and took a step away from the wall. “The king  has  a  man  named  Deveril  advising  him,”  he  reported. 

“According to Lady Gwendolyn, he’s a very high-ranking member of the  Electriterra.” 

The innkeeper nodded. “I’ve heard of the man, but I didn’t know he was an advisor for the king,” he said, stroking his chin with one hand. “It makes sense, though, as we knew they had influence over the king.” 

“Did you learn anything useful?” Elithia asked. 

“I sent Fafnir to listen to a conversation between the king and this Deveril,”  the  Battle  Mage  told  the  group  with  a  smile.  “The  king  is supplying gold for the  Electriterra to build something.” 

“What are they building?” Stanwick asked. 

Tobias shook his head. “That, I don’t know, but Fafnir was able to learn its location. At least, its general location.” 

Christoph  stood  up  from  the  chair  where  he’d  been  sitting. 

“Where is it?” he asked, then looked at his half-brother. “Doulgorlig

and I can look for it and see what they’re building.” 

“It’s in the mountains, northwest of Port Regal.” 

“I  know  that  area,”  Stanwick  said.  “I  can  give  you  some  ideas where to search.” 

“If  they’re  building  something,  we’ll  find  it,”  the  Knight  assured him. “We can leave in the morning.” 

The innkeeper nodded at the brothers then turned to Faylienne. 

“Did you learn anything useful about the Thieves’ Guild?” 

Faylienne  shrugged.  “The  merchant  was  a  small-time  smuggler according  to  my  contacts,”  she  said.  “His  dealings  with  Giovanni were likely personal.” 

“Did  anyone  know  of  dealings  with  the   Electriterra?”  Stanwick asked. 

The halfling shook her head. “No one spoke of dealings with the Black Robes.” 

“Pretty much a dead end, then?” Elithia stated more than asked. 

“I think so,” Faylienne agreed. 

“That’s okay,” Stanwick said. “Tobias got us a good lead on what the  Electriterra might be doing.” 

“If they’re building something, that could be where the slaves are being taken,” Christoph added. 

“Yes, it could,” the innkeeper agreed. “Give me a few minutes to round up some maps, and I can tell you what I know of the region.” 

Tobias looked at Faylienne. “While he looks for his maps, I could use some help.” 

“What can I do?” the Thief asked. 

“I got a quest from Lady Gwendolyn,” he said. 

“Hmmm.” 

He gave her a disapproving glare before continuing. “So, I doubt the  man  who  robbed  and  killed  Gwendolyn’s  grandmother  is  even alive still, but I promised her I would help find him and the jewelry,” 

Tobias  started.  “I  was  hoping  you  might  know  something  about  the area and where we could look for clues.” 

“It has been fifteen years,” Faylienne pointed out. 

“I know,” Tobias said, “but what am I supposed to do?” 

The  halfling  nodded  solemnly.  “It’s  hard  to  say  no  to  a  new girlfriend.” 

“She. Is. Not. My. Girlfriend!” 

Faylienne looked at him doubtfully. “You’ve given this girl jewelry, met  her  parents,  and  stayed  overnight,”  she  said.  “If  that’s  not  a girlfriend, I don’t know what is.” 

“Love is a very important part of life,” Doulgorlig said with a nod then a glance at the halfling. 

“You could do a lot worse than a princess,” Christoph added. 

“Ahh!” Tobias threw his hands up in the air. “It’s not like that!” 

“What do you think, Elithia?” Faylienne turned to ask, but the half-elf was nowhere to be seen. 

“Okay,  you  guys  have  had  your  fun,”  Tobias  said.  “Can  we  get back to my actual problem now?” 

“Alright,” the halfling said. “Tell me what you know.” 

Tobias  told  Faylienne  what  they’d  read  in  the  old  records, including the location where the body was found. He was pleasantly surprised  to  learn  that  the  Thief  knew  a  lot  about  the  area  in question. 

“There  are  tunnels  that  lead  from  the  castle  to  the  cemetery, which is near the river,” she told him. “It’s actually quite common for ladies—and gentlemen—of the royal family to sneak out that way.” 

“So,  Gwendolyn’s  grandmother  might  have  snuck  out  of  the castle?” 

“From what you told me, I’m almost certain of it,” Faylienne said. 

“Oh, and she thinks a vampire might be involved.” 

The halfling looked at him sideways. “A vampire?” 

Tobias shook his head. “I know, crazy, huh?” 

“No,  actually,  it’s  not,”  Faylienne  said.  “What  year  did  the grandmother die?” 

“Hmmm.” He pursed his lips. “The year 837, I believe.” 

The Thief nodded. “That’s the right era.” 

“Era for what?” 

“It  was  before  my  time,  but  the  guild  lost  a  lot  of  people  in  the sewers  that  year,”  she  said.  “They  eventually  found  a  den  of vampires and lost a bunch more people clearing it out.” 

Tobias  looked  down  dejectedly.  “So  they  probably  got  the jewelry.” 

“That’s  the  thing,”  Faylienne  said.  “By  all  accounts,  they  never found  any  treasure  or  a  Vampire  Lord.  Some  speculate  the  lord  is still in the tunnels somewhere.” 

“I’ve  never  heard  of  a  vampire  sighting,”  Christoph  said, interjecting himself into the conversation. 

The halfling Thief shrugged. “I’m just reporting what some people say. I don’t have any knowledge one way or the other.” 

“But it is possible that a Vampire was involved?” Tobias asked. 

Faylienne  nodded.  “And  it’s  possible  there  are  still  more  in hiding.” 

“Vampires  are  very  dangerous  monsters,”  Doulgorlig  said.  “You need to be careful if you and Lady Gwendolyn go nosing around in the tunnels under the city.” 

“We will be careful,” Tobias assured the Monk. “Lady Gwendolyn told her father she would organize a search party for the jewelry. We won’t be alone.” 

Even  as  he  said  it,  Tobias  had  a  feeling  that  the  search  party might  not  be  bigger  than  himself  and  Gwendolyn.  That  idea  didn’t bother him much. 

“So, what can you tell me about where the Vampires were?” 

Faylienne told him what she knew about the tunnels in that area of  the  city,  which  turned  out  to  be  quite  a  lot.  When  Stanwick returned  with  his  maps,  Tobias  left  to  send  a  message  to  Lady Gwendolyn. 

Chapter 13

Everyone Loves a Creepy

Cemetery

Three days had passed, and Tobias hadn’t received a response from Lady  Gwendolyn.  With  Christoph  and  Doulgorlig  searching  for whatever  the  Black  Robes  were  building  in  the  eastern  mountains and Faylienne off doing who knew what, Elithia was the only person left  to  talk  with.  He  had  quickly  learned  that  Gwendolyn  was  not  a topic the Ranger cared to discuss. 

Fafnir hadn’t been any help either. “Maybe her father locked her away  in  a  tower  to  keep  her  away  from  you,”  the  blue  dragon  had suggested the one—and only—time Tobias had brought it up. 

Tobias  had  decided  that  practicing  his  Levitation  skill  would  be the  best  way  to  pass  the  time  until  he  got  a  response  from Gwendolyn. 

The  Battle  Mage  sat  on  his  bed,  his  right  arm  extended,  palm facing  the  dresser  on  the  opposite  side  of  the  room.  He  slowly moved  his  hand  to  the  right,  and  the  cabinet  scraped  across  the wooden floor. When it reached the corner, Tobias rotated his hand so his  palm  was  facing  up  and  gradually  raised  his  arm.  His  brow furrowed  as  he  concentrated,  his  lip  quivering  just  a  little  bit.  The heavy dresser slowly lifted off the ground and floated into the air. 

“Yes!” Tobias exclaimed with a smile. 

The  dresser  started  to  drop,  but  he  recovered  from  his momentary lapse of concentration before it hit the floor. 

Keeping the first floating object firmly in his mind, Tobias reached out his left hand, palm up, fingers extended toward the table in the middle of the room. He blew out three forceful breaths as if he was preparing to bench press twice his body weight. 

As he raised his left arm, the table floated into the air. 

The  Battle  Mage  grinned,  wishing  someone  was  there  to  see what he was doing. “Oh, yeah!” 

He  brought  his  hands  together  and  began  rotating  them  around each  other.  The  furniture  began  to  spin  in  circles,  following  the

motion of his hands. 

A loud knock on the door startled him, causing him to lose focus. 

Everything came crashing to the ground. 

Tobias winced as he heard cracking wood and knew he’d have to spend some time—or money—repairing Stanwick’s furniture. 

“A  message  from  the  castle,”  the  voice  of  the  inn’s  helper  boy called out from the other side of the door. 

Tobias jumped up and rushed to the door, pulling it open with a bit more desperation than he would have liked. 

“Is it from Lady Gwendolyn?” 

“Don’t know, sir.” The boy handed him an envelope with a large splash of red wax over the seal. 

The  Battle  Mage  smiled  when  he  saw  the  elaborate   G  pressed into the wax. 

“Thank you,” he said, absently tossing a copper coin to the boy before closing the door. 

Tobias anxiously slid his finger under the flap of the envelope and broke the seal, sending shards of wax flying. He pulled out a piece of parchment inside. 

 Meet me at the place you suggested at three hours past noon. 

There  was  no  signature,  but  Tobias  didn’t  need  one.  He  knew who the note was from and where to meet her. He also knew it had been a couple of hours since he’d eaten lunch in the common room, which meant it was nearly three o’clock already. 

Tobias  pulled  out  his  pocket  watch  and  flipped  the  cover  open. 

 Damn. Why am I always rushing around for this girl?  he wondered to himself. He also wondered if it was by design. 

“Fafnir,  it’s  time  to  go  treasure  hunting,”  the  Battle  Mage  called out,  summoning  the  dragon.  He  jammed  the  watch  back  into  his pocket then grabbed his sword and Bag of Holding before heading to the door. 

The  waist-high  holographic  dragon  emerged  from  a  cloud  of swirling blue smoke and met him at the door. 

“Did the young lady finally escape her prison and send for you?” 

Fafnir asked dryly. 

“Come on. We’re going to the cemetery.” 

He  had  visited  the  cemetery  several  times  while  waiting  for  Lady Gwendolyn to reply, but there was a decidedly ominous feel now that hadn’t  been  there  before.  Low-lying  fog  swirled  amongst  the tombstones, and it felt much later than mid-afternoon as he waited. 

Tobias  subconsciously  pulled  his  enchanted  cloak  close  around himself as a shiver ran down his spine. 

He  hadn’t  specified  exactly  where  to  meet  in  the  cemetery—

something  he  truly  regretted  at  that  moment.  The  Battle  Mage  was forced  to  wander  the  graveyard,  stepping  between  and  around crumbling tombstones and looking for someone who may or may not be there yet. 

CREAK! 

Tobias  nearly  jumped  out  of  his  boots  when  the  door  of  a mausoleum  right  behind  him  opened.  He  spun  around,  his  cloak whipping behind him. 

The  door  was  pushed  all  the  way  open,  and  a  hooded  figure emerged,  mist  swirling  around  the  apparition  as  it  walked  toward him. 

The Battle Mage drew his sword and hesitantly pointed it at the figure, ready to defend himself from attack. 

Black-gloved  hands  reached  up  and  threw  the  hood  back, revealing the enchanting face of Lady Gwendolyn Dumont. 

His  shoulders  slumped,  and  he  exhaled  forcefully.  “Oh,  it’s  only you.” 

Gwendolyn  walked  toward  him  with  her  head  tilted  to  the  side, her hands on her hips. She looked at him severely. “Only me?!” 

Tobias slid his sword back into the scabbard. “Oh, no . . . I mean,” 

Tobias stuttered a response as he bowed his head a little. 

The  young  lady  laughed  out  loud.  The  joyful  sound  nearly buckled his knees. 

Gwendolyn waved a hand at him. “I’m just kidding.” 

The Battle Mage stood up and straightened his cloak, doing his best to act calm, cool, and collected. “Oh, yeah, I knew it was you,” 

he said. “I just wanted to make sure nothing was chasing you out of the crypt.” 

It was now Tobias’s turn to look at the young lady questioningly. 

“So, what were you doing in the mausoleum?” 

Gwendolyn raised her eyebrows and flashed a sinister smile. She stepped  toward  him  and  grabbed  his  arm,  pulling  him  toward  the open door of the mausoleum. “Come on, there’s something I want to show you.” 

The Battle Mage kept his feet planted and resisted Gwendolyn’s pull,  suddenly  having  a  vision  of  Lady  Gwendolyn  over  a  steaming black cauldron.  Is she a witch or something?  he wondered. 

 What  is  she  hiding?  he  asked  himself,  sensing  again  that  the princess had an agenda that he didn’t fully understand. 

Tobias  chided  himself  as  he  suddenly  realized  he  had  never Analyzed the Lady Gwendolyn. 

Name: Lady Gwendolyn Dumont, Human

Profession: None

Level: 3

Size: Medium

Health: 60 / 60

Vitality: 108 / 108

Agility: 9

Charisma: 10

Intelligence: 10

Stamina: 9

Strength: 9

Wisdom: 7

“Thank goodness,” Tobias exhaled, glad to find that she wasn’t a Necromancer  or  Vampire  or  some  monster  in  disguise.  He  couldn’t help but wonder how she’d gotten to Level 3, but that was a question for later. 

“Very smooth,” Fafnir said, the words heard only by Tobias. “Did you really think she was a monster or a witch?” 

 Oh, shut up!  the Battle Mage sent telepathically. 

Gwendolyn tugged on his arm again. “Let’s go!” 

He nodded his head and let her pull him toward—then into—the mausoleum. 

The blue dragon followed them, chuckling loud enough to make sure that Tobias heard him. 

Once  they  were  inside,  Gwendolyn  peeked  her  head  out  and looked  around,  then  pulled  the  door  closed  with  a  loud  thud.  She reached over and slid a beam into place, effectively locking the door from the inside. 

Tobias  looked  around  the  room  and  noted  two  large  sarcophagi on  raised  platforms,  one  on  each  side  of  the  room.  Several  large urns lined the back wall. A small amount of light streamed in through tiny windows near the ceiling above each of the stone caskets. 

He had no idea why they were inside the now locked crypt. 

Gwendolyn walked over to the sarcophagus on the left side of the room  and  placed  her  hand  gently  on  the  stone  casket.  She  looked down at it and smiled. “This is the first king of Silverdale,” she said as she ran her hand over the carved stone. “He built this city and is ultimately responsible for who I am.” 

She looked over her shoulder at Tobias then turned her attention back to the ancient king’s resting place. 

“I envy the life of adventure he must have lived,” Gwendolyn said. 

“The battles he got to fight, the monsters he must have slain. My life is pretty boring by comparison, but it’s time to change that.” 

The princess reached around to the side of the sarcophagus, her hand searching for something. 

Tobias  stepped  backward,  suddenly  apprehensive  again,  and bumped into the door. His hand automatically reached for his sword. 

There  was  a  loud  click,  and  the  floor  at  the  back  of  the  stone building began to drop away. 

Gwendolyn  turned  to  Tobias,  a  huge  grin  on  her  face.  “This  is why  I  was  in  here.”  She  swept  her  hand  toward  the  opening  in  the floor, which now revealed steps that led down into the darkness. “It’s a tunnel. A series of tunnels, actually. It goes all the way back to the castle.” 

The  Battle  Mage  released  his  grip  on  his  sword  and  shook  his head slightly. It was one of the tunnels Faylienne had told him about. 

He couldn’t believe he had thought Gwendolyn was up to something nefarious. 

“This  is  actually  why  I  wanted  to  meet  you  here,”  Tobias  said. 

“Well, not this tunnel exactly, but the fact that there were tunnels. But you apparently knew that.” 

“Not until this morning,” she said. “I was searching for a way out of the castle so I could meet you here, and I found a map. There are tunnels that go all over the city.” 

“Yeah, I know,” he said. “I’ve got a friend that, uhm, knows a little bit  about  the  darker  side  of  things.  She  agrees  it’s  possible  your grandmother  was  robbed  and  killed  in  the  tunnels.  It’s  a  long  shot, but  if  she  was,  maybe  her  jewelry  is  still  down  there  somewhere. 

That could be how the Giant Sewer Rat got the pendant.” 

“Do  you  really  think  so?”  Gwendolyn  asked,  her  eyes  sparkling with hope, even in the dim light. 

Tobias  didn’t  want  to  give  her  false  hope,  but  he  wanted  to disappoint her even less. “It’s definitely possible.” 

The  princess  reached  down  and  picked  up  a  handheld  lantern. 

She slid the shutter open, and a surprisingly bright ray of light shot out. 

Gwendolyn  shined  the  light  into  the  opening,  illuminating  stone steps  that  led  down  into  the  darkness.  “Let’s  go  find  my grandmother’s jewelry.” 

Tobias turned toward Fafnir, who was standing next to him now. 

 Scout  the  tunnels  and  let  me  know  if  you  see  any  monsters.  Or treasure. 

“Of course,” the dragon replied. 

The  Battle  Mage  followed  the  young  lady  down  the  steps  while Fafnir  sped  off  into  the  darkness  to  scout  the  tunnels.  When  he reached the bottom, he cast a quick spell, summoning a floating orb of light. 

Spell: Illumination

Type: Fire Magic

Effect:

Summon an orb of light. 

Lasts one hour per level of caster or until dispelled. 

Cost: 5 Vitality points

Range: 50 feet

Cast Time: 1 second

Duration: Instantaneous

Cooldown: None

Gwendolyn looked at him with raised eyebrows. “Impressive.” 

Tobias  blushed  a  little.  “It’s  just  something  I  picked  up  from Grendall,”  he  said  nonchalantly.  “Stay  near  me.  There  might  be monsters down here.” 

She  smiled  at  him.  “I  certainly  hope  so.”  Gwendolyn  pulled  her cloak back and revealed a shortsword strapped to her waist. “I’m not wearing this just for looks.” 

She walked off into the darkness, a swagger in her step, the light from her lantern illuminating the way ahead. 

Tobias stood there, his mouth open, watching the princess walk away. 

“Quit staring and go after her,” Fafnir advised. 

The  dragon’s  words  broke  the  spell,  and  Tobias  scrambled  to follow  her.  “You  sure  are  full  of  surprises,”  he  said  once  he  caught up, knowing better than to ask her if she knew how to use the sword. 

The fact that she was Level 3 meant she had almost certainly killed a few low-level monsters. 

“I  have  killed  monsters  before,”  Gwendolyn  assured  him,  as  if reading his mind. 

Tobias  nodded.  “I  have  no  doubt,”  he  said.  “So,  what  was  your first monster?” 

“Sewer Rat.” 

“No way. Me too!” 

“They get into the lower levels of the castle sometimes,” she told him.  “A  couple  of  the  servants  look  for  them  and  let  me  know  so  I can work on leveling up.” 

“My first Sewer Rat was on a quest for Stanwick, the innkeeper where I’m staying.” 

Gwendolyn  frowned,  her  lips  sticking  out  in  a  pout.  “I’ve  never been on a quest.” 

Tobias smiled at her. “You’re not missing much,” he assured her. 

“All I did on my first quest was walk through the sewers and kill rats. 

Besides, we’re on a quest right now.” 

“You are on a quest,” she said. “One that I gave you. Nobody is going to offer me a quest, especially since I have to hide the fact that I’m trying to level up.” 

“Your father wouldn’t approve?” 

“My  father  doesn’t  approve  of  a  lot  of  things,”  Gwendolyn  said. 

“He tries to control everything I do.” 

Tobias gave her a sympathetic look.  You are next in line for the throne,   he  thought  but  decided  to  say  something  decidedly  more compassionate. “I’m sure that’s very hard for you.” 

“Yeah,” she said then looked up, her expression brightening. “He would have an absolute fit if he knew I was down here with you.” 

The  Battle  Mage  smiled  at  that.  Not  the  thought  of  the  king having a fit, but the idea that Lady Gwendolyn was somewhere  with him. 

He didn’t have a chance to think about that idea further. 

“Monsters  in  the  tunnel  ahead,”  Fafnir  warned,  appearing  at  his side. 

Chapter 14

Brothers by the Fire

Christoph sat close to the campfire with a thick fur draped over his shoulders.  Snow-capped  mountains  pushed  into  the  sky  all  around him. 

He pulled the fur close, willing the heat from the fire to warm his body  as  the  chainmail  he  was  wearing  was  still  freezing  cold  and chilled him to the bone. 

“I don’t know how you do it,” the Knight said. “You never seem to get cold.” 

“Dwarven blood,” Doulgorlig responded. 

“Hmph,” Christoph huffed with a shake of his head. 

The  Monk,  wearing  nothing  more  than  his  usual  robes,  leaned forward  and  stirred  the  black  pot  hanging  over  the  fire.  Fragrant steam rose from the kettle, and he wafted some toward his face and inhaled deeply. 

“Ahh. This will warm you up.” 

Christoph nodded. He had no doubt the stew would fill his hungry belly and warm his body. He also knew that the cold would chill his bones again in short order. He blew out a steamy breath then said, “I wonder what Tobias’s home world is like.” 

Doulgorlig  shrugged.  “I  don’t  know.  It  sounds  like  a  strange place.” 

“Yeah.”  The  Knight  nodded  his  agreement.  “Can  you  imagine  a world without monsters?” 

The Monk shook his head. “Life seems very easy there.” 

“Yes,  it  does,”  Christoph  agreed.  He  had  spent  many  hours thinking  about  the  strange  world  their  new  friend  came  from.  His descriptions  had  been  decidedly  vague  sometimes  and  utterly ridiculous at other times. Did the Battle Mage really expect them to believe  that  metal  birds  flew  through  the  air  carrying  people  vast distances in mere hours? 

“I would like to visit his world someday,” Doulgorlig said. “Do you think that’s possible?” 

“I don’t know. First, we have to figure out how to get him home.” 

“You’re assuming he wants to go home,” Christoph said. 

The  Monk  smiled.  “He  does  seem  to  be  forming  attachments here.” 

Christoph smirked. “Like the king’s daughter?” 

“He seems to be very fond of the young lady,” Doulgorlig agreed. 

“Yeah,  he  does,”  the  Knight  said.  “I  don’t  see  that  working  out, though. She will tire of him soon enough.” 

“You underestimate the power of love.” 

“Ha, love means nothing to nobility.” 

Doulgorlig shook his head. “You’re just bitter because you haven’t found love.” 

Christoph  started  to  retort  but  decided  against  it.  There  was  no reason to bring up his brother’s infatuation with Faylienne. 

“Elithia  doesn’t  think  very  highly  of  Lady  Gwendolyn  either,”  the Monk chuckled. “She looks like she’s going to spit fire every time the young lady is mentioned.” 

“It’s  kinda  funny,  actually,”  Christoph  said.  “I  didn’t  know  she hated nobility that much.” 

“It’s not that.” Doulgorlig shook his head. “I think she’s jealous. 

“No way,” the Knight insisted, but then grew silent, thinking about the  half-elf’s  behavior  since  Tobias  had  been  invited  to  the  castle. 

“Well, maybe. She has become quite protective of our Otherworlder friend.” 

Christoph thought about the young man that had become such a huge part of their lives in a very short amount of time. They had all been drawn to him for some reason, but Elithia seemed to be both protective of him and irritated by everything he did. 

“I think it has something to do with her past,” he finally concluded out  loud.  “She  has  helped  these  Otherworlders  before,  and  I  think she feels responsible for him now.” 

Doulgorlig  shrugged.  “Could  be,”  he  agreed.  “I  think  we  all  feel the need to protect him.” 

His brother was right on that account. Christoph was freezing his butt  off  wandering  through  the  mountains  trying  to  find  the  hidden

fortress  of  a  secret  society  he  had  known  almost  nothing  about before the young man from another world showed up. 

“One of those metal birds would be very useful trying to find this secret  Electriterra base,” Christoph said. “Or that Google Earth thing Tobias talked about.” 

The Knight chuckled. Tobias had to just be making words up. 

“Like  I  said,  someday  I  want  to  visit  his  world.”  Doulgorlig grabbed  a  couple  bowls  and  ladled  steaming  liquid  into  both,  then handed one to his brother. “And the first thing I’m going to do is order food and wait for someone to deliver it to me right where I sit.” 

Yep. They needed to find this secret fortress so they could send their friend home and then visit his strange world themselves. 

Chapter 15

How to Lose a Lady

Tobias  heard  groans  and  claws  scraping  on  stone  in  the  tunnel ahead. 

“More coming from behind you,” Fafnir said. 

The Battle Mage looked around, trying to figure out the best way to  protect  Gwendolyn  from  whatever  monsters  were  heading  their way.  He  could  see  a  tunnel  branching  off  ahead  and  wondered—

hoped—that it would be safer than staying in the main tunnel. 

“We  need  to  find  someplace  safe,”  Tobias  said,  both  to Gwendolyn and Fafnir. 

“The  side  tunnel  seems  to  be  free  of  monsters,”  the  dragon replied and headed for the new passageway. 

Tobias grabbed Gwendolyn’s arm and pulled her along, following after the dragon that only he could see and hear. They soon reached another tunnel that branched off. 

Fafnir  stood  at  the  mouth  of  the  second  tunnel.  “Both  tunnels seem to be clear of monsters,” he said. “At least for now.” 

Tobias guided Gwendolyn into the side tunnel. “Stay here until I take care of whatever is chasing us,” he said. 

“I can help,” she insisted. 

The  Battle  Mage  put  up  a  hand  to  stop  her  argument.  “I  don’t know  what  kind  of  monsters  we’re  facing,  but  I’m  positive  they  are more powerful than Sewer Rats.” 

She drew her sword, a look of grim determination on her face. “I know how to fight.” 

“I’m  sure  you  do,”  the  Battle  Mage  said,  “but  we  have  never fought together before. I could hurt you just as easily as a monster. 

Please,  stay  here.  Keep  your  sword  ready  but  stay  here  until  I  get back.” 

Tobias  could  see  the  look  of  determination  on  her  face  but  also saw a hint of fear. He nodded at her, hopeful she would be scared enough to stay away from the fight. “I won’t be long,” he assured her

then  headed  back  to  the  main  tunnel  where  the  monsters  were converging. 

Back in the main passageway, the Battle Mage took up position near  the  mouth  of  the  tunnel  where  he’d  hidden  Gwendolyn.  He didn’t know what monsters he would be facing, but they would have to go through him to get to the princess. 

He drew his sword and waited. 

Name: Longsword

Condition: Excellent

Damage:

15–20 Health points base damage. 

+5 Health points damage versus Goblins, Orcs, Trolls, and Giants. 

Requirements:

Strength 10 or higher

Agility 10 or higher

Attack Cost: 4 Vitality points

“What am I up against?” he asked the dragon as he peered into the darkness. 

“Skeletons and bat-like creatures,” Fafnir reported. “They are low level and should not be a problem for you.” 

The Battle Mage nodded, thankful for some good news. 

“There is a Vampire too,” the dragon added. “That one will not be as easy.” 

Tobias shuddered. His mind flashed to the vampires depicted in film.  Not  the  sexy  vampires  from  the  romance  movies,  but  the  rip-your-throat-out horror movies. 

“So, what do I do?” 

“The Vampire will likely send its minions in first to test you,” Fafnir said. “Take care of them first, then worry about the Vampire.” 

The Battle Mage nodded. It seemed like a good plan. 

“Cast quickly and often until they get too close, then rely on your sword,” the dragon advised. “As long as they don’t get to you all at once, you should be okay.” 

“Should be?!” 

Fafnir  shrugged,  but  Tobias  could  see  a  hint  of  concern  in  the dragon’s eyes. “I will help as much as I can, but . . .” 

The dragon didn’t need to finish the sentence. He was merely a holographic projection and couldn’t do anything to help in a physical battle. 

Tobias  readied  himself  for  the  approaching  conflict,  his  sword held loosely in his left hand, his right held forward, waiting to unleash a barrage of spells. 

He  began  casting  before  anything  entered  the  light  of  his Illumination spell. 

The  first  monster  to  emerge  from  the  dark  was  roughly  human shaped  and  covered  in  brown  fur.  It  had  pointed  ears,  and  flaps  of skin connected its arms to its body like a flying squirrel. Or a bat. 

Name: Vampire Werebat

Level: 3

Size: Medium

Health: 60 / 60

Vitality: 42 / 42

Strength: 15

Stamina: 14

Agility: 13

Intelligence: 10

Wisdom: 11

Charisma: 10

The  creature  scrambled  forward,  leaping  and  gliding.  Tobias unleashed a fireball that exploded into the creature in midair. 

Tobias attacks Vampire Werebat with Basic Fireball for 36 Health points damage. 

Novice Spellcasting skill increases damage by 25%. 

Total damage: 45 Health points. 

The  creature  was  knocked  backward  and  landed  with  a  thud.  It howled  in  pain  as  it  struggled  to  its  feet,  swatting  at  smoldering patches of fur. Tobias had immediately started casting his next spell, and by the time the creature fixed him with a hateful glare, another bolt  of  magic  was  racing  toward  it.  This  time,  in  the  form  of  an  ice storm. 

A gust of frozen wind hit the Werebat and spread out ten feet in all directions. 

Tobias attacks Vampire Werebat with Basic Ice Storm for 26 Health points damage. 

Novice Spellcasting skill increases damage by 25%. 

Total damage: 32 Health points. 

Vampire Werebat has been killed. 

The  frozen  body  of  the  Werebat  tumbled  over  and  shattered when it hit the ground. 

Two  more  Werebats  charged  into  the  area  affected  by  the  spell and  stumbled  into  each  other,  sliding  and  taking  ice  damage.  The Battle Mage was already casting again. 

Tobias attacks Vampire Werebat with Basic Ice Storm for 26 Health points damage. 

Novice Spellcasting skill increases damage by 25%. 

Total damage: 32 Health points. 

Tobias attacks Vampire Werebat with Basic Ice Storm for 26 Health points damage. 

Novice Spellcasting skill increases damage by 25%. 

Total damage: 32 Health points. 

The  ice  storm  didn’t  slow  the  monsters  down  for  long,  and  they quickly continued their charge. The first Werebat to clear the area of the ice storm launched itself into the air and was met by a fireball. 

Tobias attacks Vampire Werebat with Basic Fireball for 36 Health points damage. 

Novice Spellcasting skill increases damage by 25%. 

Total damage: 45 Health points. 

The creature howled as it was engulfed in flames and dropped to the ground. 

Vampire Werebat has been killed. 

There was no time for another spell as the third Werebat leaped over  the  smoldering  black  corpse  of  its  companion.  The  monster spread  its  arms  out,  stretching  the  membrane  into  wings.  It  glided toward  Tobias  with  clawed  hands  extended,  a  snarl  revealing  a mouth full of sharp teeth. 

The Battle Mage moved his right hand to the hilt of his sword and pointed it toward the flying creature in a two-handed grip. Just before the  creature  reached  him,  he  stepped  forward,  bringing  the  sword around to the side in a wide arc, and swung down with both hands, powering the sword into—and through—the creature’s head. 

Tobias attacks Vampire Werebat with Longsword for 18 Health points damage. 

Strength 12 increases damage by 10%. 

Advanced Swordsmanship skill increases damage by 20%. 

Shortsword delivers critical hit on head increasing damage by 200%. 

Total damage: 72 Health points. 

The creature fell from the air, crashing to the ground next to the Battle Mage. 

Vampire Werebat has been killed. 

Tobias  glanced  down  at  the  creature  as  he  wiped  his  forearm across  his  face,  clearing  away  bits  of  Werebat  brains.  When  he looked up, five skeletal warriors in rusty armor were shuffling through the  area  where  his  Basic  Ice  Storm  spell  had  just  expired.  They swung their swords menacingly as they approached. 

Name: Skeleton

Level: 1

Size: Medium

Health: 18 / 18

Vitality: 15 / 15

Strength: 10

Stamina: 15

Agility: 14

Intelligence: 6

Wisdom: 8

Charisma: 5

The Battle Mage began casting again as he raised his right hand, palm  pointed  at  the  undead  creatures.  The  skeletons’  slow  pace gave  him  plenty  of  time  to  finish  casting,  and  a  bolt  of  blue  magic shot from his hand, slamming into the skeleton in the middle. 

Tobias attacks Skeleton with Basic Ice Storm for 26

Health points damage. 

Novice Spellcasting skill increases damage by 25%. 

Total damage: 32 Health points. 

Skeleton has been killed. 

Ice  shot  out  instantly,  delivering  ice  damage—and  killing—the remaining  four  skeletal  warriors,  leaving  piles  of  ice-covered  bones on the ground. 

Tobias  took  a  deep  breath  and  waited  for  the  next  wave  of monsters. 

He didn’t have to wait long. 

“Werebats  and  skeletons  are  approaching  behind  you,”  Fafnir warned. 

The  Battle  Mage  began  casting  as  he  turned  and  unleashed  a preemptive  strike  before  any  monsters  were  illuminated  by  his magical  light.  He  was  rewarded  with  an  attack  damage  message when  two  Werebats  glided  into  the  area  affected  by  the  Basic  Ice Storm spell. 

Tobias attacks Vampire Werebat with Basic Ice Storm for 26 Health points damage. 

Novice Spellcasting skill increases damage by 25%. 

Total damage: 32 Health points. 

Tobias attacks Vampire Werebat with Basic Ice Storm for 26 Health points damage. 

Novice Spellcasting skill increases damage by 25%. 

Total damage: 32 Health points. 

The  Werebats  crashed  into  the  ground  as  the  ice  damage interrupted  their  gliding  flight.  The  Battle  Mage  immediately  began casting again and unleashed another Ice Storm as they scrambled to their feet. 

Tobias attacks Vampire Werebat with Basic Ice Storm for 26 Health points damage. 

Novice Spellcasting skill increases damage by 25%. 

Total damage: 32 Health points. 

Tobias attacks Vampire Werebat with Basic Ice Storm for 26 Health points damage. 

Novice Spellcasting skill increases damage by 25%. 

Total damage: 32 Health points. 

A magical ice storm washed over the Werebats just as they got to their feet. The damage to the already injured monsters finished the job. 

Vampire Werebat has been killed. 

Vampire Werebat has been killed. 

Tobias  did  a  quick  check  of  his  personal  stats  and  saw  that  he had already used up half of his Vitality points. It had allowed him to take down almost a dozen monsters without taking any damage, so he decided it was worth it. 

As  another  group  of  skeletons  shuffled  toward  him,  he  decided one more spell wouldn’t hurt and began casting again. Two seconds later,  he  finished  casting  and  an  ice  storm  erupted  from  his outstretched  hand.  It  slammed  into  the  skeletal  warriors,  and  their bones broke apart, falling to the ground long before they threatened the Battle Mage in any way. 

“How many are left?” Tobias called out. 

“Just  the  Vampire,”  Fafnir  answered.  “He’s  staying  in  the shadows, out of sight.” 

Tobias  squinted,  trying  to  see  into  the  darkness  ahead.  “Come face me, you undead bastard!” 

“HSSS!” 

The answer sent a shiver down his spine, the image of a Vampire with  bloody  fangs  leaning  forward  to  suck  the  life  from  his  body leaping into his mind. 

The Battle Mage began chanting a spell and pointed his hand in the  direction  of  the  unseen  monster.  Two  seconds  later,  a  bolt  of magic sped into the darkness. 

The  Ice  Storm  landed  just  outside  the  light  of  his  Illumination spell, and Tobias could feel a slight gust of cold air as the storm took effect,  causing  ice  damage  to  any  creature  caught  in  its  area  of effect. He was rewarded for his literal shot in the dark. 

Tobias attacks Vampire with Basic Ice Storm for 26

Health points damage. 

Novice Spellcasting skill increases damage by 25%. 

Total damage: 32 Health points. 

“HHHNGH!” 

This time, it sounded more like a snarl, and the monster stepped out of the darkness, a hand extended in front of his face, apparently shielding his undead eyes from the magical light. 

The creature was nothing like what Tobias had pictured. It looked like nothing more than a balding old man with a bad comb-over, his skin an unnatural, yellowish color, his clothes torn and disheveled. 

Name: Vampire

Level: 13

Size: Medium

Health: 228 / 260

Vitality: 234 / 234

Strength: 18

Stamina: 18

Agility: 18

Intelligence: 17

Wisdom: 15

Charisma: 18

The stats told Tobias the monster was anything but a helpless old man. He was faster, stronger, and had more stamina than the Battle Mage. 

The  vampire’s  eyes  quickly  adjusted,  and  he  lowered  his  hand, reaching  for  a  sword.  The  Battle  Mage  had  not  been  idle  and finished casting another spell before the Vampire’s sword was clear of the scabbard. 

Tobias attacks Vampire with Basic Fireball for 36

Health points damage. 

Novice Spellcasting skill increases damage by 25%. 

Total damage: 45 Health points. 

The creature screamed in rage and pain as the fire washed over him,  leaving  blackened  skin  and  charred  clothing  where  the  fireball had struck. There weren’t any visible lasting effects, though. 

The  Vampire  streaked  forward,  swinging  his  sword  with superhuman strength and speed. 

Tobias barely got his sword up in time to block the first strike and was  unable  to  parry  the  second,  and  the  undead  creature’s  blade sliced across the Battle Mage’s chest. 

Vampire attacks Tobias with Shortsword. Attack blocked. No damage done. 

Vampire attacks Tobias with Shortsword for 5 Health points damage. 

Strength 18 increases damage by 40%. 

Armor decreases damage by 10%. 

+10 damage against living creatures. 

Total damage: 16 Health points. 

The  wound  burned  more  than  it  should  have,  and  when  Tobias looked down, he could see the edges of the cut were turning black as  if  decaying.  Blood  ran  down  his  chest,  both  underneath  and  on top of his leather armor. 

“HHHNGH!” 

The undead creature snarled at Tobias, exposing sharp teeth and two  long  fangs.  There  was  an  unholy  twinkle  in  its  eyes  and  an unnaturally long tongue flicked out and licked its lips. 

A  shiver  ran  down  Tobias’s  spine  as  the  Vampire  sidestepped and began circling the Battle Mage. The creature waggled his sword in front of himself looking for another opening to strike. 

Tobias  didn’t  give  it  a  chance  and  swung  his  blade  around  with two hands in a flurry of three quick strikes. 

Tobias attacks Vampire with Longsword. Attack blocked. No damage done. 

Tobias attacks Vampire with Longsword. Attack blocked. No damage done. 

Tobias attacks Vampire with Longsword for 20 Health points damage. 

Strength 12 increases damage by 10%. 

Advanced Swordsmanship skill increases damage by 20%. 

Total damage: 26 Health points. 


The attack was a highly effective variation of the attack Doulgorlig used  in  training,  the  first  two  strikes  designed  to  be  easily  blocked while  opening  the  opponent  up  for  the  third  attack.  The  downside was the Vitality cost of three strikes, which had brought Tobias down to 32 Vitality points. That forced him into fighting a defensive battle to allow his Vitality to replenish. 

The  Vampire  continued  to  sidestep  around  Tobias,  circling  as  if waiting  for  an  opening.  The  Battle  Mage  kept  his  sword  in  front, following  the  monster’s  movement.  He  was  happy  for  the  reprieve that would allow his Vitality to increase, but he doubted the monster would give him enough time to significantly increase it. 

The undead creature suddenly leaped forward, sword held high. 

Tobias blocked the first strike easily, but the Vampire was incredibly fast, and the second strike cut into the Battle Mage’s chest right next to the first wound. 

Vampire attacks Tobias with Shortsword. Attack blocked. No damage done. 

Vampire attacks Tobias with Shortsword for 5 Health points damage. 

Strength 18 increases damage by 40%. 

Armor decreases damage by 10%. 

+10 damage against living creatures. 

Total damage: 16 Health points. 

The  creature  stepped  back  and  looked  Tobias  in  the  eyes,  then glanced down at the bloody wounds in his chest. It raised its upper lip in a grotesque smile then continued sidestepping around him. 

Tobias responded with another three-strike combination, the third strike landing as intended. 

Tobias attacks Vampire with Longsword. Attack blocked. No damage done. 

Tobias attacks Vampire with Longsword. Attack blocked. No damage done. 

Tobias attacks Vampire with Longsword for 19 Health points damage. 

Strength 12 increases damage by 10%. 

Advanced Swordsmanship skill increases damage by 20%. 

Total damage: 25 Health points. 

The  Vampire  snarled  again  then  continued  to  sidestep  around him, seeming completely unconcerned with the wounds Tobias was delivering. 

“He’s toying with you,” Fafnir said. “Trying to wear you down.” 

Tobias  had  come  to  the  same  conclusion  and  knew  that  the Vampire was strong enough and had more than enough Health left to  do  it.  He  couldn’t  continue  to  trade  blows  with  the  monster  and hope to survive. 

Christoph had taught him to be patient and survive long enough for  help  to  arrive,  but  there  was  no  help  coming.  At  least  none  for him.  It  was  entirely  possible  that  the  Vampire  would  get reinforcements  at  any  moment.  His  only  chance  was  to  wear  the Vampire down some more then kill it with a critical strike. 

He lunged forward, catching the Vampire by surprise. 

Tobias attacks Vampire with Longsword for 18 Health points damage. 

Strength 12 increases damage by 10%. 

Advanced Swordsmanship skill increases damage by 20%. 

Total damage: 24 Health points. 

The monster snarled but didn’t stop circling Tobias. The creature knew the Battle Mage was wearing down, and it was only a matter of time before it could feast on human blood. 

After  circling  all  the  way  around,  the  Vampire  struck  again,  and Tobias  swung  his  sword  furiously,  attempting  to  block  multiple attacks. 

Vampire attacks Tobias with Shortsword. Attack blocked. No damage done. 

Vampire attacks Tobias with Shortsword. Attack blocked. No damage done. 

Vampire attacks Tobias with Shortsword for 5 Health points damage. 

Strength 18 increases damage by 40%. 

Armor decreases damage by 10%. 

+10 damage against living creatures. 

Total damage: 16 Health points. 

He managed to block the first two attacks, but it wasn’t enough, and  a  third  cut  appeared  on  the  Battle  Mage’s  chest,  crossing  the other two in a backward Z pattern. The Vampire opened his mouth in

a  wide  grin  and  ran  its  tongue  over  sharp  teeth  then  continued  to circle. 

“You have to do something!” Fafnir said franticly. 

“I  know,”  Tobias  said  through  gritted  teeth.  His  Vitality  was  low, and his Health was quickly being cut away, one slice at a time. 

The  Battle  Mage  began  to  quietly  chant,  barely  moving  his  lips. 

He kept his sword pointed at the monster, following the Vampire as it circled him. 

Just  as  he  finished  casting,  Tobias  released  his  sword  with  his right  hand  and  punched  toward  the  undead  creature.  A  fireball erupted from his hand and exploded into the Vampire’s chest. 

Tobias attacks Vampire with Basic Fireball for 36

Health points damage. 

Novice Spellcasting skill increases damage by 25%. 

Total damage: 45 Health points. 

The creature staggered back, swatting at the smoldering clothes. 

He looked up, teeth bared, just as the Battle Mage leaped forward. 

Tobias  grabbed  his  sword  with  both  hands  and  swung  at  the Vampire’s  head.  The  creature  was  too  slow  to  block  after  being distracted by the fireball that had just burned him. 

Tobias attacks Vampire with Longsword for 18 Health points damage. 

Strength 12 increases damage by 10%. 

Advanced Swordsmanship skill increases damage by 20%. 

Longsword delivers critical hit on head increasing damage by 200%. 

Total damage: 72 Health points. 

The  Vampire’s  head  toppled  from  its  body.  It  hit  the  floor  only  a moment  before  Tobias,  who  collapsed  in  exhaustion,  his  Vitality completely used up by the spell and last attack. 

Vampire has been killed. 

He  smiled  weakly  as  he  leaned  back  against  the  tunnel  wall, gasping for breath. 

You have been awarded 2,000 experience points for slaying 10

Skeletons. 

You have been awarded 4,500 experience points for slaying 5

Vampire Werebats. 

You have been awarded 10,400 experience points for slaying Vampire. 

An  eerie  silence  overtook  the  tunnels.  The  only  sound  was Tobias’s  heavy  breathing.  He  reached  for  his  Bag  of  Holding  with shaking  hands,  fumbling  to  open  it,  and  withdrew  a  potion.  He downed it with barely a grimace. 

Potion: Basic Restore Vitality

Effect:

Restores 5 Vitality points per level of user, up to 50

Vitality points. 

Duration: Instantaneous

Cooldown: 30 minutes

The potion didn’t completely replenish his Vitality, but Tobias felt instantly better. He pushed himself to his feet and sought out Fafnir. 

“Are there any more monsters?” 

The  dragon  shrugged.  “I  don’t  know.”  He  disappeared  for  a moment  and  returned  a  second  later  and  reported,  “There  do  not appear to be any more monsters, but we do have a problem.” 

Tobias  shuddered,  knowing  immediately  what  the  problem  was. 

“Gwendolyn!” 

The Battle Mage raced toward the side tunnel where he’d hidden Lady Gwendolyn. His heart thudded in his chest as he ran the short distance to her hiding place. He knew he was too late before he got there. 

Tobias skidded to a stop, yelling, “Gwendolyn! Lady Gwendolyn!” 

There  was  no  response.  Her  lantern  lay  in  the  spot  on  the  floor where he had left her to fight the monsters. 

Chapter 16

Trolling for Monsters

Christoph  looked  down  at  the  troll  encampment,  his  half-brother  at his side. They had been following the trolls since picking up their trail earlier  in  the  day.  It  was  another  slave  caravan,  and  a  dozen captives  were  locked  up  in  two  different  caged  wagons.  The prisoners were poorly dressed, and some would likely not survive the night if temperatures dropped too low. 

There were currently twelve Mountain Trolls in the camp, but they had identified at least fourteen throughout the day. 

The  Knight  didn’t  possess  the  Analyze  skill  and  neither  did  his half-brother, but the Monk had cast Analyze Creature on one of the monsters, so they knew what they were up against. 

Name: Mountain Troll

Level: 10

Size: Large

Health: 200 / 200

Vitality: 220 / 220

Strength: 18

Stamina: 22

Agility: 15

Intelligence: 8

Wisdom: 8

Charisma: 8

The  huge  mountain  creatures  were  strong  and  had  incredible stamina,  but  their  most  impressive  skill  was  their  ability  to regenerate.  The  only  way  to  stop  their  regenerative  power  was  to burn the bodies with fire or acid after killing them. 

Neither  Christoph  or  Doulgorlig  had  battled  Mountain  Trolls before, but they had planned for this, and each carried a dozen vials of acid in their respective Bags of Holding. 

Doulgorlig  pointed  to  the  right  of  the  camp.  “There’s  one,”  the large man whispered. 

At first, Christoph didn’t see anything but then caught movement amongst the trees. “What’s it doing?” 

“Don’t know, but we need to deal with it before it goes back to the camp.” 

Christoph  couldn’t  argue  with  that  logic.  They  quietly  moved down the ridge and out of sight of the encampment then worked their way  around  to  where  they  had  spotted  the  troll.  They  found  the creature digging in the dirt with its long sharp claws. 

The  troll  looked  up  from  the  hole  it  had  been  digging,  dirt smeared  all  over  its  face.  The  creature  lumbered  to  its  feet  and roared  a  challenge  as  it  stood  over  the  hole  it  had  been  digging, apparently protecting it. 

The monster stood nearly nine feet tall, even when hunched over slightly. Its skin was a greenish-gray color, and it had long arms that hung down to its knees. The creatures usually carried clubs, but long claws  on  the  end  of  each  finger  made  them  very  dangerous  even without a weapon. 

The  half-brothers  spread  out  as  they  approached  the  Mountain Troll, intent on putting an end to the creature before more monsters showed  up.  Individually,  they  outranked  the  Mountain  Trolls  by  a couple levels, but the monsters were too powerful to fight as a large group, especially when they could heal themselves and regenerate. 

Christoph  saw  motion  out  of  the  corner  of  his  eye.  “Watch  out,” 

he yelled just before a second troll crashed into Doulgorlig. 

The  Mountain  Troll  had  a  size  and  strength  advantage  over  the Monk, but it wasn’t enough to completely overwhelm the huge man. 

The  Knight  had  to  turn  his  attention  away  as  his  brother  grappled with the monster because he had a troll of his own to worry about. 

The  first  troll  took  advantage  of  the  momentary  distraction  and lunged  toward  Christoph,  swiping  with  a  clawed  hand.  Christoph turned  his  body  to  dodge,  and  the  creature  only  scored  a  glancing blow, its claws scraping across the Knight’s chain mail. 

Mountain Troll attacks Christoph with Claws for 8

Health points damage. 

Armor decreases damage by 30%. 

Total damage: 6 Health points. 

The Knight turned as the troll charged past, keeping his sword—

the one known as  Nancy—pointed at the monster. 

Name:  Nancy, Greatsword

Condition: Excellent

Damage:

30–46 Health points base damage. 

+16 Health points damage versus Goblins, Orcs, Trolls, and Giants. 

Requirements:

Strength 15 or higher

Agility 15 or higher

Attack Cost: 7 Vitality points

Christoph didn’t attack right away, instead waiting for the troll to attack again, hopefully giving him an opening to strike. 

He didn’t have to wait long. 

The creature lunged forward again, its clawed hands reaching out to rip his flesh. 

The Knight sidestepped and swung his sword down, severing the troll’s arm just above the elbow. 

Christoph attacks Mountain Troll with  Nancy for 42

Health points damage. 

Strength 16 increases damage by 30%. 

Advanced Swordsmanship skill increases damage by 20%. 

+16 damage against Trolls. 

Total damage: 79 Health points. 

The troll looked at the stump of his arm then glared at the Knight and snarled. Christoph locked eyes with the creature, waiting for its next  move,  but  it  just  stood  there.  Then  it  smiled  at  him,  exposing yellow, plaque-covered teeth. 

Christoph  watched  in  fascination  as  the  troll’s  arm  began  to regenerate. The limb began to elongate, growing past the elbow. The troll bent the arm toward its body and looked down as if admiring it as it grew. 

The  Knight  certainly  wasn’t  going  to  stand  there  and  let  the Mountain  Troll  regrow  its  most  deadly  weapon.  He  lunged  forward and swung  Nancy  down  in  a  two-handed  arc  from  right  to  left  then reversed and swung from left to right, leaving two gaping wounds in the shape of an X on the troll’s chest. 

Christoph attacks Mountain Troll with  Nancy for 38

Health points damage. 

Strength 16 increases damage by 30%. 

Advanced Swordsmanship skill increases damage by 20%. 

+16 damage against Trolls. 

Total damage: 73 Health points. 

Christoph attacks Mountain Troll with  Nancy for 43

Health points damage. 

Strength 16 increases damage by 30%. 

Advanced Swordsmanship skill increases damage by 20%. 

+16 damage against Trolls. 

Total damage: 81 Health points. 

The  troll  fell  backward,  its  arms  flopping  out  to  the  side  as  it landed on its back. 

Mountain Troll has been killed. 

Christoph  knew  the  monster  wouldn’t  stay  dead  for  long  and reached  into  his  Bag  of  Holding.  He  pulled  out  a  large  vial—a  jar really—of  acid  and  began  working  the  rubber  stopper  out.  The  troll was  already  starting  to  regenerate,  the  gaping  wounds  in  its  chest pulling closed as the creature healed itself. 

The  Knight  turned  the  vial  over  and  dumped  the  acid  on  the Mountain  Troll’s  chest,  being  sure  to  pour  some  into  the  mortal wounds.  The  Knight  watched  with  satisfaction  as  the  acid  bubbled and the wounds turned black and stopped healing. 

As  soon  as  he  was  satisfied  that  the  troll  wouldn’t  be  coming back to life, he turned to see how his brother was doing. He found Doulgorlig standing over the other troll, the monster’s head crushed, and the body covered in black, burned spots from the Monk’s mace, Thunder Strike. 

Christoph  watched  as  his  brother  emptied  a  vial  of  acid  on  the creature then the experience notification popped up, confirming both trolls were dead. 

Your party has been awarded 13,000 experience points for slaying 2 Mountain Trolls. 

Experience points will be divided amongst all participants in the battle. 

The Monk looked up at his brother. “So, what was in the hole?” 

Christoph shrugged. “I don’t know. Didn’t look.” 

The  Knight  turned  his  attention  to  the  hole  and  peered  into  it. 

“What the heck?!” 

Doulgorlig joined him by the hole. “Looks like fingers,” the Monk said, stroking his beard with one hand.” 

Inside  the  hole  was  a  pile  of  fingers  that  appeared  to  be  from multiple  different  creatures,  including  trolls  and  humans.  Several others were dark gray and much larger, possibly from a Rock Giant. 

Christoph  shrugged.  “Let’s  get  out  of  here  before  more  trolls show  up.  We  need  to  thin  them  down  more  before  going  into  the camp.” 

Chapter 17

A Lukewarm Rescue

Tobias  looked  around  franticly,  calling  for  Lady  Gwendolyn.  There was no answer. 

He turned to the dragon, a look of fear in his eyes. “Find her!” 

“I will do my best,” Fafnir replied, then disappeared down the side tunnel where Gwendolyn had been hiding. 

Tobias took off down the corridor in the other direction, fervently wishing  he’d  advanced  his  Map  Making  skill  to  the  point  where  it would  locate  monsters  for  him.  As  it  was,  his  mental  map  showed only  the  small  portion  of  the  tunnels  he’d  traveled,  leaving  a  vast swath of the underground labyrinth black. 

He  had  no  choice  but  to  push  ahead  blindly—almost  literally  as his  Illumination  spell  only  provided  usable  light  for  about  fifty  feet, which  was  not  very  far  when  running  down  unknown  corridors.  A high-beam halogen flashlight would have been a nice addition to his gear. 

The  Battle  Mage  pushed  his  wishes  and  regrets  down.  He couldn’t dwell on what he was lacking or the fact that he should have never taken Gwendolyn into danger. 

Of course, he hadn’t had a whole lot of choice in the matter. The young lady was very persistent. 

Tobias  checked  his  mental  map  every  time  he  came  to  an intersection  or  branch  in  the  tunnels  and  came  away  more discouraged each time. For each tunnel he mapped, more and more dark  areas  appeared  on  his  map.  He  felt  like  he  was  bailing  out  a sinking boat with a shot glass. 

Fafnir reappeared at his side with more bad news. “I can find no sign  of  Lady  Gwendolyn,”  the  dragon  reported.  “Worse,  there  are large sections of tunnels that resist my projection.” 

Tobias pressed the palms of his hands into his eyes and exhaled forcefully. “What does that even mean?” 

“It means my projection cannot search the tunnels.” 

The  Battle  Mage  looked  at  Fafnir  incredulously.  The  dragon’s scouting  ability  was  something  he  counted  on  when  searching unknown areas. Without that reconnaissance, his chances of finding the princess amongst the vast network of underground tunnels were small. 

He didn’t have a choice, though. Tobias shook his head and blew out another breath. “Okay, I guess I will have to do it alone, then.” 

“There are too many tunnels for you to search by yourself.” 

“What choice to I have?!” 

The dragon shrugged his shoulders and wings. “You need help.” 

Tobias  couldn’t  argue  with  that  point  but  really  didn’t  relish  the idea of asking Elithia for help. As unappealing as that was, the idea of not finding Gwendolyn was even worse. 

“Alright.  Go  find  Elithia.  And  Faylienne,  too,  if  you  can,”  he  told the dragon. 

Fafnir looked at him skeptically, clearly not wanting to leave him alone, but he eventually nodded. “I will be back with help as soon as I can.” 

“I’ll  keep  looking,”  Tobias  said.  “Show  me  where  these  hidden tunnels are before you leave, though.” 

Tobias  peered  into  the  darkness,  moving  forward  cautiously,  his magical  light  floating  overhead.  He’d  searched  dozens  of  tunnels since  Fafnir  had  gone  to  find  help,  but  he  hadn’t  found  anything unusual,  especially  anything  that  should  have  prevented  the holographic dragon from entering the area. At least nothing the new Battle Mage could identify. 

 Scratch. 

There it was again. He was positive there was something down this tunnel, far enough away that he couldn’t see it but close enough that he could hear it. The Battle Mage knew his magical light placed him in the spotlight but couldn’t dispel it, otherwise he’d be blind. 

Tobias took another step forward, his sword gripped firmly in his right hand. 

He  saw  the  motion  a  split  second  before  he  heard  the  screech and  threw  himself  backward  and  to  the  side,  barely  avoiding  the outstretched claws of a Vampire Werebat. 

The Battle Mage turned to face the creature, already chanting a spell. Just as he unleashed the fireball, a second form crashed into his  back,  knocking  him  forward.  He  could  feel  the  creature’s  claws slashing his back. 

Vampire Werebat attacks Tobias with Claws for 10

Health points damage. 

Armor decreases damage by 10%. 

Total damage: 9 Health points. 

Vampire Werebat Claws cause Necrosis. 

Necrosis inflicted on Tobias. 

The Basic Fireball spell misfired as Tobias stumbled forward. The ball  of  flame  flew  wide  of  its  mark  and  exploded  into  the  wall harmlessly. 

Tobias attacks Vampire Werebat with Basic Fireball. 

Attack dodged. No damage done. 

Tobias spun around, ignoring the throbbing wounds on his back, and  swung  his  sword  in  a  wide  arc.  With  a  little  bit  of  luck  and  a pinch of skill, the sword sliced cleanly through the Werebat’s neck. 

Tobias attacks Vampire Werebat with Enchanted Longsword for 18 Health points damage. 

Strength 12 increases damage by 10%. 

Advanced Swordsmanship skill increases damage by 20%. 

Longsword delivers critical hit on head increasing damage by 200%. 

Total damage: 72 Health points. 

The creature’s head rolled off its shoulders, and it fell backward, away from Tobias. 

Vampire Werebat has been killed. 

There  was  no  time  to  celebrate  the  quick  kill,  though,  and  he spun back to face the first monster, his lips moving with the words of another spell. 

The  Werebat  leaped  forward,  claws  reaching  at  him  just  as  the Battle  Mage  finished  casting.  Tobias  punched  out  with  his  hand  a moment before impact. He felt the heat roll over him as the fireball left his hand and almost immediately exploded into the furry, winged monster. 

Tobias attacks Vampire Werebat with Basic Fireball for 36 Health points damage. 

Novice Spellcasting skill increases damage by 25%. 

Total damage: 45 Health points. 

The  fireball  wasn’t  enough  to  kill  the  Werebat  or  even  stop  its attack.  The  creature  crashed  into  Tobias,  its  claws  scraping  the Battle Mage’s face. 

Vampire Werebat attacks Tobias with Claws for 10

Health points damage. 

Claws deliver critical hit to head increasing damage by 200%. 

Total damage: 30 Health points. 

Vampire Werebat Claws cause Necrosis. 

Necrosis inflicted on Tobias. 

Tobias  and  the  Werebat  landed  in  a  tangled  heap  on  the  floor. 

Tobias kicked the creature off and jumped to his feet. He brought his sword  around  in  front  of  himself,  both  hands  on  the  hilt  ready  to strike. He lunged forward as the Werebat scrambled to its feet, and the sword slid into the monster’s body. 

Tobias attacks Vampire Werebat with Enchanted Longsword for 16 Health points damage. 

Strength 12 increases damage by 10%. 

Advanced Swordsmanship skill increases damage by 20%. 

Total damage: 21 Health points. 

The  creature  clutched  the  sword,  nearly  pulling  it  from  Tobias’s hands as it crumpled to the ground. 

Vampire Werebat has been killed. 

Tobias could hear footsteps rapidly approaching from behind and planted his foot on the Werebat and pulled his sword free. He swung around, leading with his sword, and began to cast another spell. 

“Whoa! Whoa! I’m not a monster!” 

The  Battle  Mage  blinked  several  times.  The  wound  on  his  face throbbed, and his head swam. 

“Tobias! It’s me, Faylienne. Fafnir found us at the Crow’s Nest.” 

He  shook  his  head,  and  his  eyes  focused  on  the  purple-haired halfling.  His  shoulders  slumped,  and  the  sword  dropped  from  his hand. 

“You’re hurt,” a second voice said, the lithe form of Elithia coming into focus as she walked toward him. 

Tobias smiled weakly at the half-elf then collapsed to the floor. 

Elithia  knelt  down  next  to  the  Battle  Mage  and  reached  out, placing  her  hand  gently  on  the  side  of  his  face.  Tobias  closed  his eyes as her delicate fingers traced the gouges on his face. He could

hear her chanting a spell, and a moment later, could feel the warmth radiate from her fingers and flow into his body. 

Tobias  felt  the  wounds  on  his  face  heal  and  close,  then  felt  the magic flow down his back and heal those wounds too. Warm energy flooded  his  body,  and  he  sat  up  straight.  The  Battle  Mage  sighed with relief, and a smile spread across his lips. He opened his eyes to see Elithia standing over him, a scowl on her face. 

The  Battle  Mage  pushed  himself  to  his  feet  as  the  half-elf continued to glare at him, her arms crossed and her brow furrowed. 

“What the hell happened to the princess?” 

Tobias’s shoulders slumped. “She was taken.” 

“Who took her?” 

He looked down at his feet. “I don’t know.” 

“Where did they take her?” 

The Battle Mage threw his hands out to the side. “I don’t know!” 

“What the hell  do you know?!” Elithia demanded. 

Faylienne stepped up next to them and placed a hand on each of them. “Come on now, Elithia,” she said calmly. “The dragon already told us all of this.” 

The Ranger pulled her arm free and turned away from Tobias and Faylienne. 

Tobias looked around the dimly lit tunnel. “Where’s Fafnir?” 

The  halfling  pointed  back  down  the  tunnel  in  the  direction  he’d come before fighting the Vampire Werebats. “Back there,” she said. 

“He can sense where you are but said something is preventing him from coming this way.” 

“We’re in an area he can’t go,” Tobias said. “He can’t help us with the search.” 

Elithia turned back toward them. “So, we’re all alone without the dragon’s help,” she said. “That doesn’t change the fact that we need to find the princess. There will be hell to pay if anything happens to her.” 

 Wow, she is really upset,  Tobias thought to himself. He had never heard  her  swear  before,  and  that  was  at  least  the  third  time  in  the last two minutes. 

 Or worried.  A thought which made him even more concerned for the safety of Lady Gwendolyn. 

Faylienne leaned closer to Tobias. “Don’t worry,” she said quietly. 

“Stanwick is putting supplies together for you, just in case you need to leave town in a hurry.” 

That in no way made him feel better. 

Chapter 18

Camp Full of Trolls

Christoph  and  Doulgorlig  worked  their  way  around  the  camp, searching  out  trolls  that  had  wandered  away  from  the  camp  and could be confronted alone. They were able to pick off six more trolls individually  before  the  monsters  stopped  leaving  the  safety  of  their encampment. 

They stood at the edge of the clearing where the trolls had made camp,  just  out  of  sight  of  the  monsters.  The  trolls  knew  they  were there, though, and showed no fear. The Mountain Trolls had superior numbers  and  were  supremely  confident  in  their  powers  of regeneration.  They  knew  that  Christoph  and  Doulgorlig  would  have to come to them, and they were ready for the assault, most carrying large, spiked clubs. 

“Any  ideas?”  Christoph  asked  his  brother  as  they  watched  the camp. It had been over an hour since the last troll had left the safety of the camp. They had made sure it never returned. 

Doulgorlig shrugged. “I guess we just charge in and crack some skulls.” 

“Can you handle three trolls by yourself?” the Knight asked, truly concerned about his brother’s ability to fight that many monsters at once. 

The half-dwarf smiled at him. “Don’t you be worrying about me.” 

Christoph nodded. “Okay, then. Let’s kill some trolls.” 

The  Knight  drew  his  sword  and  strode  into  the  Mountain  Troll camp with his brother a step behind. 

The  trolls  turned  toward  them,  and  the  largest  monster  strode forward confidently. The creature wore better armor than the others and carried a huge battle-ax with a two-foot-long triangular head and was the apparent leader of the remaining trolls. 

The monster motioned to three of his fellow trolls and pointed at Doulgorlig,  then  motioned  for  the  other  two  to  follow  him.  The  troll leader  stepped  toward  Christoph,  swinging  the  huge  ax  back  and

forth in front of him. The other two trolls spread out to surround the Knight. 

Christoph watched out of the corner of his eye as three Mountain Trolls  approached  Doulgorlig,  spreading  out  to  surround  him.  He couldn’t  pay  too  much  attention  to  what  was  happening  with  his brother because the three trolls he faced launched into a coordinated attack. 

The  leader  of  the  trolls  swung  its  huge  battle-ax  toward  the Knight,  forcing  him  to  jump  back  to  avoid  the  deadly  blade.  A wooden club crashed into his back, causing him to stagger forward. 

Mountain Troll attacks Christoph with Battle-ax. Attack dodged. No damage done. 

Mountain Troll attacks Christoph with Spiked Club for 12 Health points damage. 

Strength 18 increases damage by 40%. 

Armor decreases damage by 30%. 

Total damage: 13 Health points. 

Christoph  spun  around  quickly,  both  hands  on  his  sword,  and sliced into the troll’s chest. He let the sword’s momentum swing him around to face the third troll and raised the sword just in time to block the spiked club heading toward his face. 

Christoph attacks Mountain Troll with  Nancy for 38

Health points damage. 

Strength 16 increases damage by 30%. 

Advanced Swordsmanship skill increases damage by 20%. 

+16 damage against Trolls. 

Total damage: 73 Health points. 

Mountain Troll attacks Christoph with Spiked Club. 

Attack blocked. No damage done. 

The  Knight  stepped  away  from  the  troll  and  back  toward  the center of the group, putting himself equidistant from all three trolls The  leader  of  the  trolls  swung  his  battle-ax  at  Christoph  again. 

This time, the Knight sidestepped the blow and lunged forward with his sword, driving it into the troll’s chest. 

Mountain Troll attacks Christoph with Battle-ax. Attack dodged. No damage done. 

Christoph attacks Mountain Troll with  Nancy for 42

Health points damage. 

Strength 16 increases damage by 30%. 

Advanced Swordsmanship skill increases damage by 20%. 

+16 damage against Trolls. 

Total damage: 79 Health points. 

Christoph  pulled  the  sword  out  of  the  troll’s  chest  and  swung around, just in time to block a spiked club. He wasn’t fast enough to block the second. 

Mountain Troll attacks Christoph with Spiked Club. 

Attack blocked. No damage done. 

Mountain Troll attacks Christoph with Spiked Club for 10 Health points damage. 

Strength 18 increases damage by 40%. 

Armor decreases damage by 30%. 

Total damage: 11 Health points. 

All three Mountain Trolls stepped back, giving the Knight and his sword wide berth. Christoph turned from side to side, keeping an eye on all three trolls. His sword had found troll flesh more than once, but the monsters were already healing. The grievous wound he had just delivered  to  the  leader  of  the  trolls  was  already  pulling  itself  shut, healing the creature. 

The  leader  of  the  trolls  gave  the  Knight  a  wicked  smile  and looked down pointedly at his chest where the wound healed. 

The damage Christoph had taken so far was minimal, but it would continue  to  add  up,  and  all  the  while,  the  trolls  would  continue  to heal. 

The  Knight  could  see  flashes  of  lightning  to  his  left  as Doulgorlig’s mace,  Thunder Strike, exploded into the trolls. He could also hear grunts as the monsters landed blows on the Monk. 

Christoph knew that neither of them could hold out forever if the trolls  continued  their  hit-and-run  tactics,  allowing  them  to  heal  from any wounds. They needed to be able to take down one troll at a time and make sure it stayed down. 

The  Knight  lunged  toward  the  leader  of  the  trolls,  thrusting  his sword  toward  the  monster,  then  swung  his  sword  to  the  right.  Both trolls easily dodged the attacks. 

Christoph attacks Mountain Troll with  Nancy. Attack dodged. No damage done. 

Christoph attacks Mountain Troll with  Nancy. Attack dodged. No damage done. 

The  third  troll  lunged  forward,  swinging  its  club  at  Christoph’s exposed back. 

The Knight was ready for the attack and dodged to the side as he spun around, bringing his sword around in a big arc and down on the creature’s  arm  just  as  its  club  slammed  into  the  ground  where Christoph had been a split second earlier. 

Mountain Troll attacks Christoph with Spiked Club. 

Attack blocked. No damage done. 

Christoph attacks Mountain Troll with  Nancy for 43

Health points damage. 

Strength 16 increases damage by 30%. 

Advanced Swordsmanship skill increases damage by 20%. 

+16 damage against Trolls. 

Total damage: 81 Health points. 

Christoph  continued  his  spin  after  severing  the  troll’s  arm, spinning  around  in  another  complete  circle,  still  leading  with  his sword.  Nancy  sliced  into  the  back  of  the  legs  of  one  of  the  trolls fighting Doulgorlig. 

Christoph attacks Mountain Troll with  Nancy for 38

Health points damage. 

Strength 16 increases damage by 30%. 

Advanced Swordsmanship skill increases damage by 20%. 

+16 damage against Trolls. 

Total damage: 73 Health points. 

The  Knight’s  double  feint,  double  attack  delivered  significant damage to two of the trolls, but more importantly, it put him side by side with his brother. 

Christoph glanced at the Monk, then they both sprang into action. 

Doulgorlig  stepped  forward,  swinging   Thunder  Strike  at  the closest  troll,  then  stepped  to  the  right  and  sideswiped  at  the  troll Christoph had just hamstrung. 

The Knight heard two explosions as the mace connected but was too  focused  on  the  remaining  troll,  which  they  had  effectively isolated. 

Christoph stepped toward the creature, raising his sword up high overhead,  and  brought  it  down  on  the  troll.  The  monster  easily blocked,  but  the  Knight  stepped  forward  and  kicked  it  in  the  chest. 

The beast stumbled backward, and Christoph continued forward and brought his sword around with a powerful two-handed strike. 

Christoph attacks Mountain Troll with  Nancy. Attack dodged. No damage done. 

Christoph attacks Mountain Troll with Foot for 4

Health points damage. 

Christoph attacks Mountain Troll with  Nancy for 40

Health points damage. 

Strength 16 increases damage by 30%. 

Advanced Swordsmanship skill increases damage by 20%. 

+16 damage against Trolls. 

 Nancy delivers critical hit on head increasing damage by 200%. 

Total damage: 228 Health points. 

The  Knight’s  blade  sliced  through  the  troll’s  neck.  The  headless corpse fell backward and landed with a thud. 

Mountain Troll has been killed. 

Christoph reached into his Bag of Holding, pulled out another vial of acid, and hurled it down on the troll. The glass shattered, and acid ran  down  the  troll’s  body  and  over  the  mortal  wound,  ensuring  the monster would stay dead. 

He  quickly  rejoined  his  brother,  and  the  two  of  them  faced  off against the five remaining Mountain trolls who were now surrounding them as a single group. 

“That worked nicely,” Doulgorlig said. “Got any more ideas?” 

The Knight shrugged and said, “Next one’s yours.” 

Christoph  lunged  toward  the  troll  he’d  attacked  in  the  legs  then brought his sword up to deflect the battle-ax of the troll leader. The club of a third troll smashed into his ribs before he could step back out of the way. 

Christoph attacks Mountain Troll with  Nancy. Attack dodged. No damage done. 

Mountain Troll attacks Christoph with Battle-ax. Attack blocked. No damage done. 

Mountain Troll attacks Christoph with Spiked Club for 12 Health points damage. 

Strength 18 increases damage by 40%. 

Armor decreases damage by 30%. 

Total damage: 13 Health points. 

He  stepped  back  to  the  middle  of  the  circle  next  to  Doulgorlig again and glanced at his brother. 

The  large  Monk  shook  his  head.  “Couldn’t  finish  him  off.  The other one jumped in too quickly.” 

Christoph  looked  at  the  trolls  surrounding  them  and  could  see cuts, burned spots, and even a severed limb healing right in front of their eyes. They still faced five trolls, and all of them would be fully healed within minutes. 

He shook his head in dismay. “We can’t let them heal!” 

Before they could act, a small object came flying in from the far side of the camp. It smashed into the ground in front of the troll on the far left side and exploded. 

Christoph and Doulgorlig staggered backward as the shock wave washed over them, pelting them with dirt and debris. A second and third  explosion  shredded  two  more  trolls  as  chaos  exploded  all around them. 

The  brothers  had  been  in  numerous  battles  before  and  had fought side by side on countless occasions. They recovered from the unexpected explosions faster than the two remaining trolls, and each charged one of them. 

The Knight jumped toward the closest troll with both hands on his sword. The creature didn’t even get its club raised to defend itself as the sword sliced through its neck. 

Christoph attacks Mountain Troll with  Nancy for 42

Health points damage. 

Strength 16 increases damage by 30%. 

Advanced Swordsmanship skill increases damage by 20%. 

+16 damage against Trolls. 

 Nancy delivers critical hit on head increasing damage by 200%. 

Total damage: 237 Health points. 

Mountain Troll has been killed. 

Christoph turned away from the troll just in time to see Doulgorlig backhand the other troll with  Thunder Strike. Lightning exploded as the  mace  smashed  into  the  monster’s  head,  sending  it  flying backward to land in a crumpled heap. 

Neither  troll  was  going  to  stay  dead  for  long,  though,  and  both brothers  reached  into  their  Bags  of  Holding  and  pulled  out  vials  of acid. They poured acid over their respective trolls, then turned to the three trolls that had been mysteriously blown up. 

A dark-skinned woman carrying a torch was reaching down and burning what remained of the trolls that had exploded. She had black hair that was pulled back in several braids and wore a tan shirt with dark  brown  pants  that  ended  just  below  the  knees.  A  large  leather satchel hung over her shoulder. 

She stood up and waved at them. “Name’s Mirabel. I thought you could use some help.” 

Chapter 19

Undead Lord

“I  don’t  understand,”  Tobias  said  in  frustration.  “How  can  you  not move forward?” 

Fafnir growled and shook his head angrily. “I do not understand either. I just know that I cannot send my projection down this tunnel.” 

They  were  standing  at  a  junction  of  tunnels  in  the  underground labyrinth that crisscrossed under the city of Silverdale. This particular tunnel was where Tobias had fought two Vampire Werebats and then nearly skewered Faylienne. 

“My  Map  Making  skill  isn’t  working  properly  either,”  the  halfling said. “I am at master level and should be able to see any monsters, treasure, or notable objects within a mile, but there is literally nothing in the area the dragon can’t enter.” 

Tobias  rubbed  his  chin.  “It  seems  unlikely  that  there  are  no monsters or treasure in the area.” 

“Try impossible,” the Thief said. “I dropped a coin back there as a test, and my Map Making skill isn’t detecting it from here.” 

“Okay,  then,  I  guess  we’re  searching  blindly,”  Tobias  said.  “We just have to keep going until we find something.” 

Faylienne  started  walking  back  down  the  tunnel  where  she  and Elithia had met up with Tobias. “Let’s start searching this way,” she said. “I’ve got a gold coin to reclaim.” 

Tobias  turned  to  Fafnir.  “Keep  searching  the  areas  you  can. 

Maybe  you  can  find  a  back  way  into  this  area  or  something  else useful.” 

“I will do that,” the dragon replied, “but I will not have any way to communicate with you while you are inside the blocked area.” 

Tobias didn’t like the idea of being cut off from Fafnir but couldn’t think  of  any  way  to  keep  searching  for  Gwendolyn  without  leaving the  dragon  behind.  “Wish  us  luck,”  he  said  then  followed  after Faylienne. 

Elithia  turned  to  the  dragon  before  following  the  others.  “If  we don’t  come  back  out  of  the  dark  zone,  go  tell  Stanwick  what

happened.” 

Fafnir nodded then locked eyes with the half-elf. “Keep him safe.” 

“I will,” she replied with a determined nod. 

Tobias  smiled  to  himself,  overhearing  the  conversation.  His visage quickly shifted to one of determination as he strode down the hall, on a mission to save Lady Gwendolyn. 

They had been searching for hours and hadn’t come across any sign of  Gwendolyn  or  whatever  might  have  taken  her.  Thankfully,  the actual mapping part of the Map Making skill still worked, and Tobias could see a spiderweb of tunnels that had been revealed while they searched. 

Both  Elithia  and  Faylienne  were  reviewing  similar  mental  maps since both of them possessed the Map Making skill as well. 

Tobias dismissed his mental map and turned his attention to his friends. “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” he asked. “I think we are heading in the right direction.” 

Elithia nodded. “Everything seems to lead toward a central hub.” 

“One with numerous exits and entrances,” Faylienne pointed out. 

“If we’re not careful, we’ll spook whoever has Lady Gwendolyn, and they will have an easy getaway.” 

Tobias  shook  his  head  in  frustration,  wishing  Fafnir  was  at  his side. The dragon’s ability to scout unseen might have given them the advantage  they  would  need.  As  it  was,  they  would  be  going  in blind . . . and alone. 

The  halfling  put  a  hand  on  his  arm.  “Don’t  worry,  we’ll  find  her,” 

she  assured  him.  “This  is  what  I  do.  Sneak  into  places  and  take things.” 

Elithia  put  a  hand  on  his  other  arm  and  gave  him  a  determined nod. “We  will save the princess.” 

The  Battle  Mage  exhaled  forcefully  and  nodded  to  his  two companions, both of whom were at least half a dozen levels higher

than he was. He knew they were going to be an important part of the rescue attempt—probably more important than himself. 

“We  need  to  split  up,”  Faylienne  said,  shattering  the  small amount of confidence Tobias had been building up. 

He knew she was right, though. They had to attack from multiple directions to make sure the monsters didn’t escape with Gwendolyn. 

“Do you have a watch?” the halfling asked him. 

Tobias pulled a watch out of his pocket and nodded. 

“Good,” the Thief said, glancing at Elithia then back at the Battle Mage.  “Give  us  five  minutes  then  approach  the  central  junction. 

Move quietly but don’t dawdle.” 

“Okay,”  he  replied  as  he  consulted  his  mental  map  again.  They wouldn’t know for sure until they entered the hidden area, but it did appear  that  the  tunnel  they  were  currently  in  headed  straight  for  a junction where multiple other tunnels converged, possibly a room. 

Tobias  watched  his  companions  disappear  into  the  dark  and hoped they would all be back together soon with Lady Gwendolyn at their side. 

Ornate double doors blocked his way. In the torchlight, Tobias could see  they  were  elaborately  carved  wooden  doors  like  what  you’d expect  to  see  in  the  king’s  castle,  not  in  the  sewers  and  tunnels underneath the city. 

One of the doors was ajar, and light streamed out, as did sound. 

He could hear a voice speaking as he cautiously approached. 

“I  knew  your  grandmother  well,”  a  voice  was  saying  as  Tobias approached the double doors. “She was an extraordinary woman.” 

The  room  Tobias  observed  as  he  peered  inside  through  the cracked doorway was almost incomprehensibly out of place. 

The  area  had  once  been  a  junction  of  tunnels  like  many  he’d seen  underground,  as  early  as  during  his  very  first  trip  into  the sewers below the Crow’s Nest. Tobias could see where other tunnels led into the room, and each had its own set of large wooden doors. 

The  walls  between  doors  were  filled  with  bookshelves  and  display cases.  Tapestries  hung  from  the  walls  where  bookshelves  didn’t cover  them.  Directly  across  from  him  was  a  large  fireplace  with  a sizeable portrait of a gray-haired man above it. 

 How is a fireplace even possible down here?  Tobias wondered. 

The area between him and the fireplace could only be described as  cozy.  Several  plush  chairs,  end  tables,  and  a  couch  were arranged around a central coffee table. 

Sitting  in  the  chair  closest,  back  turned  to  him,  was  a  man  with gray hair. He waved a hand, pointing around the room as he spoke. 

“She visited me in this very room many times,” the man said. 

Tobias absorbed all of this in an instant as his eyes were drawn to the person sitting opposite the gray-haired man. Her hands were crossed on her lap, and she glared across the table disdainfully. 

“Is this where you killed her?” Gwendolyn asked. 

The man’s voice raised to a near shout. “I did not—” he trailed off, and Tobias could see his head drop and his shoulders sag slightly. “I suppose it is.” 

The man’s head lifted. “You wouldn’t understand,” his voice said softly. “I loved your grandmother, and she loved me.” 

Gwendolyn  shot  to  her  feet,  her  hands  balled  into  fists  at  her sides. “If you loved her, then why did you kill her?” 

The  man  stood,  and  Tobias  could  hear  a  hint  of  sadness  in  his voice.  “Things  are  never  simple  when  it  comes  to  love,”  he  said. 

“Isn’t that right?” 

The  man  turned  toward  Tobias,  and  the  Battle  Mage  could  see him clearly for the first time. He wore a black jacket over a white shirt and maroon vest, his gray hair combed back. The man looked like a stylish nobleman, if a little outdated. 

The man pointed at the Battle Mage, and the door he was hiding behind flew open. Tobias was seized by an unseen force and lifted off  his  feet.  He  Analyzed  the  man  as  he  struggled  against  the invisible bonds. 

Name: Vampire Lord

Level: 24

Size: Medium

Health: 480 / 480

Vitality: 508 / 528

Strength: 22

Stamina: 22

Agility: 22

Intelligence: 20

Wisdom: 18

Charisma: 25

The  Vampire  Lord  smiled  at  Tobias,  revealing  sharp  teeth  and two long fangs, then put a more pleasant look on his face and turned back to Lady Gwendolyn. “You  will come to love me in time,” he said. 

“I will never love you!” Gwendolyn lunged forward but was caught up in the same force that held Tobias. 

“Unh,  unh,  unh,  unh,  unh,”  the  vampire  admonished.  “None  of that now. The moon is almost at its zenith. Then you will understand everything.” 

The creature turned to face Tobias with a wicked grin on his face. 

“I will even turn your friend so that he can serve you for all eternity.” 

The  Battle  Mage  had  not  been  idle  while  the  Vampire  Lord  was preoccupied with Gwendolyn. With all of his strength, he turned his right  hand  so  his  palm  faced  the  undead  man  just  as  he  finished casting his spell. A fireball roared to life . . . then fizzled. 

Tobias attacks Vampire Lord with Basic Fireball. 

Attack suppressed. No damage done. 

The vampire chuckled and turned back toward the Battle Mage. 

“Come  now.  You  didn’t  expect  that  plaything  of  a  spell  to  do anything, did you?” 

Tobias glared at the powerful undead creature, knowing he was nearly  helpless,  but  still  unafraid.  Elithia  and  Faylienne  would  be

there  any  moment,  and  his  friends  would  make  quick  work  of  this arrogant monster. 

The Vampire Lord glanced over his shoulder, pointedly looking at the doors on either side of the fireplace. “Oh, you’re waiting for your friends,” he said. “I wouldn’t worry about them if I were you. They will be joining you in my undead army soon enough.” 

He  turned  back  to  Gwendolyn.  “Come  now,  dear,  it  is  almost time.” 

The  princess  slowly  lifted  off  the  ground  and  began  floating toward  the  Vampire  Lord  who  had  walked  over  to  a  black  coffin  on the  far  side  of  the  room.  She  struggled  against  the  invisible  bonds that held her but could not get away. 

The  vampire  ran  his  hand  over  the  top  of  the  casket  then  lifted the lid. 

Gwendolyn continued to struggle, desperately trying to break free as she floated toward the open coffin. 

Tobias fought to free himself, too, but was equally ineffective. He stopped  his  struggling  and  quietly  began  chanting  another  spell, keeping his lips as still as a ventriloquist. Two seconds later, lightning bolts erupted from the sky. And fizzled out before doing any damage. 

Tobias attacks Vampire Lord with Basic Lightning. 

Attack suppressed. No damage done. 

The  Vampire  Lord  turned  to  the  Battle  Mage  and  gave  him  a smile  that  sent  shivers  down  his  back.  “You  are  a  persistent  one.  I like that. You will make a good minion.” 

He  growled  in  frustration  as  he  watched  Gwendolyn  turn horizontal.  She  floated  into  the  air,  her  hair  hanging  down  as  she was slowly lowered into the open coffin. 

It couldn’t end like this. Not for Gwendolyn. Not for him. 

Tobias  screamed  in  rage.  He  was  completely  immobilized,  and his  spells  were  useless.  He  reached  out  in  desperation  with  his Levitation skill and grabbed ahold of the coffin and pulled with all of the power he could muster. 

The  coffin  jerked  forward  and  slammed  into  the  Vampire  Lord then crashed into the floor. The Battle Mage saw Gwendolyn tumble out of the overturned casket but couldn’t spare her a second thought. 

He  reached  out  again,  grabbing  anything  he  could,  and  mentally pulled. 

Bookshelves  came  crashing  down,  sending  books  flying  as  the furniture crashed into the Vampire Lord while he struggled to get out from under the coffin. 

The  invisible  bonds  that  had  been  holding  Tobias  released  him, and he dropped to the floor. The Battle Mage jumped to his feet and drew  his  sword  then  rushed  forward.  He  stabbed  down  with  both hands, skewering the vampire before he could rise. 

Tobias attacks Vampire Lord with Longsword for 16

Health points damage. 

Strength 12 increases damage by 10%. 

Advanced Swordsmanship skill increases damage by 20%

Total damage: 21 Health points. 

Furniture  suddenly  flew  across  the  room  as  the  Vampire  Lord screamed  in  rage.  His  eyes  glowed  red  as  he  floated  to  his  feet, glaring  at  Tobias  with  unsuppressed  hatred.  The  creature’s  hand shot out, and Tobias flew backward out of the chamber, back into the tunnels. 

Vampire Lord attacks Tobias with Ethereal Fist for 46

Health points damage. 

The  Vampire  Lord  stalked  toward  Tobias  as  whisps  of  glowing magic swirled around his hands. The Battle Mage scrambled to his feet, desperately looking around for his sword. 

Two  doors  behind  the  creature  slammed  open,  and  Elithia  and Faylienne  burst  into  the  vampire’s  lair,  launching  attacks  as  they rushed into the room. 

Arrows and throwing knives peppered the Vampire Lord. 

The monster simply turned back and reached out his right hand. 

With a flick of his wrist, the half-elf and halfling flew backward, sliding through the doors they’d just entered. The doors slammed shut. 

The Vampire Lord turned back to Tobias. “Did you really think you could  defeat  me?!  I  have  lived  a  thousand  years  and  will  live thousands more!” 

The  undead  monster  reached  out  toward  the  Battle  Mage  and closed  his  fist.  Tobias  was  grabbed  tightly  by  an  unseen  force.  He gasped for breath as an invisible hand squeezed tightly around him. 

Tobias tried to reach out with his Levitation skill again but couldn’t grab  onto  anything.  He  was  already  becoming  lightheaded  due  to lack of oxygen. The end was near, and he frantically looked for some way  to  free  himself.  Some  way  to  save  Gwendolyn.  As  darkness began to cloud his vision, his eyes focused on something just behind the monster crushing the life out of him. 

A  glowing,  silver  blade  suddenly  erupted  from  the  vampire’s chest.  The  creature  looked  down  in  shock,  then  looked  up  and screamed.  The  sound  could  have  shattered  glass,  but  it  abruptly stopped as light spread from the blade—and the vampire exploded. 

The  unseen  force  holding  Tobias  dissolved,  and  he  dropped  to the ground, gasping for breath. He looked to where the vampire had stood just a moment before. 

Gwendolyn let the silver sword fall from her hands as she gazed at the spot where the Vampire Lord had just disintegrated. “That’s for my grandmother!” 

Chapter 20

Troll Refugees

Your party has been awarded 39,000 experience points for slaying 6 Mountain Trolls. 

Experience points will be divided amongst all participants in the battle. 

Christoph  ignored  the  experience  notification  as  he  and  Doulgorlig approached  the  woman  who  had  apparently  blown  up  three  trolls. 

She  had  casually  introduced  herself  as  Mirabel  then  gone  back  to burning the remaining bits of trolls so they couldn’t regenerate. They didn’t  have  any  reason  to  mistrust  her,  but  they  also  didn’t  know anything about her. 

Mirabel looked up as they approached. 

“Who are you?” Christoph asked. 

Doulgorlig  elbowed  his  half-brother  then  smiled  at  the  woman who had essentially saved them. “What my brother meant to say is thank you for your help,” the Monk said. 

“Yes, yes, thank you very much,” the Knight said. “But seriously, who are you, and what were those exploding balls?” 

Mirabel threw her torch to the side then reached into her satchel and  pulled  out  a  glass  ball.  She  held  the  clear  sphere  up  to  show them  and  then  began  tossing  the  ball  in  the  air,  catching  it  one-handed. 

The  brothers  took  an  instinctive  step  back  the  moment  she tossed  the  explosive  orb  into  the  air  but  cautiously  inched  forward toward Mirabel as she continued her one-handed game of catch. 

She smiled at their hesitancy. “I call these Bang Bang Balls,” she said. “Don’t worry, they are quite safe right now.” 

Mirabel stopped tossing the clear sphere and held it up for them to  examine.  “As  long  as  the  two  liquids  are  separated,  they  aren’t explosive.” 

Christoph studied the glass orb and could see it was filled with a transparent liquid. A clear cylinder, this one filled with a cloudy liquid, ran down into the middle of the sphere and extended out of the glass ball, creating a small neck. A black rubber stopper capped the tube. 

The woman pulled another stopper out of her bag. This one had what  looked  like  a  nail  sticking  out  of  it.  She  deftly  swapped  the stoppers. 

“Now,  this  little  beauty  is  armed,”  Mirabel  said  and  smiled mischievously. 

The  dark-skinned  woman  slammed  her  hand  down  on  the  nail, forcing  it  into  the  central  cylinder  and  breaking  the  glass.  The  two liquids  mixed  together  and  turned  a  glowing  red.  Mirabel  casually pulled  back  her  arm  and  launched  the  ball  across  the  camp.  The sound  of  breaking  glass  as  the  ball  shattered  on  the  ground  was immediately followed by an explosion. 

Christoph  and  Doulgorlig  covered  their  heads  and  turned  away as they were showered with dirt. 

The Knight turned on the woman and growled. “Are you crazy?!” 

Mirabel threw her head back in a hearty laugh then smiled at him. 

“I  don’t  know  any  sane  person  who  would  do  what  I  do,”  she admitted, “but it’s a good thing for you that I do, isn’t it?” 

Christoph  shook  his  head  in  exasperation,  but  it  was  Doulgorlig who spoke next. “So, what are you doing out here?” 

“I came out here from Port Regal to gather herbs and flowers that only grow in the mountains,” she said. 

“That’s  a  long  way  to  travel  to  pick  flowers,”  the  Knight  said dubiously. 

Mirabel  reached  into  her  satchel  and  pulled  out  a  flower  with orange-tipped black petals with a fiery red center. “If you know where to find Fire Lilies closer to the city, I’m all ears,” she said. 

Christoph shook his head. “No, I do not.” 

She shrugged and put the flower back in her satchel. “So, like I was  saying,  I  came  across  this  little  slave  caravan  and  followed  it until  they  made  camp.  I  was  trying  to  figure  out  how  to  free  the captives when you two came along.” 

“The captives,” Christoph breathed. He had completely forgotten about them in the aftermath of the battle. He looked across the camp to  where  a  dozen  or  so  near-naked  men  of  varying  ages  huddled together in two barred wagons. They looked both fearful and hopeful but also like they were in shock, if not hypothermic. 

The Knight strode across the camp toward the prisoner wagons, drawing his sword. The men cowered away in fear. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to hurt you,” Christoph assured them with little effect. 

One of the men cried out weakly as the Knight swung his sword down  at  the  lock  and  chain  securing  the  door  on  the  first  wagon. 

 Nancy  cut  through  the  chain  with  ease.  Christoph  pulled  the  door open then moved to the second wagon and repeated the process. 

Doulgorlig and Mirabel had gathered blankets and handed them out while Christoph freed the prisoners. The blankets were thick with the stench of trolls, but they would provide much-needed warmth. 

They built several fires and helped the rescued slaves settle, then Doulgorlig  worked  on  preparing  dinner.  The  soup  was  thinner  than he would have liked, but the Monk had not been prepared to cook for fifteen  people.  It  was  far  better  than  the  prisoners  would  have received from the trolls. 

Once everyone was fed, Christoph joined his brother and Mirabel at a small fire separated from the freed prisoners by enough space to allow for private conversation. 

“These  men  would  not  have  made  it  through  the  night,” 

Doulgorlig said. “They would have certainly frozen to death.” 

The Knight nodded. “I had come to the same conclusion.” 

“It’s fortunate you came along,” Mirabel said. “Why exactly were you out here, anyway? 

Christoph and Doulgorlig looked at each other. “Well, that’s, uhm, a bit of a secret,” the Knight said. “I don’t suppose you know where the trolls were going?” 

Mirabel  shook  her  head.  “Nope.  Like  I  said,  I  was  just  out  here looking for rare herbs and flowers.” 

“Maybe  he  knows,”  Doulgorlig  said,  nodding  at  a  man approaching  them  apprehensively,  clutching  a  blanket  around himself. 

“Thank  you  for  rescuing  us,”  the  man  said  as  he  reached  their fire. 

“We’re glad we could help,” Christoph said. 

Doulgorlig  gestured  to  a  spot  next  to  himself.  “Please,  have  a seat.” 

The  man  nodded  and  took  a  seat  between  Doulgorlig  and Mirabel. “Thank you.” 

“Can you tell us about your capture and maybe where they were taking you?” Christoph asked once the man was settled down. 

The man wrung his hands nervously, and his eyes glossed over as he stared into the distance. “My village was raided four days ago,” 

he finally said. “I woke up to screams and the smell of smoke.” 

He paused, looking down, his hands clenching and unclenching. 

“I rushed out of my house, carrying my sword,” he said, looking up. “I used to be a soldier, you see, but I was no match for trolls. I stabbed one right through the heart, but it didn’t even seem to notice.” 

The man paused, his eyes wide with fear as he remembered his fight with the trolls who’d captured him. “One of them hit me over the head, and the next thing I knew, I was in a cage with half a dozen men being pulled through the forest.” 

“Are you all from the same village?” Christoph asked. 

The  man  shook  his  head.  “No.  There  were  two  wagons  full  of captives already. Another village was raided after mine.” 

“Four wagons?” the Knight said. “Where did the others go?” 

“It has been a hard journey.” The man blew out a long breath. 

Mirabel nodded sympathetically and placed a hand on the man’s arm. 

“One  of  the  wagons  tumbled  from  a  mountain  road,  killing everyone  inside,”  he  continued.  “Then  a  wheel  broke  on  another wagon.” 

The  man  shook  his  head  and  exhaled  sharply  again.  “The  troll leader was in a very bad mood by this point. He threw two captives over  the  edge  and  bludgeoned  another  to  death  before  he  calmed down. The rest were shoved into the remaining two wagons, and we continued the nightmarish journey.” 

“I am so sorry,” Mirabel said. 

“In  a  way,  it  was  better  after  that,”  he  said.  “They  completely ignored us. Of course, that meant no food or fire when we stopped. 

Several more men died.” 

The  man  looked  as  if  he  was  on  the  verge  of  breaking  down completely. “You’re safe now,” Christoph said. 

“You’ve  told  us  enough,”  Doulgorlig  added.  “You  don’t  need  to relive your experience anymore.” 

The man looked up, a haunted look in his eyes. “I think they ate those  last  men  who  died.”  He  shuddered  and  wrapped  his  arms around himself. 

“We won’t let the trolls hurt you again,” Christoph assured him. 

Mirabel  put  an  arm  around  the  man  and  helped  him  to  his  feet. 

She gently guided him back toward the other rescued captives. 

“We  need  to  get  these  people  back  to  their  homes,”  the  Monk said. 

Christoph shook his head. “We need to find out where they were going.” 

“You  just  told  the  man  we  would  protect  them  from  the  trolls,” 

Doulgorlig said. “That means making sure we get them home.” 

“Mirabel can take them back.” 

“No, Mirabel cannot,” the woman said, returning to the fire. 

“Why not?” Christoph asked. “You’re heading back to Port Regal.” 

“These mountains are dangerous,” the woman said. “Bang Bang Balls are great in an ambush, but they are practically useless if we get attacked.” 

“You made it this far without any problems,” the Knight insisted. 

“I  was  by  myself  and  didn’t  travel  the  main  roads,”  she  said. 

“These men aren’t in any kind of shape to do that.” 

Doulgorlig put a large hand on his brother’s shoulder. “We need to  help  get  these  men  home,”  he  said.  “I  know  we’re  close  to wherever the trolls were taking the prisoners. We’ll get the rest of our team together and come back.” 

They were so close to their objective, and Christoph didn’t want to abandon their mission, but he knew his brother was right. “Alright,” 

he finally said. 

“Besides, I bet Mirabel here will set us up with some of her Bang Bang Balls when we get back to Port Regal.” 

“I will need time to make more,” the woman said, “but for the right price, I could be persuaded to part with a few.” 

Chapter 21

Going Up to the Big Time

Tobias stood just outside the vampire’s lair holding Gwendolyn close as she rested her head on his shoulder. He looked up as Elithia and Faylienne  burst  back  into  the  room  on  the  opposite  side,  ready  to fight. They stopped suddenly as they saw him with his arms around the princess. 

The combination of his friends bursting in and several messages popping  up  in  his  peripheral  vision  abruptly  ended  the  moment  he was trying to enjoy with Gwendolyn. 

Your party has been awarded 70,000 experience points for slaying Vampire Lord. 

Experience points will be divided amongst all participants in the battle. 

Congratulations! You have advanced to Level 10. You have been awarded two attribute points and one skill level advancement to be allocated as you choose. 

“What happened?” Elithia asked. 

Tobias reluctantly released his hug. “Gwendolyn killed him.” 

The half-elf looked at the princess in disbelief. 

Faylienne  walked  toward  Gwendolyn  and  Tobias,  her  eyes focused on the sword on the ground. “May I?” 

Gwendolyn  nodded.  “Of  course.  It  was  my  grandmother’s.”  She smiled warmly. “She was quite a woman.” 

“I’ll  say  she  was,”  the  halfling  said,  picking  up  the  sword  and examining it closely. 

Tobias was curious, too, and used his Analyze skill. 

Name:  Vampire Slayer, Shortsword Condition: Excellent

Damage:

24–32 Health points base damage. 

+20 Health points damage versus Vampires. 

+500 Health points damage for critical strike to heart. 

Attack Cost: 5 Vitality points

“Wow,” exclaimed the Battle Mage. “That is an amazing weapon, especially against vampires.” 

“I found it hidden in my grandmother’s old room,” Gwendolyn said then  extended  her  hand  toward  Faylienne.  “It’s  all  I  have  left  from her. Well, that and the pendant Tobias recovered.” 

She  smiled  at  the  Battle  Mage  then  turned  to  Faylienne  and reached out her hand. “May I have it back?” 

The  halfling  looked  down  at  the  sword  in  admiration  one  more time then said, “Of course,” and handed it to the princess. 

Lady  Gwendolyn  slid  the  sword  into  its  sheath  then  looked around the room, a composed princess once more. “Let’s see what kind of loot this monster has.” 

Tobias smiled and followed her back into the vampire’s lair. 

Elithia  was  already  searching  the  room  and  had  several  scrolls tucked  under  her  arm  and  was  flipping  through  a  very  old-looking book. 

“Gwendolyn  gets  first  choice  of  loot,”  Tobias  said.  The  half-elf glanced at him but didn’t disagree. Faylienne nodded her agreement. 

“Whatever you want is yours,” he said to the princess. 

“You  can  have  all  the  loot,”  Gwendolyn  said.  “All  I  want  is  my grandmother’s jewelry.” 

Faylienne  reached  into  her  pocket  and  held  out  a  handful  of jewelry. “Is this what you’re looking for?” she asked, several pieces of  diamond  jewelry  sparkling  in  her  hand.  Tobias  wasn’t  surprised that the Thief had quickly found the most valuable items in the room

—and pocketed them. 

Gwendolyn  inhaled  sharply  then  reached  out  with  both  hands. 

“That’s it,” she said. “My grandmother’s jewelry.” 

Faylienne dumped it into the princess’s hand then went back to looting the room. 

“Hey,  leave  some  for  me,”  Tobias  said.  He  gave  Gwendolyn  a shrug and a small smile then started searching the room too. 

The  room  was  full  of  undoubtedly  nice  stuff,  but  there  wasn’t anything  of  immediate  interest  to  Tobias.  He  hoped  to  find  some massively powerful magical artifact or something of great value—like a treasure chest full of gold and jewels—but there didn’t seem to be anything like that. Tobias was just about to give up his search when he  saw  a  glint  of  steel  underneath  one  of  the  bookshelves  he’d pulled down on the vampire. 

He  walked  toward  the  pile  of  broken  wood  and  pushed  the bookshelf  back  with  his  foot,  revealing  the  blade  of  a  sword.  The Battle  Mage  started  to  bend  down  to  lift  the  broken  cabinet  then stood back up, remembering his Levitation skill. He reached out with his  right  hand  and  called  on  the  skill.  With  a  flick  of  his  wrist,  the bookcase flipped away. 

Tobias looked down at a sword that seemed to glow amidst the rubble. The blade was about three feet long, and there were runes etched  in  the  blade  that  appeared  to  glow  slightly.  It  had  a  small cross guard and a hilt that would easily accommodate a one-handed or two-handed grip. 

The  Battle  Mage  drew  a  deep  breath,  instinctively  knowing  this was no ordinary sword. He reached down and wrapped the fingers of his right hand around the hilt. The grip seemed to form to his hand as he stood up and held the sword in front of himself to examine it. 

He  turned  the  sword,  studying  the  blade  that  was  polished  to  a mirror-like  shine.  It  was  heavier  than  it  looked  like  it  should  have been, but he could feel the intrinsic power of the sword. 

Name:  Shortsword

Condition: Excellent

Damage:

30–42 Health points base damage. 

+20 Health points damage versus Dragons, Demons, and Undead Creatures. 

+25% chance of fatal strike versus opponents with more than 200 Health points. 

Requirements:

Strength: 16 or higher

Agility: 16 or higher

Attack Cost: 5 Vitality points

Tobias  swung  the  sword  experimentally,  feeling  the  power  the extra  weight  gave  the  blade.  “This  is  an  epic  blade,”  Tobias  said softly then blew out a breath. “Too bad I can’t use it yet.” 

You have named the sword  Epic Blade. 

Tobias  nodded  to  himself.  “Hmm.  So  that’s  how  you  name  a weapon.” 

He  couldn’t  argue  with  the  appropriateness  of  the  name,  or  the irony  that  it  was  the  same  as  the  name  of  the  game  that  had  sent him to this new world. 

“What did you find?” Gwendolyn asked, looking over his shoulder. 

“A  sword,”  he  said,  turning  to  show  her.  “It’s  not  as  powerful  as yours, at least against vampires, but it’s still pretty powerful. At least it will be, once I level up enough to use it.” 

Tobias  put  the  sword  into  his  Bag  of  Holding.  “I  don’t  meet  the Strength and Agility requirements yet.” 

She  smiled  and  said,  “I’m  sure  you  will  soon.  Did  you  level  up after that battle?” 

“Yeah.” 

“So did I,” Gwendolyn said excitedly. “Several levels, in fact. Do you think you could help me allocate my attribute and skill points?” 

“Of course.” 

Fafnir  suddenly  burst  into  the  room,  cutting  off  any  further conversation. 

“What happened?” the dragon demanded. “Is everyone okay?” 

“Yes,  yes,  we’re  all  okay,”  Tobias  assured  him.  “I’m  glad  to  see you are free to roam around now.” 

“I was looking for Stanwick when I could suddenly sense exactly where  you  were  again,”  Fafnir  said.  “I  got  back  here  as  fast  as  I could.” 

“Who are you talking to?” Gwendolyn asked. 

 Oh, crap. Tobias had forgotten Gwendolyn couldn’t see Fafnir. He looked to Elithia and Faylienne for help, but they just shrugged and went back to rummaging through the vampire’s stuff. 

He looked at Fafnir. 

“I  cannot  make  myself  visible  to  any  more  people,”  the  dragon said. “They made that very clear at my probation hearing.” 

“I have to tell her.” 

“That is your choice, but she may think you’re crazy.” 

“Maybe I am,” Tobias muttered. 

“What’s going on here?” Gwendolyn demanded, clearly not used to being ignored. 

The  Battle  Mage  turned  his  attention  to  the  princess.  “I  have  a dragon,” he blurted out. 

Gwendolyn’s  eyes  went  wide,  obviously  impressed.  “Oh.  Where is it?” 

Fafnir bristled. “I am not an it!” 

Tobias ignored the dragon. “He is right here among us,” he said. 

“You just can’t see him.” 

Gwendolyn  screwed  up  her  face.  “There’s  a  dragon  right  here,” 

she repeated, “but I can’t see him.” 

“Yes,” he said with a nod. “Faylienne and Elithia can see him.” 

That reminded Tobias of something. He hadn’t introduced her to his friends yet. 

“That reminds me. This is Elithia and Faylienne.” 

The  half-elf  glanced  over  her  shoulder  then  turned  back  to  the bookshelf she had been searching. The halfling Thief dropped what

she  was  doing—literally  dropping  everything  in  her  hands—and came over to the princess. 

Tobias cringed, unsure what Faylienne would say or do. 

The  halfling  held  her  hand  out  to  the  princess.  “Faylienne Plumtree, glad to make your acquaintance.” 

“Gwendolyn  Dumont,”  the  princess  replied  as  she  gripped  the Thief’s hand. 

Faylienne nodded in approval. “Strong hands. I bet you’d make a good fighter.” 

Gwendolyn looked over at the spot where she’d slain the Vampire Lord and smiled. “I like to think I already am.” 

“I’m sure you are,” the halfling admitted. 

Faylienne turned to go back to looting, but the princess stopped her. “So, you can see this dragon too?” 

The halfling looked at the princess then at Tobias, winking before turning her attention back to Gwendolyn. “Dragon?” 

Faylienne  screwed  her  face  up  in  confusion  for  a  moment  then lifted  her  eyebrows  in  mock  recognition.  “Ahh,  the  dragon.”  She leaned  in  conspiratorially.  “That  happens  sometimes  after  a  battle. 

Did he hit his head? 

Gwendolyn  looked  at  the  halfling,  a  truly  confused  look  on  her face,  then  said,  “Yes,  I  think  he  hit  it  when  the  Vampire  Lord  threw him across the room.” 

Faylienne nodded. “That makes sense,” she said then whispered, 

“He’ll be better in a couple hours. Just humor him for now.” 

Tobias  threw  his  hands  into  the  air  and  turned  toward  Fafnir. 

“She’s making me sound like I’m crazy.” 

“You’re  not  helping  your  case  by  continuing  to  speak  with  a dragon she still cannot see,” Fafnir pointed out. 

“So what do I do?!” 

“Still not helping yourself,” the dragon repeated. 

Tobias  turned  back  to  the  princess  and  found  both  Gwendolyn and Faylienne giving him the look you’d give a five-year-old who was blaming an imaginary friend for spilling a glass of milk. He was just about to scream in frustration when Elithia came to his rescue. 

“Don’t  listen  to  Faylienne,”  the  half-elf  said.  “She  likes  causing trouble.  There   is  a  dragon  in  the  room.  At  least  the  projection  of  a dragon. Both Faylienne and I can see and hear him.” 

“Why  can’t  I  see  him?”  Gwendolyn  asked,  still  not  completely convinced. 

Tobias  mouthed  the  words  “thank  you”  to  Elithia  then  glared  at Faylienne  for  a  moment  before  turning  his  attention  back  to Gwendolyn.  “It’s  a  long  story,”  he  said,  “but  in  a  nutshell,  I  have  a holographic dragon as a guide.” 

“I am not a hologram,” Fafnir pointed out. 

“Okay, not a holographic dragon,” Tobias corrected. “He’s a real dragon on another planet. He is able to send a projection of himself to this world to help me on my adventures.” 

Gwendolyn nodded. “Okay. I’ve heard of crazier things.” 

The Battle Mage looked at her. “Really?” 

“Well, no,” she admitted, “but I’m willing to give you the benefit of the doubt, for now.” 

Tobias nodded. “Thanks. I assure you, Fafnir is real.” 

“Okay,  you  can  tell  me  all  about  him  on  the  way  back  to  the castle.” 

Faylienne led the way back to the castle and was taking an indirect route in order to avoid any potential run-ins with the Thieves’ Guild. 

She  was  worried  that  the  princess  and  a  small  collection  of  very valuable jewelry might prove too much temptation. 

Tobias  and  Fafnir  walked  with  Gwendolyn,  answering  her questions and generally chatting like old friends. 

“Make  sure  you  tell  her  I’m  one  of  the  largest  dragons  on  my home world,” Fafnir said as the group walked back toward the castle. 

The  Battle  Mage  looked  at  the  dragon  questioningly  but  then relayed the message. He had no idea if it was true or not but figured there was no chance of being proven right or wrong so there was no harm, even if it was a gross exaggeration. 

“I  bet  he  is  absolutely  fearsome,”  Gwendolyn  said.  “I  so  wish  I could see him too.” 

Tobias  looked  sideways  at  his  dragon  companion  before responding. “He’s actually quite small in this realm,” he said. “I think his world might be really small.” 

 Faylienne  isn’t  the  only  one  who  can  tease,  Tobias  thought  to himself with a smirk. 

“I am sure you are truly magnificent, Sir Fafnir,” Gwendolyn said, looking around the tunnel, unsure where the dragon actually was. 

Fafnir blew a puff of smoke at Tobias. “At least someone around here has good taste.” 

Tobias chuckled. “Fafnir says you have good taste.” 

“Of course I do,” the princess said as if it was a given fact. “Can you ask Sir Fafnir if he can help me with my leveling up?” 

The Battle Mage frowned. “I thought I was going to help you.” 

“You  can  help  too,”  she  said,  “but  he’s  a  dragon  from  another world. The amount of knowledge he must have is beyond what you and I can even comprehend.” 

Fafnir began prancing like a show horse, throwing his head in the air. “As I said, impeccable taste!” 

Tobias knew better than to refute the princess. It would only make him sound petty. “Alright, let’s talk about leveling you up.” 

The  dragon  stopped  prancing  and  took  on  a  more  serious posture. “I cannot see her statistics, so you will have to share them.” 

“Fafnir is unable to see your stats directly, so I will need to have a look and tell him,” Tobias said. “Is that OK?” 

Gwendolyn’s  mouth  shot  open,  and  she  quickly  covered  it  with her hands. She looked at Tobias, eyes gone wide. “You want to look at my  what?! ” 

 Seriously?! 

Tobias was starting to regret his decision to tell Lady Gwendolyn about Fafnir. He was almost certain it would have been better to just let  her  think  he’d  hit  his  head  too  hard  while  fighting  the  Vampire Lord. 

She  laughed  and  gave  him  a  shove.  “Stop  scowling.  We  just killed a thousand-year-old Vampire Lord.” 

“Alright,”  Tobias  replied.  “Let’s  get  started  with  your  level increases.” 

He used his Analyze skill and relayed the information to Fafnir. 

Name: Gwendolyn Dumont, Human

Profession: None

Level: 6

Size: Medium

Health: 120 / 120

Vitality: 54 / 54

Agility: 9

Charisma: 10

Intelligence: 10

Stamina: 9

Strength: 9

Wisdom: 7

“The first thing to do is decide on a profession,” Fafnir said. “Her low wisdom score will preclude several professions, but her stats are perfect for things like Knight, Ranger, Rogue, or even Wizard.” 

Tobias decided it was best to avoid commenting on her wisdom and simply relayed the dragon’s recommendations for profession. 

Gwendolyn nodded. “I already know what profession I’m going to be,” she said. “I’m glad your dragon agrees.” 

The  princess  discussed  attributes  with  Fafnir  for  a  few  minutes, Tobias acting as intermediary in their conversation, before declaring she had a plan. “Tell Sir Fafnir thank you for all his help,” she said. 

Gwendolyn  chose  to  use  her  initial  attribute  improvements  on Strength  and  Agility,  which  eliminated  her  damage  reductions  and allowed for several skill level advancements. 

The  Battle  Mage  was  only  mildly  surprised  when  the  princess chose  the  Rogue  profession,  and  Faylienne  was  openly  envious  of the  skill  Gwendolyn  was  gifted  when  she  chose  it.  The  Sleight  of Hand skill was at the top of every Thief’s wish list. Tobias could only

wonder at what kind of trouble the princess would get into with that skill as she clearly had a mischievous streak in her. 

Sleight of Hand:

The ability to move, take, or place objects without being detected. Advancing levels in this skill increases your ability to move, take, or place objects as well as increase the distance over which you can use the skill. Minimum Agility must be met to advance levels. 

Basic Level—Move, take, or place small objects that can be touched without being detected. 

Novice Level—Move, take, or place multiple small objects that can be touched or a single object within ten feet without being detected. Minimum Agility of 10. 

Advanced Level—Move, take, or place multiple small objects within ten feet or a single object within twenty feet without being detected. Minimum Agility of 12. 

Expert Level—Move, take, or place multiple small objects within twenty feet or a single object within fifty feet without being detected. Minimum Agility of 14. 

Master Level—Move, take, or place multiple small objects within fifty feet or a single object anywhere that can be seen. Minimum Agility of 16. 

The Battle Mage could immediately see how valuable the Sleight of  Hand  skill  would  be  to  a  thief.  Once  you  advanced  to  Novice Level, you could literally pickpocket someone from ten feet away and never be caught. He had a feeling the princess would be using the skill frequently too. 

Tobias  Analyzed  Lady  Gwendolyn  again  after  all  her  attribute points  and  skill  level  advancements  were  allocated—noticing  she had advanced the Sleight of Hand skill to Novice Level. He nodded silent approval as the princess was clearly becoming a well-rounded

adventurer. She had even added a couple points to Wisdom to help her in her future leadership roles. 

Name: Gwendolyn Dumont, Human

Profession: Rogue

Level: 6

Size: Medium

Health: 120 / 120

Vitality: 72 / 72

Agility: 10

Charisma: 12

Intelligence: 10

Stamina: 12

Strength: 10

Wisdom: 10

Tobias smiled at Gwendolyn. “Your attributes look really good.” 

“So you like my attributes?” she asked playfully. 

This time, he didn’t mind the teasing. “What’s your father going to say when he finds out you’re a professional Rogue?” 

“I  don’t  plan  to  tell  him,”  Gwendolyn  said.  “No  one  at  the  castle has the Analyze skill that I know of, and I don’t intend to give anyone reason to cast an Analyze spell on me.” 

“Good luck with that,” Tobias said. “Ever heard of Murphy’s Law?” 

She looked at him questioningly. “What?” 

 Of  course  she  hasn’t  heard  of  Murphy’s  Law,   the  Battle  Mage chided himself. “It just means that if something can go wrong, it will, so don’t be surprised if he finds out sooner rather than later.” 

“I will just tell him you helped me.” 

“You better not,” Tobias protested. “I don’t think your father would think twice about throwing me in the dungeon.” 

Gwendolyn  slipped  her  arm  through  his  and  pulled  the  Battle Mage close. “Don’t worry. This will be our little secret,” she said with a smile. “Especially the Vampire Lord part.” 

Tobias  felt  warmth  flood  his  body  and  enjoyed  the  closeness  of Lady Gwendolyn as they walked in silence for a few minutes. 

Eventually, Gwendolyn released her grip on his arm, and Tobias turned his attention to his own leveling up. He was still three points below the minimum attribute level required for his new sword, so he allocated  his  increases  to  Strength  and  Agility.  With  his  base Intelligence  of  thirteen  boosted  by  two  points  from  his  Intelligence Ring,  he  met  the  minimum  requirement  of  fourteen  to  increase  his Spellcasting skill to the Advanced level, which he happily did. 

He reviewed his stats after he finished and was satisfied with the progress. He was disappointed that he still needed three more level increases before he’d be able to use his new sword, but there wasn’t anything he could do about it. On the up side, the next level was less than nine thousand experience points away, so he would be getting one of these increases fairly soon. 

Name: Tobias Martin, Human

Profession: Wizard, Battle Mage Specialization Level: 10

Size: Medium

Health: 200 / 200

Vitality: 140 / 140

Agility: 13

Charisma: 9

Intelligence: 15 (+2)

Stamina: 14

Strength: 13

Wisdom: 9

They soon arrived at the secret entrance to the lower level of the castle. “This is as far as I can go,” Faylienne said. “It’s probably not a good idea for a professional Thief to get caught in the lower levels of the castle.” 

Gwendolyn  nodded  her  agreement.  “It  would  be  best  if  I  go  in alone,” she said. “It’s the middle of the night, and I will be suspicious

enough by myself. Anyone with me would only make things harder to explain.” 

Tobias reluctantly agreed. 

“Thank  you  for  rescuing  me  and  returning  my  grandmother’s jewelry,” she said, officially ending the quest she had given him. 

Quest: Recover Heirloom Jewelry

You have completed the quest to find out who killed Lady Gwendolyn’s grandmother and recover the family’s heirloom jewelry. 

You have been awarded:

1,000 experience points

10,000 gold coins

Gwendolyn  wrapped  her  arms  around  Tobias  and  gave  him  a quick kiss on the cheek then released him just as swiftly. She turned to the stone wall, pressed a couple places, then disappeared through the  door  that  abruptly  appeared  and  just  as  rapidly  closed  behind her. 

Tobias stood in shock and watched her leave, continuing to stare at the wall long after the secret door had closed. 

“Snap  out  of  it,  lover  boy,”  Fafnir  said,  pulling  him  out  of  the trance. “The others are leaving you behind.” 

Chapter 22

Reunited

Tobias sat in one of the chairs that had been assembled in the secret war room under the Crow’s Nest. There were now enough chairs for all five friends to sit around the small table that currently contained an assortment of bread, cheeses, and sliced meats. He had a mug of ale in one hand and a meat-and-cheese sandwich in the other. 

The  half-brothers  had  returned  while  Tobias  was  on  his  quest with  Lady  Gwendolyn,  and  Christoph  now  lounged  in  the  chair opposite with one leg draped over the side. Doulgorlig sat next to his brother and was currently filling a plate with meat, cheese, and bread

—his  third  one  if  the  Battle  Mage  had  counted  correctly.  Faylienne sat  cross-legged  in  the  chair  between  Tobias  and  Doulgorlig  while Elithia leaned against the wall, leaving one chair empty. 

The open chair had been claimed by Fafnir whose body was now curled up in a circle, his head resting on the arm of the chair. It was hard to believe that the holographic dragon wasn’t actually there. 

The  group  had  already  discussed  the  quest  in  the  tunnels,  and Faylienne  had  repeatedly  talked  up  the  Battle  Mage’s  rapidly improving  skills,  even  though  she  had  literally  seen  none  of  his battles.  Elithia  chimed  in  that  it  was  actually  Lady  Gwendolyn  who killed  the  Vampire  Lord,  a  fact  that  the  half-elf  seemed  to  be reluctantly impressed by. 

Christoph  had  then  started  telling  the  group  about  his  and Doulgorlig’s  adventure.  He  had  just  told  of  their  first  battle  with  the Mountain Trolls. 

“We  looked  in  the  hole  the  troll  was  digging  and  found  a  whole mess of fingers,” Doulgorlig added. “Some of them weren’t even troll fingers. It was pretty disgusting.” 

Faylienne  sat  forward.  “Did  you  burn  them  or  pour  acid  all  over them?” she asked, a look of concern on her face. 

Christoph looked at her quizzically. “No,” he scoffed. “Why would we burn fingers?” 

The  halfling  shook  her  head  and  leaned  back  in  the  chair.  “The troll was making a reproduction pod.” 

“A what?!” Doulgorlig added. 

“Trolls don’t reproduce like other species,” Faylienne said. “They mix together recently severed body parts from two or more trolls and let their powers of regeneration create a new troll.” 

Elithia stepped away from the wall where she had been casually flipping  through  a  book  she’d  looted  from  the  vampire’s  lair. 

“Sometimes,  they  mix  in  body  parts  from  other  creatures  to  create hybrid trolls,” she said. “It sounds like that’s what they were doing.” 

“Is  that  a  problem?”  Tobias  asked,  curious  and  disgusted  at  the same time. “What are the chances any of us ever see that particular troll?” 

Elithia shrugged. “Never underestimate the power of bad luck.” 

“Wise  words,”  Doulgorlig  said.  “I  guess  we  should  have  made sure those body parts didn’t grow into some mutant troll.” 

Christoph  continued  telling  the  group  how  they  finished  off  the rest  of  the  trolls  with  the  help  of  a  mysterious  stranger  and  her exploding Bang Bang Balls. 

Tobias couldn’t stifle a laugh. “Now that’s a name that strikes fear into the enemy!” 

“You  didn’t  see  what  they  did  to  those  trolls,”  Doulgorlig  said, shaking  his  head  in  awe  as  he  remembered  the  trolls  exploding.  “I don’t care what she calls them if they can blow up monsters the way they do.” 

“If  they’re  as  powerful  as  you  say  they  are,  we  need  to  get  our hands on some of them,” Tobias said, thinking they sounded a whole lot like grenades. 

“She has a shop in Port Regal,” the Monk said. “If we go through there, she said she would sell us some.” 

Stanwick had quietly entered the room while they were speaking and asked, “What’s in Port Regal?” 

“Hopefully, an ally with some powerful weapons,” Tobias said. 

They  quickly  filled  the  innkeeper  in  on  what  they  had  been discussing.  “I  think  we  can  find  wherever  it  is  they  were  taking  the

prisoners,” Christoph said. “And once we do that, we might be able to put a stop to whatever the Black Robes are doing.” 

Stanwick nodded. “I’ll go with you,” he said. “I just need a couple days to make arrangements.” 

It  was  the  first  time  the  innkeeper  had  volunteered  to  get physically involved in the fight with the  Electriterra. Tobias wondered what the significance of that was. 

“So,  day  after  tomorrow,  we  leave  for  Port  Regal  and  a  date  at the  Black  Robe’s  secret  fortress,”  the  Battle  Mage  said,  looking around the room at his friends. They might finally get some answers or  at  least  be  able  to  do  some  real  damage  to  the   Electriterra and disrupt their nefarious plans. 

Faylienne  wasn’t  going  to  let  the  conversation  end  right  then, though. 

The  halfling  leaned  forward  and  put  a  hand  on  Tobias’s  and Doulgorlig’s legs then looked over at Christoph, a smirk on her face. 

“Before we leave, I need to point out a pattern I am starting to see,” 

she  said.  “You  boys  get  into  trouble,  and  one  of  us  women  has  to come in and save the day. What would you do if we ladies weren’t around to continually save your asses?” 

Fafnir  chose  that  moment  to  wake  from  his  nap.  “She  makes  a good point, you know.” 

Chapter 23

A Royal Summons

Tobias returned to his room on the second floor of the Crow’s Nest and  excitedly  removed  the  Advanced  level  scrolls  from  his  Bag  of Holding. He had been looking forward to learning these higher-level skills since the moment he purchased them. 

The  Battle  Mage  unrolled  the  first  scroll.  Now  that  he  had increased his Spellcasting skill to the Advanced level, he could read the title: Invisibility. 

He was practically giddy at the idea of being able to make himself invisible. It was the dream of every child who had ever desired to be a  magician,  and  now  he  was  actually  going  to  be  able  to  make himself disappear. 

Tobias  spread  the  scroll  out  on  the  small  table  that  now  had  a slight  wobble  after  being  dropped  when  he  was  practicing  his Levitation  skill.  He  placed  his  hand  on  the  parchment  and  watched as  the  now  familiar  process  commenced.  The  words  of  the  spell wound their way up his arm and over his shoulder before burrowing their way into his head, and then, in a flash, he knew the spell. 

Spell: Invisibility

Type: Air Magic

Effect:

Bend light around self or target, rendering it invisible. 

Attacking or casting another spell while invisible automatically ends spell. 

Cost: 20 Vitality points

Range: 10 feet

Cast Time: 5 seconds

Duration: 5 minutes

Cooldown: 10 minutes

He  quickly  moved  to  the  polished  metal  mirror  hanging  on  the wall and began casting the spell. The Battle Mage looked on in awe as he finished the enchantment and his body faded from existence. 

He  stared  at  the  mirror  that  no  longer  showed  his  visage,  noticing only a slight disturbance in the air as he moved. It was kind of like heat  waves  rising  off  a  hot  surface  in  the  bright  sun,  and  it  wasn’t enough to be obvious to a casual observer. 

“That  should  be  a  useful  spell,”  Fafnir  commented  from  where he’d curled up by the door. 

Tobias  returned  to  the  table  and  unrolled  the  next  scroll, Advanced  Fireball.  It  was  another  spell  he  knew  would  be  very useful in a fight. More so than the Invisibility spell, even, because the whole purpose of the spell was to attack an opponent. 

Tobias flashed back to visibility as the words flowed off the fireball scroll, noting that the Invisibility spell ended as he learned another. 

He  wasn’t  sure  exactly  why  that  was,  but  decided  doing  anything while invisible might run the risk of ending the spell prematurely. 

After  learning  the  Advanced  Fireball  spell,  he  added  the advanced versions of Lightning and Ice Storm to his repertoire then moved on to more of the spells he thought of as being specialized. In addition  to  the  Invisibility  spell,  there  were  scrolls  for  Mirror  Image, Sphere  of  Invincibility,  and  Transposition  spells.  The  last  one,  in particular, was very interesting. 

Spell: Transposition

Type: Earth Magic

Effect:

Swap positions with target. 

Can only be cast on self. 

Cost: 40 Vitality points

Range: Sight

Cast Time: 2 seconds

Duration: Instantaneous

Cooldown: 30 minutes

By  the  time  he  learned  the  last  spell,  Tobias  was  completely exhausted  and  had  a  pounding  headache.  He  shuffled  to  his  bed and collapsed. The Battle Mage closed his eyes and immediately fell asleep. 

The  sound  of  a  fist  pounding  on  the  door  startled  him  awake. 

Tobias pushed himself to a seated position and rubbed his eyes. He had no idea if he’d been asleep for minutes or hours. 

The  pounding  continued  unabated.  “Master  Tobias  Martin,”  a voice shouted through the door. “You have been summoned by your king.” 

Tobias  bolted  upright,  adrenaline  suddenly  rushing  through  his body. “What?!” 

He  pushed  himself  to  his  feet  and  moved  toward  the  door apprehensively.  Fafnir  looked  up  from  the  spot  where  he’d  been curled up napping by the door. “What is all that noise?” the dragon asked with a yawn. 

The  Battle  Mage  looked  at  the  dragon  wide-eyed.  “I  am  being summoned by the king.” 

 Does the king know about the expedition with his daughter? 

Tobias reached for the door handle, dread settling into the pit of his  stomach.  He  was  certain  that  the  king  did  know  about  his escapades with the princess. There was no other explanation for a royal  summons.  He  wondered  if  he  was  heading  toward  the dungeon. 

He plastered a smile onto his face and pulled the door open. 

Two armed men stood in the hall looking at him impassively. One of  them  was  the  guard  named  Trannon  that  had  watched  over  him and Gwendolyn in the archives. The Battle Mage was encouraged by the  fact  that  neither  of  them  had  their  swords  in  hand.  “Come  with us,” Trannon said. 

The other guard took up a position behind Tobias while Trannon led him away. Thoughts of impending doom filled the Battle Mage’s

mind as they traversed the hallway and went down the stairs into the common room of the inn. 

He didn’t have long to ponder his fate. 

The  common  room  of  the  Crow’s  Nest  was  devoid  of  patrons. 

Instead, a dozen more castle guardsmen filled the room, standing at attention.  Stanwick  stood  behind  the  bar,  a  scowl  on  his  face.  He glared at Tobias as if this was his fault—which it probably was. 

King Geoffrey Dumont stood in the center of the room, his hands clasped  behind  his  back.  He  watched  Tobias  enter  the  room,  an unreadable  look  on  the  king’s  face.  Lady  Gwendolyn  stood  behind the king—her father—to one side. Behind the king on the other side was a man in a black robe whom Tobias had seen once before. 

 Deveril, Tobias thought, fighting the urge to glare at the man. 

The  Battle  Mage  glanced  at  Fafnir,  who  had  followed  him  down the stairs, but knew there was nothing the holographic dragon could do to help him. That was especially true because other than himself, Stanwick was the only one currently present that could even see the dragon. 

Tobias  turned  his  attention  to  the  king,  doing  his  best  to  avoid making  eye  contact  with  Gwendolyn.  He  bowed  slightly  before addressing the king. “What can I do for you, Your Majesty?” 

The  king  looked  at  him  silently  for  several  long  seconds,  and Tobias had to fight down the urge to cast his new Invisibility spell and slip out of the room. 

“I am told you accompanied my daughter into the tunnels below the castle,” the king said, his eyes drilling into the Battle Mage. 

His eyes flickered briefly to Gwendolyn.  So much for keeping our adventure a secret. 

“I can explain—” Tobias began but was cut off by the king’s raised hand. 

“And you battled a powerful Vampire Lord.” 

Tobias glanced around the room, trying desperately to ascertain his current situation. The king stared at him, an unreadable mask on his  face.  None  of  the  soldiers  had  their  weapons  drawn,  which seemed like a good sign. 

The Battle Mage swallowed hard. “I did, Your Majesty.” 


The king nodded then continued, speaking in a formal, detached tone.  “The  kingdom  is  grateful  for  your  service  protecting  Lady Gwendolyn.”  His  lips  curled  up  in  a  slight  smile  before  adding,  “My daughter.” 

Tobias let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “I am honored I could help.” He looked to Gwendolyn, who smiled at him. 

“In  addition  to  that,”  the  king  said,  drawing  the  Battle  Mage’s attention back, “you helped recover precious jewelry that belonged to my late mother.” 

The  Battle  Mage  couldn’t  believe  he  was  being  personally thanked  by  the  king.  He  had  been  afraid  he’d  be  thrown  into  the dungeon if anyone ever found out about their adventure. 

“For  both  of  those  tasks,  I  extend  the  sincere  thanks  of  the kingdom,” the king reached out a hand, “and of myself.” 

Tobias looked at the extended hand questioningly.  A handshake? 

 From the king? 

He slowly reached out and grasped the king’s hand. 

“The crown will formally thank you in a manner suitable for your actions  in  the  near  future,”  the  king  said,  “but  as  a  father,  I  felt  the need to thank you immediately.” 

Tobias felt the tension ease from his body and let a smile cross his  face.  He  enthusiastically  shook  the  king’s  hand  then  turned  to Gwendolyn. “My lady, I am happy to see you are doing well,” he said, bowing his head. 

“All thanks to you, Master Tobias.” 

Lady  Gwendolyn’s  words  were  formal,  but  Tobias  could  feel  the warmth in her voice and in the look that she gave him. It only lasted a  moment,  though,  as  the  king  turned  and  put  a  hand  on  his daughter’s  back  and  guided  her  toward  the  door.  King  Dumont looked  back  at  the  Battle  Mage  and  said,  “I  look  forward  to  giving you the formal recognition you deserve in the near future.” 

The  king  and  his  daughter  left  the  Crow’s  Nest  without  another word.  The  soldiers  quickly  filed  out  after  them.  The  last  person  to leave  was  Deveril,  the   Electriterra  advisor  to  the  king.  The  man stared  at  Tobias  the  entire  time.  After  the  last  soldier  had  left  the

room,  the  Black  Robe  nodded  at  Tobias  and  simply  said,  “Until  we meet again.” 

Chapter 24

Magic Shop

Tobias  looked  around  the  magic  shop  while  Grendall  attended  to another customer, a man who appeared to be a nobleman of some kind.  It  was  the  first  time  he’d  seen  anyone  else  inside  Everyday Magic. 

As  he  browsed,  the  Battle  Mage  noticed  that  the  prices  had increased  substantially  since  the  last  time  he  had  purchased anything. The Bag of Holding rack now had a sign stating the price was  thirty  gold,  three  times  what  he  had  paid  just  a  few  weeks before. 

The  other  customer  finished  haggling  with  the  old  wizard  and dropped  a  bag  of  coins  on  the  counter  with  a  self-satisfied  smile. 

“You should know you won’t get the best of me, old friend,” the man said. “I may be wealthy, but I’m not going to waste money just to get a magical trinket, regardless of how old it is.” 

Grendall  laughed  good-naturedly.  “You  can’t  blame  an  old merchant for trying.” 

“If  you  really  want  to  make  some  money,  I  could  take  some  of those rings off your hands,” the man said with a chuckle, apparently satisfied with the pun. “I will pay top price for them.” 

The old Wizard shook his head. “Oh, I can’t sell these,” he said, 

“and if I ever did, I’ve already promised them to someone else.” 

The man shrugged and cocked his head to the side a little. “Well, if you change your mind, I will be at the castle for another week.” 

Grendall nodded. “I will keep that in mind.” 

The  nobleman  turned  from  the  counter,  and  his  eyes  locked  on Tobias as if noticing him for the first time. The Battle Mage nodded at the man. “Good afternoon, sir.” 

The  man  huffed  and  walked  to  the  door  without  replying.  He pulled the door open and left without looking back. 

The old Wizard waved a hand in a circular motion, and there was an  almost  imperceptible  flash  of  light.  “That  man  is  insufferable,” 

Grendall complained. 

Tobias noticed all prices in the shop had dropped, changing back to  what  they  were  the  last  time  he  had  purchased  something.  He raised an eyebrow at the old Wizard. 

Grendall smiled. “I always raise the prices when nobility come in,” 

he  said.  “For  Baron  von  Cheapskate,  I  triple  the  price  because  he always spends an hour haggling to get the  best price.” 

The old Wizard winked at Tobias. “He still pays double the normal price.” 

The  young  Battle  Mage  chuckled.  “So,  you  mentioned  another buyer for your rings . . .” 

Grendall  shook  his  head.  “I  still  have  no  intention  of  selling these,”  he  said  as  he  held  out  his  hands  and  wiggled  his  ring-covered fingers. “And I certainly wouldn’t sell them to someone who just wanted to use them as a status symbol.” 

“Makes  sense,”  Tobias  said,  “but  if  you  ever  do  decide  to  sell,  I would definitely be interested.” 

“Ha, you couldn’t afford them.” 

The Battle Mage pulled a large sack of coins out of his inventory and  dropped  it  on  the  table.  It  was  the  Wizard’s  turn  to  raise  an eyebrow. 

“Ten  thousand  gold,”  Tobias  said  proudly.  “Just  a  little  gift  from Lady Gwendolyn.” 

“A gift?!” 

“Well,  a  reward  for  helping  find  her  grandmother’s  jewelry,”  the Battle Mage admitted. “That and rescuing her from the Vampire Lord who killed her grandmother.” 

Grendall  looked  at  the  Battle  Mage.  “Hmm,”  he  grunted.  “That’s pretty impressive. A Vampire Lord all by yourself?” 

“Well, no,” Tobias replied. “Faylienne and Elithia were there too. 

And  it  was  Lady  Gwendolyn  who  struck  the  fatal  blow.  She  has  a massively enchanted shortsword.” 

“Ah, yes,” the Wizard nodded. “Vampire Slayer. I know that sword well. I enchanted it for her grandmother.” 

“You made that sword?” 

“I enchanted it,” Grendall said. “The crazy old hag insisted. Paid me a fortune. I thought she was just being paranoid. Guess I should

have taken her more seriously.” 

“By crazy old hag, you mean the former queen?” Tobias asked. 

“Oh, she was far removed from being the queen,” the old Wizard said,  shaking  his  head  sadly.  “She  was  quite  senile  those  last  few years.” 

Grendall waved his hand in the air. “Enough about the past. Tell me how you earned so much money and then let me help you spend it.” 

“Alright,” Tobias said with a smile then told the Wizard everything that  had  happened  since  he  had  first  met  Gwendolyn  in  the  magic shop. Well, almost everything. He certainly wasn’t going to kiss and tell  as  it  related  to  the  princess,  even  if  that  kiss  was  only  on  the cheek. 

“Unfortunately,  I  can’t  use  the  sword  I  looted,”  the  Battle  Mage lamented.  “I’m  three  levels  short  on  the  Strength  and  Agility requirements.” 

Grendall  rubbed  his  bearded  chin  for  a  moment  then  reached under the counter and pulled out a small rectangular box and placed it  on  the  counter.  The  old  Wizard  flipped  open  the  lid  of  the  box, revealing two rings. One was reddish-gold, and the other was a more traditional yellowish-gold. 

“I can’t get your Strength and Agility all the way to sixteen so you can use your new sword,” Grendall said, “but I do have rings that will add one to each of those attributes for you.” 

Tobias looked down at the rings hungrily. These rings would get him  one  level  closer  to  being  able  to  use  the  sword.  A  sword  that carried enchantments that could potentially strike down any monster with a single blow. 

“How much for both?” 

Grendall stroked his beard thoughtfully before replying. “Well, for Sir  Blowhard  that  just  left,  I  would  charge  at  least  fifty  thousand gold,” he said. “But for you, I can definitely come down on price. How much do you have beyond the ten thousand?” 

 Come on now!  Tobias thought to himself then reluctantly reached into his Bag of Holding for more coins and gemstones. 

The old Wizard watched with interest as the Battle Mage placed the  entirety  of  his  savings  on  the  counter  then  looked  up.  Tobias didn’t want to be completely broke again, but he was willing to do it if it got him closer to being able to use the sword he’d inadvertently—

but not inappropriately—named  Epic Blade. 

Grendall  looked  at  the  small  fortune  that  Tobias  had  placed  on the  counter  then  looked  up  at  the  Battle  Mage,  studying  him  with pursed lips. The Wizard looked back down and slid the box of rings toward Tobias and pulled the large bag of coins—and only the large bag of coins—toward himself. “I won’t take all your money,” he said. 

“You can’t spend more money here if you don’t have any.” 

Tobias  wasn’t  even  paying  attention  at  that  point.  He  reached down,  almost  in  a  trance,  and  grabbed  the  yellowish-gold  ring.  He held it in front of his face with two fingers, studying it for a moment before sliding it onto his left index finger. His body shivered as a new magic coursed through it. He wiggled his fingers and shook out his arms,  literally  feeling  the  increase  in  Agility.  The  reddish-gold  ring came  next.  He  slid  that  onto  his  right  index  finger  and  immediately felt  a  surge  of  power  course  through  his  body,  feeling  his  muscles tighten and grow as the increased Strength transformed him. 

The  Battle  Mage  looked  up  at  the  old  Wizard  whom  he  was starting  to  think  of  as  a  mentor.  A  paid  mentor,  to  be  sure,  but  still someone whose advice he valued greatly. 

“Thank  you  so  much,”  Tobias  said,  unable  to  contain  a  huge smile. 

“My  pleasure,”  Grendall  replied.  “I’m  always  happy  to  help, especially if there’s a sack full of gold coins involved.” 

“I’m  happy  to  pay  for  anything  that’s  useful,”  the  Battle  Mage said. “And speaking of useful, are you still holding those Master level scrolls for me?” 

“Of course.” 

Tobias nodded. “Good,” he said. “If I remember right, one of the scrolls was for a Portal spell.” 

“That would be correct,” the Wizard said. 

“What exactly does the portal spell do?” Tobias asked. 

“As  the  name  of  the  spell  implies,  it  creates  a  portal,”  Grendall said.  “You  can  travel  to  anywhere  you’ve  previously  been  on  this planet.” 

“Can other people pass through the portal or only the person who cast it?” 

“One person per level of the caster can pass through,” the Wizard said. “Considering it’s a Master level spell, anyone who casts it will likely  be  Level  12  or  higher,  so  at  least  a  dozen  people  should  be able to pass through.” 

Tobias nodded, rubbing his chin. “I assume you know the spell?” 

“Of course,” Grendall said, the slight scowl on his face indicating he knew what Tobias was going to ask next. 

“Do you think you could open a portal to Port Regal for me and a few friends?’ the Battle Mage asked. 

The  old  Wizard  blew  out  a  breath  and  nodded.  “Alright,  I  will create a portal for you,” he said. “It will cost you fifty gold, which is less than you’d spend feeding your horses and paying for meals and lodging.” 

“Deal,” Tobias said quickly and pushed fifty gold coins across the counter  then  put  the  rest  of  his  coins  and  gemstones  back  into  his Bag of Holding. 

“Come  back  in  the  morning  with  whoever  is  going  with  you,” 

Grendall said. “I can send up to twenty people through the portal.” 

Tobias  stood  next  to  Grendall  as  the  Wizard  prepared  the  Portal spell.  The  rest  of  his  friends,  including  Stanwick,  stood  a  short distance away near the door. Fafnir had returned to his home world and  was  waiting  for  the  Battle  Mage  to  summon  him  once  they reached Port Regal. 

They were gathered in the small building behind the magic shop in  what  could  only  be  called  a  casting  room.  Magically  glowing sconces  in  each  corner  provided  light.  Tables  full  of  potions  and various enchanted artifacts were pushed against the two walls next

to the entrance. Against the third wall, opposite the entrance, there was  a  large  cast  iron  pot  hanging  over  a  fire  pit  which  the  Battle Mage assumed was a cauldron for creating potions. 

In  the  center  of  the  room,  a  large  circle  of  magical  runes  was etched into a stone floor. 

“You don’t need a casting room like this, but it saves a lot of time when doing high-level, complex spells,” Grendall said. 

“Having to draw all of these symbols out by hand would take a lot of time,” Tobias agreed, studying the runes carved into the floor. 

“Every spell is different, but what you see here is the foundation for most of them,” the old Wizard told him. “All you need to do is add the spell-specific symbols, and then you can begin casting.” 

Grendall  grabbed  a  piece  of  chalk  from  one  of  the  tables  and began walking around the circle of runes, bending down and adding symbols from time to time as he worked his way around. 

“Don’t  bother  trying  to  remember  what  I’m  doing,”  he  said.  “You will know exactly what to do once you learn any spell that requires a casting circle.” 

The  Portal  spell,  like  many  high-level  spells,  was  way  too complex to be effective in battle. Besides the time it took to cast, the Vitality cost was very high too. For the Portal spell, it depended on how  far  away  the  destination  portal  was.  The  cost  for  creating  this particular  portal  was  just  under  two  hundred  Vitality  points,  which was more than his current maximum. 

Tobias had wondered briefly if it was possible to create a portal back to Earth once he became a Master Spellcaster, but he had no idea  how  far  it  was  to  Earth.  Assuming  a  linear  increase  in  Vitality cost  as  distance  increased,  it  would  likely  cost  millions  of  Vitality points,  which  was  more  than  thousands  of  Level  20  magic  users combined. 

Grendall  finished  adding  symbols  and  called  everyone  over. 

“Once  I  finish  the  incantation,  the  portal  will  remain  open  for  five minutes,” he said. “You should emerge in an open field to the north of  the  city.  You  can  pass  back  and  forth  during  that  time,  but  each trip counts toward the maximum of twenty that can pass through.” 

“How do we know the other side is safe?” Christoph asked. 

“I  have  chosen  an  open  field  outside  the  city  which  should  be clear, but you won’t know for sure until you go through,” the Wizard said.  “Since  there  are  only  six  of  you,  I  would  recommend  sending one person through to investigate before everyone else follows.” 

Faylienne stepped forward. “I’ll go first,” the Thief said. 

Christoph and Doulgorlig both started to object, but she cut them off. “I have the most experience getting out of sticky situations.” 

“And into those same situations,” Elithia said with a sour look. 

The  half-elf’s  glare  lingered  on  Faylienne  for  a  moment  before she  continued.  “She’s  right,  though.  Faylienne  is  quick  and  knows how to get into and out of trouble.” 

Grendall didn’t give them a chance to discuss it further. “Now, if you don’t have any more questions, let’s get started.” 

The Wizard immediately began chanting. 

Tobias  listened  closely,  but  the  words  of  the  Master  level  spell didn’t  make  sense  because  the  magic  involved  simply  couldn’t  be grasped with his Advanced Spellcasting skill level. The runes on the floor  began  to  glow  as  Grendall  chanted,  first  one  symbol  then another, flowing around in a circle until there was a faint ring of blue light on the floor. 

The Wizard continued chanting, and a shimmering black sphere formed  about  three  feet  off  the  ground  inside  the  circle  of  glowing runes.  As  he  chanted,  the  sphere  elongated  into  a  six-foot-tall  egg shape. 

There was a flash of light when Grendall finished the spell, and they  were  buffeted  by  a  gentle  breeze,  one  that  smelled  of  the ocean. 

The shimmering black egg now showed a grassy, green field and blue sky full of white, puffy clouds. In the distance, there was a city and behind that, the sea. 

“I  present  the  city  of  Port  Regal,”  the  Wizard  said.  “Everything appears as expected.” 

Faylienne didn’t waste any time admiring the portal. “I’ll be back in about a minute,” she said. “If I don’t return in that time, something is likely wrong.” 

The  halfling  turned  toward  the  portal  and  jumped  in  without another  word.  They  watched  in  awe  as  the  form  of  the  diminutive halfling dove into the portal as if diving into a lake. The surface of the portal shimmered, and she seemed to shrink as she passed through. 

Her shimmering form rolled forward inside the egg-shaped portal as she  struck  the  grass  on  the  other  side  and  hopped  to  her  feet, looking around for danger. She bolted to one side and disappeared from view. 

The room grew silent as they waited for Faylienne to return, and just  when  the  tension  was  starting  to  become  unbearable,  she returned to view and leaped into the portal, landing with a hop back in the casting room. 

“Nobody  in  the  clearing,”  she  announced.  “Did  a  quick  check  of the trees around the clearing, and they’re clear too.” 

Tobias  turned  to  the  old  Wizard.  “Thank  you,  Grendall,”  he  said then to the others, he said, “Alright, let’s go to Port Regal.” 

Faylienne  was  already  stepping  back  through  the  portal, Doulgorlig  right  behind.  Elithia  and  Christoph  followed  next.  Tobias stood by Stanwick who was looking apprehensively at the city on the other side of the portal. 

“I lost everything I cared about the last time I was in that city,” the Sailor-turned-innkeeper said. 

The Battle Mage put his arm around the older man. “That won’t happen again,” he said. “I promise.” 

They  stepped  through  the  portal  together  and  were  magically transported hundreds of miles to the east. Tobias’s last thought as he stepped into the shimmering light was of horses. He definitely should have asked about sending horses through the portal because there would be no magical gateway for the return trip. 

Chapter 25

Port Regal

They stood on a grassy hill that overlooked the city of Port Regal and the  ocean  beyond.  It  was  sunny,  and  there  was  a  tropical  breeze. 

Tobias imagined the ocean water to be warm, unlike the cold waters of  the  Pacific  Ocean  where  he’d  grown  up.  He  had  found  himself thinking  of  home  more  frequently  as  time  passed,  which  seemed odd. It was as if the more he immersed himself in this new world, the more he thought of his old life. Admittedly, it still wasn’t a lot, but he'd never  been  away  from  Earth  before,  so  he  didn’t  really  know  what was normal. 

The Battle Mage shrugged and pushed his thoughts aside. “So, where to now?” he asked. 

“Mirabel’s  shop  first,”  Christoph  said.  “Her  exploding  spheres provide a huge advantage.” 

Faylienne smirked. “You mean the Bam Bam Balls.” 

“Bang Bang Balls,” Doulgorlig corrected. 

That  just  made  the  purple-haired  halfling  laugh.  “Oh,  stop,”  she said wiping tears from her eyes. 

The name was funny, but Tobias had a feeling the purple-haired halfling had attached some other meaning to the name. To him, they just sounded like grenades. If they did as much damage as reported, he didn’t care what they were called. 

“Alright, let’s go find Miss Mirabel,” Tobias said. 

“Follow me,” Doulgorlig said and set out toward the city. 

Port Regal was a city of small, single-story buildings. Stanwick told them of the city’s history as they walked down roads the innkeeper had once called home. 

“The first time I docked here, I felt the city call to me,” the Sailor-turned-innkeeper  said.  “It  was  many  years  before  I  settled  down here, but the pull got stronger every time we dropped anchor here.” 

Stanwick  pointed  at  a  café  on  the  left.  “I  would  spend  hours sitting  at  one  of  the  outdoor  tables,  looking  out  over  the  sea.”  His voice  took  on  a  wistful  tone  as  he  remembered  days  gone  by. 

“Hmph. You’d think I would have tired of the sea after sailing for so many years, but I didn’t. To this day, I still love the sea. I just didn’t want to sail forever.” 

The old Sailor pointed out several other shops, restaurants, and cafés  as  they  walked  until  Doulgorlig  stopped  in  front  of  a whitewashed  building  with  no  windows  and  a  green  door.  A  large sign  with  symbols  Tobias  was  not  familiar  with  occupied  the  space where a display window might have been. 

“I  know  this  shop  too,”  Stanwick  said  then  noticed  everyone looking at the sign. “It’s an alchemy shop.” 

Tobias nodded. “That makes sense,” he said, thinking about the description  of  the  exploding  spheres.  It  sounded  like  a  powerful chemical reaction caused the explosions. 

The  inside  of  the  building  looked  more  like  a  workshop  than  a store. Several heavy-duty tables were pushed up against the walls, and  large  charred  spots  dotted  the  walls  around  the  room.  A  dark-skinned woman wearing a leather apron and goggles was working at a small still. Steam rose from a round flask full of bubbling, red liquid into  a  spiraling  glass  tube  where  it  condensed  and  dripped  into  a conical beaker. She adjusted the flame under the boiling liquid then turned to greet them. 

The woman took off the goggles she’d been wearing and smiled. 

“I didn’t expect to see you again so soon.” 

“This  is  Mirabel.”  Doulgorlig  introduced  the  bomb-making alchemist. 

The woman removed her gloves and reached out to shake hands with each of them, her firm grip exuding strength. “It’s a long journey to and from Silverdale, and you left a scant few days ago,” she said. 

“How did you return so quickly?” 

“We traveled here through a magical portal,” the Monk explained. 

Mirabel  looked  at  Tobias,  recognizing  him  as  the  magic  user  of the group, but he shook his head. 

“Not me,” the Battle Mage said. “Master level spells are currently beyond my capabilities.” 

The alchemist shrugged. “What can I do for you today?” 

“We  need  to  get  some  of  your  explosives,”  Christoph  said.  “As many as you have.” 

Mirabel smiled. “Of course,” she said, “but they aren’t cheap.” 

“Surely there is a discount for friends,” Doulgorlig said. 

“The fact that I consider you a friend is the only reason I’m willing to sell to you at all,” the alchemist replied. 

Stanwick stepped forward, taking the lead in negotiations. Tobias wasn’t sure if the innkeeper had any particular skill in bartering, but his own was only Novice level, which didn’t offer any benefits. 

“You bear a striking resemblance to a man that used to run this shop,” the former resident said. “I used to buy this exquisite liqueur from him. It was brewed from mountain herbs, plants, and flowers.” 

Mirabel smiled. “Chartreuse,” she said. “And that was my father.” 

“Oh, is he still around?” 

She shook her head. “Sadly, no. He died several years ago.” 

Stanwick reached out and put a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry for your loss.” 

“He lives on in my work,” Mirabel said, sweeping an arm around the shop. “I learned everything I know from him.” 

“The secrets of a good Chartreuse?” 

“Maybe,” she replied. “It is more expensive than the Bang Bang Balls, though.” 

“I’m certain we can come to an arrangement.” 

Stanwick gave her his best smile. “We can pay you one gold per explosive  device,”  he  said  with  a  nod,  “and  will  buy  your  entire inventory.” 

“Hah,”  Mirabel  laughed.  “Five  gold,  and  you  can  only  have twelve.” 

“That simply will not do,” Stanwick said with a shake of his head. 

Tobias  watched  with  amusement  as  the  two  traded  offers  and counteroffers.  There  were  secret  numbers  written  on  paper,  hands thrown  in  the  air  in  exasperation,  and  vigorous  head  shakes  in clearly feigned anger. In the end, they settled on thirty-six Bang Bang

Balls at a price of two and a half gold each. The Battle Mage thought it was a fair price for everyone. He had no idea how much Stanwick paid  for  the  bottle  of  liqueur  as  he  paid  for  that  out  of  his  own personal funds. 

Fafnir  had  bored  of  the  negotiations  and  decided  to  explore  the city  while  the  humans  haggled.  He  returned  just  as  they  finished loading the explosives into their Bags of Holding. 

“There  is  a  Black  Robe  outside  watching  the  shop,”  the  dragon reported. 

Tobias hurried to the door and opened it slightly, searching for the man  and  finding  him  leaning  against  the  wall  of  a  building  on  the other side of the street. He quickly closed the door and cursed under his breath. “We are being watched.” 

Mirabel joined the Battle Mage at the door and looked for herself. 

“Those Black Robe bastards won’t take no for an answer,” she said. 

“I don’t have time for their crap.” 

She stormed to the table she’d been working at and grabbed one of the remaining explosive balls. “I’m going to put an end to this once and for all!” 

Tobias put a hand on her arm, suspecting the Black Robe might not be interested in the alchemist at all. “Don’t do anything rash,” he said. “Do you have a back door?” 

“There’s no need,” Mirabel insisted. “I’ll take care of this.” 

“He may not be interested in you,” Tobias said. 

Mirabel  looked  at  him  questioningly  but  when  no  further explanation  was  offered,  she  just  shrugged.  “You  don’t  need  to explain yourselves to me,” the alchemist said. “Any enemy of those black-robed bastards is a friend of mine.” 

She  didn’t  offer  any  information  and  Tobias  didn’t  pry.  Mirabel guided them toward the back door of the shop then headed toward the  front  door.  Once  everyone  was  out  the  back,  the  Battle  Mage thanked  the  alchemist  for  all  her  help  and  followed  his  friends.  He heard Mirabel yelling out the front door as he slipped out the back. 

“I  told  you  I’m  not  going  to  do  your  dirty  little  job!”  the  woman screamed as Tobias closed the back door behind himself. 

The Battle Mage looked at Fafnir. “Follow him and see where he goes,”  he  told  the  dragon.  “Meet  us  back  in  the  clearing  above  the city when you find his destination.” 

After giving the Black Robe the slip, they cautiously headed for the market area. Faylienne scouted the area ahead and behind, making sure  they  weren’t  followed  again.  They  gathered  food  supplies  for their  expedition  into  the  mountains  and  returned  to  the  clearing where they had portaled in. 

Several hours passed, and Fafnir still hadn’t returned. Impatient, Tobias sent a mental message to the dragon. 

 Where are you? 

The dragon replied a moment later.  Following the Black Robe. 

 I know, but where? 

 He went into the mountains. 

 What?! Is he heading toward the secret base? 

 I do not know, but we are heading deep into the mountains. 

“Okay,  okay,  okay,”  Tobias  muttered  out  loud  then  sent  another mental message.  Return when you can, but make sure you can lead us back to him. 

There  was  silence  for  a  moment,  then,  “Okay,  let’s  go,”  the dragon said, appearing right beside Tobias. 

Tobias jumped “What are you doing here?” 

“I am here to lead you to the Black Robe,” Fafnir replied. 

Tobias  looked  at  the  dragon  uncertainly.  “You  can  find  him again?” 

“Of course. If we leave right now.” 

Within minutes, the entire group was heading into the mountains. 

Chapter 26

Ambushed

Tobias  led  the  way  as  they  traveled  deeper  into  the  mountains, vertical  cliffs  rising  up  on  each  side  of  them  as  they  traversed  a ravine. They had been following the Black Robe for a day and a half, intentionally staying several hours behind the man in order to avoid being detected. It was easy to stay on the trail because Fafnir was walking  unseen  beside  the  black-robed  man,  relaying  directions  to Tobias telepathically. 

The sky was clear, and the cold mountain air that blew down off the snow-capped peaks was invigorating. At least it would have been if they had gotten any sleep the night before. It had taken all night to catch up to the man, and by the time they stopped to rest, the sun was already coming up, and the man was on the move again. 

 We  have  reached  the  top  of  the  ridge,   Fafnir  reported  mentally. 

 He has stopped and is looking back at the ravine. 

 Has he seen us?  Tobias asked. 

A tingling sensation suddenly crawled up his spine. 

The Battle Mage dove to the side as a lightning bolt exploded into the spot he had occupied a moment earlier. 

Storm Giant attacks Tobias with Lightning. Attack dodged. No damage done. 

Chaos  erupted  in  the  ravine  as  twelve  gigantic  monsters  strode out of the trees toward them as lightning bolts rained down on them from the nearly cloudless sky. 

The  creatures  stood  ten  feet  tall  and  had  blueish  grey  skin  and long white beards. Leather and plate armor protected their torsos but left  huge,  muscled  arms  and  tree  trunk-like  legs  exposed.  They carried insanely large swords that were at least six feet long. 

Tobias scrambled for cover behind a large boulder then Analyzed one of the monsters approaching them. 

Name: Storm Giant

Level: 15

Size: Huge

Health: 300 / 300

Vitality: 120 / 300

Strength: 29

Stamina: 20

Agility: 14

Intelligence: 10

Wisdom: 16

Charisma: 18

The giants strode down the ravine as lightning bolts crashed into the  ground  all  around  them,  but  did  not  appear  to  be  coming  from any  of  them.  The  Battle  Mage  couldn’t  see  where  Faylienne  and Elithia  had  gone,  but  Stanwick  was  standing  in  the  middle  of  the ravine  holding  a  cutlass  that  glowed  with  a  blueish-black  light, apparently set to take on all twelve giants. 

Christoph and Doulgorlig crouched behind another boulder on the other side of the ravine, the Knight’s armor smoking slightly, having apparently  been  struck  by  one  of  the  bolts  of  lightning.  The  chain mail  seemed  to  have  protected  him  from  much  of  the  lightning damage,  but  the  Knight  was  shaking  his  head  vigorously,  clearly dazed. 

Doulgorlig cast a spell on himself then stepped into the open to join  Stanwick  against  the  charging  Storm  Giants.  Several  bolts  of lightning  streaked  toward  him  but  dissipated  when  they  hit  the invisible barrier surrounding the Monk. 

The  large  half-dwarf  stretched  out  his  hands,  and  a  nearly transparent  shield  stretched  across  the  canyon.  It  was  the  largest shield Tobias had ever seen Doulgorlig cast. 

The  giants  slammed  into  the  shield,  stopping  their  charge  less than  ten  feet  short  of  Stanwick.  The  beasts  looked  around  in confusion  just  as  arrows  began  raining  down  on  them  from

somewhere  high  in  the  trees.  They  looked  around  in  confusion, unsure of where exactly all the attacks were coming from. 

Using  the  giant’s  confusion  to  his  advantage,  Stanwick  leaped toward the closest Storm Giant, his curved blade slicing through the air  with  a  howl  that  froze  the  first  giant  in  place  for  just  a  moment. 

The blade sliced through the monster’s neck, and it collapsed, a now headless corpse. 

The Sailor-turned-innkeeper spun with the momentum and sliced another giant across the chest. The creature stumbled backward as two arrows slammed into its back in quick succession. The monster fell  to  its  knees,  and  Stanwick  lunged  forward  with  his  sword  and ended its life. 

A lightning bolt slammed into the ground on the other side of the boulder Tobias was hiding behind, quickly drawing his attention from the fight. 

 Fafnir, we need help,  Tobias sent to the dragon. 

A moment later, the dragon was at his side. “How can I help?” 

“Find the giants hurling lightning at us!” 

The  blue  dragon  disappeared  and  returned  a  moment  later. 

“There  are  two  Storm  Giants  on  each  side  of  the  ravine,”  he reported.  “Miss  Faylienne  is  climbing  the  cliffs  on  the  left  and  has almost reached the top.” 

“What about the right side?” the Battle Mage asked. 

“Two more,” Fafnir replied. 

With  the  dragon’s  help,  Tobias  spotted  one  of  the  Storm  Giants who continued to call down lightning bolts. He wasn’t sure how long Doulgorlig’s  Shield  spell  would  hold  and  knew  he  had  to  act.  The Battle  Mage  began  casting  one  of  his  new  Advanced  level  spells, Transposition. 

Just as he finished casting, he called out to Christoph, who had recovered and was drawing his sword, ready to enter the battle. 

The  Knight  looked  at  Tobias  just  as  he  disappeared  and  was replaced by a Storm Giant. The Battle Mage, now at the top of the ravine,  looked  down  at  the  very  confused  Storm  Giant  he  had  just traded  places  with.  The  giant  barely  had  time  to  register  what  had

happened  before  the  Knight  was  on  top  of  him,  swinging  a  huge greatsword. 

Tobias didn’t have time to watch the fight and looked around for the second Storm Giant on this side of the ravine. 

Fafnir  appeared  at  his  side.  “This  way,”  the  dragon  said  and bolted into the trees. 

The  Battle  Mage  followed  and  soon  saw  the  giant  through  the trees.  The  creature  was  standing  at  the  edge  of  the  ravine  looking down at the battle below, its huge arms spread wide, casting a spell. 

The  monster  pointed,  and  another  lightning  bolt  flew  down  into the ravine. 

Tobias began casting his own spell as he quietly worked his way through the trees toward the Storm Giant. 

A  twig  snapped  under  his  foot  as  he  finished  casting,  and  the giant looked up just as the fireball left the Battle Mage’s hand. 

Tobias attacks Storm Giant with Advanced Fireball for 60 Health points damage. 

Advanced Spellcasting skill increases damage by 50%. 

Total damage: 90 Health points. 

The  monster  staggered  backward,  nearly  a  third  of  its  Health points gone in an instant. 

The  Battle  Mage  immediately  began  casting  his  next  spell,  and by  the  time  the  giant  had  recovered  and  drawn  its  humongous greatsword, he had finished the spell. 

Spell: Mirror Image

Type: Air Magic

Effect:

Create a mirror image of self or target that will mimic all movements. 

Image will be dispelled at first touch. 

Cost: 20 Vitality points

Range: 25 feet

Cast Time: 2 seconds

Duration: Until dispelled

Cooldown: 5 minutes

The  Storm  Giant  shook  its  head  in  confusion,  looking  back  and forth  between  Tobias  and  his  holographic  duplication,  frozen  in indecision. 

The Battle Mage began casting another spell and drew his sword

—in case the giant guessed correctly and attacked him instead of his mirror image. 

The giant was still looking back and forth in confusion as Tobias finished  the  two-second  cast  time  and  punched  out  with  his  hand, launching another fireball. 

Tobias attacks Storm Giant with Advanced Fireball for 60 Health points damage. 

Advanced Spellcasting skill increases damage by 50%. 

Total damage: 90 Health points. 

The fireball hit the giant in the chest, and it staggered backward, roaring in pain and anger. The creature’s indecision was replaced by pure rage, and it charged the Battle Mage—the real one. 

Tobias  had  hoped  the  second  fireball  would  have  knocked  the giant off the cliff but was prepared to battle with his sword. He raised his  sword  to  block  and  stepped  to  the  side  at  the  same  time.  The giant’s sword crashed into his sword with so much force, the Battle Mage almost dropped it as the shock reverberated up his arms. 

Storm Giant attacks Tobias with Greatsword. Attack blocked. No damage done. 

The monster spun around, its rage far from abated, and attacked the Battle Mage again. 

Tobias ducked under the Storm Giant’s wild swing and swung his own sword at the giant’s back as it stumbled past. 

Storm Giant attacks Tobias with Greatsword. Attack dodged. No damage done. 

Tobias attacks Storm Giant with Longsword for 20

Health points damage. 

+5 Health points damage versus Giants. 

Strength 14 increases damage by 20%. 

Advanced Swordsmanship skill increases damage by 20%. 

Total damage: 33 Health points. 

The  giant  grunted  in  pain  as  it  slowly  turned  toward  the  Battle Mage,  breathing  hard.  Less  than  a  third  of  its  Health  points remained, and the monster was clearly hurting. 

Tobias reached out with his Levitate skill and grabbed hold of half a dozen rocks scattered around the area. He sent the bowling ball-sized rocks hurtling at the giant. 

Several  of  the  stones  flew  past  the  giant  harmlessly,  but  two  of the small boulders hit home, one in the chest and one in the head. 

Tobias attacks Storm Giant with Rock for 10 Health points damage. 

Tobias attacks Storm Giant with Rock for 20 Health points damage. 

The  large  rock  to  the  head  stunned  the  giant,  and  he  stood dazed, swaying from side to side. 

Tobias  lunged  forward  and  swung  his  sword  with  two  hands, slicing  across  the  giant’s  abdomen.  He  quickly  reversed  directions and  swung  back  with  one  hand,  cutting  the  Storm  Giant  a  second time, right below the first. 

Tobias attacks Storm Giant with Longsword for 18

Health points damage. 

+5 Health points damage versus Giants. 

Strength 14 increases damage by 20%. 

Advanced Swordsmanship skill increases damage by 20%. 

Total damage: 30 Health points. 

Tobias attacks Storm Giant with Longsword for 16

Health points damage. 

+5 Health points damage versus Giants. 

Strength 14 increases damage by 20%. 

Advanced Swordsmanship skill increases damage by 20%. 

Total damage: 27 Health points. 

The giant fell backward, toppling over the edge of the cliff. 

Tobias stepped toward the edge of the cliff and looked down. The body of the Storm Giant lay in a crumpled heap on the rocky ground below. 

Storm Giant has been killed. 

The Battle Mage took a moment to survey the battle down in the valley.  Doulgorlig,  Christoph,  and  Stanwick  surrounded  two  Storm

Giants  who  were  putting  up  a  surprisingly  effective  but  ultimately hopeless defense. Stanwick’s cutlass sliced into the leg of one of the giants, causing it to step away from the other giant, opening it up to attack  as  well.  Several  quick  sword  strikes  and  lightning-imbued mace hits later, both giants were dead. 

Elithia had also joined the fight and was facing off against a lone giant  that  seemed  hopelessly  slow  as  the  half-elf  easily  dodged  a strike from the giant’s sword and swung two axes, one in each hand, cutting  deep  gouges  into  the  monster’s  chest.  The  Storm  Giant staggered backward, and she stepped toward it, swinging both hand axes  forward  at  the  same  time.  The  weapons  spun  through  the  air and  embedded  themselves  deep  in  the  giant’s  chest.  The  monster fell over backward and didn’t move. 

The  valley  was  suddenly  quiet.  The  bodies  of  the  Storm  Giants lay in crumpled heaps all around his friends who were bloodied but mostly unharmed. 

Your party has been awarded 216,000 experience points for slaying 16 Storm Giants. 

Experience points will be divided amongst all participants in the battle. 

Tobias  looked  around  for  Faylienne  and  found  the  purple-haired halfling  waving  at  him  from  across  the  ravine.  He  waved  back  and smiled. Then smiled even bigger when he got a level-up notification. 

Congratulations! You have advanced to Level 11. You have been awarded two attribute points and one skill level advancement to be allocated as you choose. 

Chapter 27

On the Eve of Destruction

Tobias walked to the top of the ravine instead of climbing back down the  cliff  wall.  While  his  friends  looted  the  giants  after  the  battle,  he stood in roughly the same spot that the Black Robe had stopped at right  before  they  were  attacked.  He  wondered  if  that  was coincidence  or  if  it  was  related  as  he  looked  into  the  mountains, trying  to  spot  the  black-robed  man.  Not  surprisingly,  he  didn’t  see any sign of the man, but Fafnir was searching, and Tobias had faith that the dragon would find him soon enough. 

Since  he  had  a  few  minutes,  Tobias  called  up  the  level advancement  message  and  allocated  his  attribute  and  skill  level increases. He added one point to Strength and Agility, bringing both of  those  up  to  fifteen,  leaving  him  only  one  level  away  from  being able to use his new sword. He had multiple available options for skill increases  but  decided  to  increase  his  Map  Making  skill  to  the Advanced level, which would allow him to find nearby monsters. He hoped that would help them avoid future ambushes. 

When  the  rest  of  the  group  climbed  out  of  the  ravine,  they decided  to  make  camp  for  the  night,  confident  Fafnir  would eventually find the Black Robe and be able to guide them to the man in the morning. 

Camp was set up as quickly as a group of people who had been up  for  two  days  straight  and  had  just  fought  a  harrowing  battle against a large group of monsters could manage. 

They  had  decided  there  was  no  reason  to  hide  their  presence now that the Black Robe obviously knew they were following him, so Doulgorlig started a fire and began cooking in a cast iron pot he kept in his Bag of Holding. 

The  group  settled  in  around  the  fire,  letting  it  warm  them  while they waited for dinner. 

“That  is  a  very  unusual  sword  you  carry,  Stanwick,”  Christoph said. “It almost seems to glow black, which doesn’t seem possible.” 

Tobias studied Stanwick who sat silent, a grim expression on his face. There was something the Sailor-turned-innkeeper wasn’t telling them. Something he was clearly uncomfortable with. 

Stanwick exhaled forcefully and ran a hand through his hair. He looked  at  the  campfire  with  an  unseeing  gaze.  “It  is  a  sinister weapon,” he said in a haunted tone as he drew it from its sheath and held it out. “See for yourself.” 

Name:  Night Blade, Cutlass

Condition: Excellent

Damage:

26–38 Health points base damage. 

Drains 10 Health points from all living creatures. 

Damage reduced by 10 Health points versus undead creatures. 

Requirements:

Strength 15 or higher

Charisma 16 or higher

Attack Cost: 20 Vitality points

The  Battle  Mage’s  mouth  dropped  open.  A  little  quick  math  told him this sword would do nearly ninety health points of damage when wielded by a Level 20 Master Swordsman with a Strength attribute of 20. He speculated that Stanwick fit both of those descriptions. 

 Why  does  the  sword  have  a  Charisma  requirement,  though? 

Tobias wondered, irritation beginning to gnaw at him. 

Stanwick  stared  into  the  sword  and  appeared  to  be  lost  in thought.  He  shook  his  head  slightly  before  continuing.  “The  sword feeds  on  your  emotions,”  he  said.  “It  draws  in  your  anger  and amplifies it.” 

The  Battle  Mage  could  feel  the  pull  of  the  sword  calling  to  him, urging him to release the pent-up rage. He subconsciously reached for his own sword and could see Doulgorlig and Christoph tense up as  well.  Tobias  wouldn’t  let  them  have  the  sword,  though.  It  would make a perfect weapon for a battle mage. 

The old Sailor sheathed the sword, and there was a sudden burst of fresh air. Tobias shook his head and felt like a fog had lifted from his  brain.  He  noticed  the  brothers  also  shaking  off  whatever  spell had started to grip them. 

“The  Charisma  requirement  isn’t  as  much  a  requirement  as  a minimum  level  needed  to  keep  the  sword  from  influencing  you.  As you just saw, you don’t need to be holding the sword to be affected, either.” 

Tobias  looked  at  Stanwick  with  concern.  There  was  already  so much  to  this  man  that  he  didn’t  know,  and  now  it  appeared  he wielded a sinister sword that could possess anyone nearby.  Who are you?  he wondered silently. 

“You  are  obviously  a  very  skilled  fighter,”  the  Battle  Mage  said, 

“but  we  know  almost  nothing  about  your  true  abilities.  We  need  to know more if we are to trust you in battle.” 

Stanwick  looked  around  the  fire  at  each  person  then  nodded slightly. “I have a skill called Hide in Plain Sight,” he said. “It allows me to hide my level and some attributes from anyone who is a lower level, among other things.” 

The  old  Sailor  was  silent  for  a  moment  then  said,  “You  may Analyze me now.” 

The Battle Mage used his Analyze skill. 

Name: Stanwick Dahl, Human

Profession: Sailor

Level: 20

Size: Medium

Health: 400 / 400

Vitality: 320 / 320

Agility: 16

Charisma: 18

Intelligence: 17 (+2)

Stamina: 16

Strength: 20 (+4)

Wisdom: 10

“I  am  a  Master  Swordsman  as  well  as  a  Master  in  Stealth,” 

Stanwick added. 

The  Sailor  spread  his  arms  and  bowed  his  head  slightly.  “Now you know everything about me.” 

Tobias  knew  that  wasn’t  true.  He  was  certain  that  there  were many things the man wasn’t sharing. At least they knew his abilities now, and they were impressive. 

Further conversation was interrupted by Fafnir’s return. 

All eyes turned to the dragon. “I could not find the Black Robe,” 

he reported. 

The Battle Mage looked at his companion questioningly. “What?!” 

“He seems to have disappeared,” Fafnir said. 

“How can that be?” Tobias asked. 

“I  do  not  know,  but  after  several  hours  of  searching,  I  gave  up and decided to search the surrounding area.” 

“Did you find anything?” Tobias asked. 

Fafnir nodded. “I did indeed. I found the  Electriterra stronghold.” 

Stanwick leaned forward. “Are you sure?” 

The dragon blew an indignant puff of smoke. “Of course I am.” 

The  Sailor  sat  back  and  rubbed  his  chin  thoughtfully.  “What  did you see?” 

“The fortress is still under construction, but it is nearly complete,” 

Fafnir  replied.  “Dozens  of  goblins,  trolls,  and  giants  are  camped outside. There are slave pens with hundreds of human slaves.” 

“Did you go inside?” Tobias asked. 

The dragon looked at him like he had asked if the sky was blue. 

“Of  course,”  Fafnir  replied.  “Most  of  the  fortress  is  dedicated  to  a central chamber that I am unable to enter, though.” 

“What do you mean?” Stanwick asked. 

“My  projection  cannot  enter  the  central  chamber,”  the  dragon said. “I cannot explain it, but my projection is somehow shielded.” 

“Like the Vampire Lord’s lair?” Tobias asked. 

Fafnir nodded. “Yes.” 

“So, there’s a vampire in there?” Christoph asked. 

Elithia  shook  her  head.  “Not  necessarily,  but  we  know  there  is magic that can block the dragon. This is obviously similar magic.” 

“It’s  unlikely  to  be  a  vampire,”  Stanwick  said.  “The  Black  Robes are  evil,  but  nothing  suggests  they  are  being  controlled  by  an undead Vampire Lord.” 

“Vampire or not, we need to get into that chamber,” Tobias said. 

The Sailor nodded. “Agreed,” he said then turned to the dragon. 

“Tell us exactly what you saw, both outside and inside the fortress.” 

Chapter 28

Full Frontal Assault

The fortress was situated in a small valley surrounded by mountains on all sides. A narrow river flowed into the valley near where Tobias and his friends looked down at the  Electriterra stronghold. It flowed around toward the fortress, filling a wide moat before flowing out of the valley on the opposite end of the canyon. Where the river flowed into and out of the valley appeared to be the only ways into and out of the area unless you climbed the mountain peaks. 

They  had  watched  the  activity  for  several  hours  and  had  seen multiple  groups  of  slaves  led  into  the  fortress  by  Black  Robes  but had  not  seen  any  of  them  come  out.  There  were  Mountain  Trolls stationed at the drawbridge, but they hadn’t seen any other monsters going into or coming out of the fortress itself. 

Fafnir  had  returned  to  the  fortress  to  investigate  again  but  still could  not  enter  the  protected  central  region.  “There  was  no  sign  of monsters  inside  the  fortress,”  the  dragon  reported.  “Only  Black Robes and slaves being brought into the area I cannot enter.” 

There  was  a  large  drawbridge  that  provided  access  to  the fortress.  “We  need  to  prevent  them  from  closing  the  drawbridge,” 

Stanwick said. 

“I can use my Transposition spell and swap places with someone on the other side of the drawbridge,” Tobias offered. 

Stanwick shook his head. “You will be too vulnerable. You could be swarmed over by trolls and Black Robes before we fight our way through the camp.” 

“Do you have a better idea?” 

The  Sailor  shrugged.  “Better  is  a  subjective  term,”  he  said.  “My Stealth skill will allow me to get inside undetected.” 

“You will be just as vulnerable as Tobias,” Christoph said. 

“I am a higher level and a Master Swordsman,” Stanwick pointed out. 

Elithia  shook  her  head.  “No,  you  would  be  overwhelmed,  too, once they figured out you were there.” 

“I’ll go with him,” Tobias said. “Once he crosses the drawbridge, I will use Transposition to join him. There will be two of us then.” 

Elithia  looked  from  Stanwick  to  Tobias  then  nodded.  “Okay.  We will worry about the monsters on the outside.” 

“I will let them know of any dangers,” Fafnir assured the half-elf, which seemed to reassure her a little. 

Christoph  began  drawing  a  crude  diagram  of  the  fortress  in  the dirt  with  a  stick.  “If  we  attack  here  as  soon  as  they  get  to  the drawbridge, that should draw them away,” he said, marking a spot on his  dirt  drawing  with  an  X.  “That  will  give  you  time  to  secure  the drawbridge.” 

They  spent  a  few  more  minutes  working  through  the  details  of their plan then started working their way down the mountainside into the  valley.  Tobias  stayed  behind  so  he  could  watch  what  was happening and know when to cast his spell. Fafnir stayed with him. 

“Be careful,” Elithia said to Tobias before following the rest of the group down the mountain. She turned to the dragon and said, “Keep him safe.” 

Tobias  looked  down  into  the  valley,  watching  his  friends  approach the  outer  edge  of  the  monster  encampment.  Stanwick  had  already branched  off  and  was  working  his  way  toward  the  drawbridge.  The goblins  and  trolls  seemed  to  completely  ignore  him  as  he  walked toward the entrance to the fortress as if he belonged there as much as  they  did.  It  made  the  Battle  Mage  reconsider  his  previous  low regard  for  the  Stealth  skill  and  contemplate  leveling  that  skill  up  at some point. 

Of  course,  being  able  to  cast  a  spell  and  transport  himself anywhere  there  was  someone  to  trade  places  with  was  a  pretty useful skill too. 

He  held  his  breath  as  Stanwick  strolled  across  the  drawbridge, sure  the  Sailor  would  be  stopped  any  minute.  The  exact  opposite seemed  to  happen,  though.  After  he  crossed  the  drawbridge,  he

began  conversing  with  a  troll,  pointing  and  talking  excitedly  as  he walked toward the camp outside the walls of the fortress. 

Tobias realized what the old Sailor was doing and quickly began casting. Five seconds later, he was standing next to Stanwick as the man continued gesticulating for a moment until he realized the troll was gone. 

The  Battle  Mage’s  presence  immediately  broke  whatever  hold Stanwick’s Stealth skill had over the monsters, and two trolls rushed toward them. 

Stanwick  drew  his  sword  and  charged  the  closest  troll.  Tobias drew his own sword as he watched the Sailor slice the monster with a  two-handed  swing  then  turned  his  attention  to  the  troll  that  was racing toward him. 

The  Mountain  Troll  was  nearly  ten  feet  tall  and  swung  down  at the Battle Mage, attempting to crush him with a huge wooden club. 

Tobias knew better than to try and block, so he sidestepped the blow and  swung  his  sword,  slicing  the  creature’s  side  as  it  stumbled forward after missing him with the club. 

Mountain Troll attacks Tobias with Club. Attack dodged. No damage done. 

Tobias attacks Mountain Troll with Longsword for 18

Health points damage. 

Strength 15 increases damage by 25%. 

Advanced Swordsmanship skill increases damage by 20%. 

+5 Health points damage versus Trolls. 

Total damage: 31 Health points. 

The  troll  turned  and  growled  at  the  Battle  Mage,  large  yellow teeth bared. The wound on its side was already closing. 

“How  the  hell  do  you  kill  these  things?”  Tobias  shouted  in frustration. 

Stanwick  was  suddenly  there,  slicing  his  sword  across  the creature’s  chest.  He  spun  in  a  graceful—and  deadly—circle  and plunged his sword into the troll. 

The Sailor kicked the troll backward, pulling his sword free as the monster  collapsed.  “You  kill  them  quickly,”  he  said,  answering  the Battle  Mage’s  question  from  a  moment  before.  “You  have  to  strike fast and repeatedly. Otherwise, they will heal themselves faster than you can hurt them.” 

 That’s  easy  for  you  to  say,   Tobias  thought  to  himself.  He  really needed  to  upgrade  his  sword  if  he  was  going  to  be  fighting  self-healing monsters. 

“The  fight’s  not  over  yet,”  Stanwick  said.  “We  need  to  burn  the bodies before they heal themselves and we have to kill them again.” 

The Battle Mage smiled grimly. “I think I’ve got a spell for that.” 

Tobias raised his right arm and pointed at the closest troll as he began chanting. Two seconds later, a fireball erupted from his hand and engulfed the troll. A second fireball engulfed the other troll a few seconds later. 

The  trolls  sizzled  as  they  burned,  black  smoke  rising  from  their bodies.  There  was  no  notification  of  damage  done,  but  an experience-gained message confirmed they were now truly dead. 

Your party has been awarded 13,000 experience points for slaying 2 Mountain Trolls. 

Experience points will be divided amongst all participants in the battle. 

Tobias checked his mental map for nearby enemies, glad he had upgraded his Map Making skill. There didn’t appear to be anything or anyone approaching them from inside the fortress. 

“I think we’re safe for the moment,” the Battle Mage reported then turned to Fafnir. “Keep an eye out for anyone coming our way from

inside.” 

The dragon nodded. “I will watch your back.” 

Stanwick  sheathed  his  sword,  and  a  crossbow  appeared  in  his hands a moment later. “Let’s give our friends some support,” he said, walking toward the drawbridge. 

Tobias joined the Sailor and looked out at the battle that was now being waged on the other side of the moat. 

Christoph  and  Doulgorlig  stood  side  by  side  at  the  base  of  a small  hill,  slicing  and  smashing  any  troll,  goblin,  or  giant  that  got close.  Elithia  stood  at  the  top  of  the  hill  firing  at  monsters  from  her magical quiver that never ran out of arrows. She would occasionally lob an explosive ball into the back of the monsters to thin their ranks before they could overwhelm the brothers. 

Faylienne was nowhere to be seen. 

Stanwick pointed toward the slave cages as if reading the Battle Mage’s mind. “She’s going to free the slaves,” he said. 

Tobias  smiled  as  he  saw  the  diminutive  halfling  cutting  her  way through the goblins that were guarding the human slaves. He quickly pulled the Goblin Slayer wand from his Bag of Holding and aimed it at a goblin that was racing at her back, a rusty sword raised over its head. 

A bolt of magic zipped from the wand, slammed into the goblin, and sent it flying, nearly colliding with Faylienne. 

Tobias attacks Goblin with Goblin Slayer Wand for 20

Health points damage. 

Advanced Magical Instruments skill increases damage by 50%. 

Total damage: 30 Health points. 

The  monster  crashed  into  the  ground  and  tumbled  head  over heels before coming to a stop in an unmoving heap. 

Goblin has been killed. 

Faylienne  looked  over  her  shoulder  and  made  eye  contact  with Tobias  and  gave  him  a  nod,  then  turned  back  to  the  fight,  ducking under a goblin sword and stabbing forward in the same motion. 

The  Battle  Mage  hadn’t  been  using  his  wands  much  since learning  more  deadly  spells,  but  the  Goblin  Slayer  wand  was  a perfect  weapon  for  fighting  goblins.  He  emptied  all  ten  charges  as the halfling sliced her way to the slave cages in a whirling dance of death. 

With Faylienne safe at the slave cages, he turned his attention to the  horde  that  sought  to  overwhelm  the  Knight,  Monk,  and  Ranger and began casting. A moment later, a fireball sped toward the cluster of monsters, striking a Goblin Warmonger. 

Tobias attacks Goblin Warmonger with Advanced Fireball for 60 Health points damage. 

Advanced Spellcasting skill increases damage by 50%. 

Total damage: 90 Health points. 

The  creature  burst  into  flames  then  collapsed  in  a  smoldering heap. 

Goblin Warmonger has been killed. 

“Don’t  waste  your  spells  on  the  trolls,”  Stanwick  advised  as  he launched crossbow bolts into the fray. “They will heal faster than you can hurt them.” 

Tobias nodded and continued to cast spells, alternating between fireballs  and  lightning  bolts  until  his  Vitality  was  almost  gone. 

Faylienne  had  freed  the  prisoners  and  had  charged  back  into  the battle, cutting monsters down from behind. The battle would be over soon. 

“Let’s go,” Stanwick said, putting the crossbow back into his Bag of Holding and drawing his sword. 

“Shouldn’t we wait for the others?” Tobias asked. 

The  Sailor  shook  his  head,  a  look  of  determination  on  his  face. 

“No time,” he said. “I’ve got a bad feeling about what’s going on in there.” 

The  Battle  Mage  looked  back  at  the  battle  taking  place  on  the other side of the moat. His friends did appear to have it well in hand now.  “Okay,  let’s  go,”  he  said  with  a  nod  and  turned  to  follow Stanwick into the fortress. 

“I  do  not  think  this  is  a  good  idea,”  Fafnir  said  as  he  followed Tobias inside. 

Chapter 29

Infiltration

Stanwick  stormed  into  the  fortress  like  a  man  on  a  mission.  A mission he had not shared the specifics of. 

The interior of the stronghold was more like a labyrinth than any castle Tobias had ever seen. 

The  Battle  Mage  hurried  to  keep  up  with  the  Sailor  as  the  man kicked open every door he came to, barging in with sword drawn. 

The  outer  fortress  appeared  to  be  abandoned,  and  they  didn’t encounter anyone. 

Tobias  checked  his  Map  Making  Skill  and  didn’t  see  any monsters on the map. He assumed it would show Black Robes, too, since  they  were  enemies,  but  he  wasn’t  absolutely  sure  yet.  It  was something he would need to test at some point. 

Fafnir  disappeared  from  his  side  for  a  moment  then  returned.  “I do not

see  anyone  in  the  outer  area  of  the  fortress,”  the  dragon reported, reinforcing the sense that the outer part of the fortress was abandoned. 

An experience award message announced the completion of the battle outside the walls. 

Your party has been awarded 8,600 experience points for slaying 86 Goblins. 

Your party has been awarded 28,800 experience points for slaying 32 Goblin Warmongers. 

Your party has been awarded 91,000 experience points for slaying 14 Mountain Trolls. 

Your party has been awarded 71,500 experience points for slaying 11 Stone Giants. 

Experience points will be divided amongst all participants in the battle. 

The  next  message  brought  a  tense  smile  to  the  Battle  Mage’s face as he followed Stanwick on whatever self-appointed mission the Sailor was on. 

Congratulations! You have advanced to Level 12. You have been awarded two attribute points and one skill level advancement to be allocated as you choose. 

There  was  no  time  to  worry  about  the  level  advance  at  that particular moment, but the simple act of leveling up had completely replenished  his  Health  and  Vitality,  restoring  them  to  their  new maximum  levels.  Tobias  would  worry  about  attribute  and  skill increases later. 

“Go  tell  the  others  where  we  are,”  Tobias  instructed  Fafnir.  “Tell them I am staying with Stanwick.” 

“I will not be able to find you if you continue to the center of the fortress,” the dragon said. 

The Battle Mage exhaled and pursed his lips. “I know,” he said. 

“And I’m pretty sure that is where Stanwick is heading.” 

“You do not have to follow him,” Fafnir said. 

Tobias  shook  his  head.  “I  can’t  abandon  him,”  he  said.  “I  don’t know what exactly is going on, but he may need my help.” 

The  dragon  nodded.  “I  figured  as  much,”  he  said.  “Try  to deactivate whatever magic is keeping me out.” 

“I  will  do  my  best,”  the  Battle  Mage  promised.  “Now,  go  get  the others.” 

Fafnir  raced  away,  and  Tobias  turned  to  follow  Stanwick,  who was kicking open another door thirty yards away. 

“I  don’t  think  there  is  anyone  out  here,”  the  Battle  Mage  said when he caught up with the Sailor. 

“I’m  not  looking  for  people,”  Stanwick  replied  then  continued storming down the hallway without explaining any further. 

After kicking open several more doors, they came to a large set of double doors. They were easily ten feet tall and at least as wide, made  of  thick,  dark  wood  with  metal  bands  crisscrossing  them.  A quick check of his map confirmed this was a door to the central area of the fortress that Fafnir could not enter. 

Magical  runes  were  etched  into  the  wall  all  the  way  around  the door. Tobias studied the writing as he approached the door. “Is this why  Fafnir  can’t  enter?”  he  asked,  his  fingers  tracing  one  of  the symbols. 

“I  don’t  know,”  Stanwick  said.  “Right  now,  the  door  is  what’s keeping us out, so we need to get it open.” 

There were no handles to pull on, so they placed their hands on the  doors  and  pushed.  Tobias’s  ring-enhanced  strength  of  fifteen already made him stronger than any person who had ever lived on Earth. Stanwick’s strength of twenty was exponentially higher. 

The  wood  groaned  and  creaked  as  they  pushed,  but  it  didn’t open.  Stanwick  growled  in  frustration  and  began  pounding  on  the door.  The  wood  cracked  a  little  with  every  blow,  but  Tobias  knew  it was futile. Even with superhuman strength, the doors were not going to be beaten open. 

Maybe they would burn. 

“Step back,” the Battle Mage said. “Let me try something.” 

Tobias  began  chanting,  and  a  moment  later,  a  fireball  erupted from  his  hand.  It  slammed  into  the  door  and  exploded  in  every direction. 

When the smoke and flames cleared, the door still stood closed, completely unaffected by the magic. 

Tobias  walked  to  the  doors  and  placed  a  hand  on  the  still-cool, unscorched  wood  of  the  door.  “Mother  of  a  hairless  goat,”  he  said. 

“What now?” 

Stanwick didn’t get a chance to answer as the doors were flung open from the inside, right into the Battle Mage, sending him flying backward. 

Time  froze  for  Tobias  as  he  flew  through  the  air,  and  chaos erupted all around him. 

Christoph,  Doulgorlig,  Elithia,  and  Faylienne  rounded  the  corner at a near run, skidding to a stop as a group of Black Robes emerged from  the  now  open  doorway.  The  Monk  had  apparently  sensed  the danger and was already raising a magical shield. 

The Black Robes that emerged from the doors that had just been thrown  open  were  different  than  previous  ones  they’d  faced.  They wore similar garments but with hoods that were raised and covered their faces. Five separate magical attacks burst forth. 

The  bolts  of  magic  slammed  into  Doulgorlig’s  shield  in  an explosion of light and arcane power just as Tobias crashed into the ground a dozen yards away. 

Tobias takes 42 Health points damage from fall. 

The Battle Mage pushed himself to a seated position, shaking his head  to  clear  away  the  cobwebs.  He  took  a  moment  to  use  his Analyze skill on the closest Black Robe. 

Name: Black Robe Master, Human

Profession: Wizard

Level: 15

Size: Medium

Health: 300 / 300

Vitality: 300 / 300

Strength: 10

Stamina: 20

Agility: 10

Intelligence: 18

Wisdom: 11

Charisma: 12

 So, these are the mysterious masters, Tobias thought to himself. 

His friends charged into the group of Black Robe Masters while the Battle Mage sat unseen in the shadows recovering. Elithia was firing  a  stream  of  arrows  from  behind  Doulgorlig’s  magical  shield, 

and several of the Masters already had arrows protruding from their torsos.  It  appeared  one  of  them  had  the  Levitate  skill,  though,  as arrows were careening away as often as they struck home. 

Tobias  quickly  Analyzed  more  of  the  Black  Robe  Masters, wondering  if  they  were  all  Wizards.  He  had  become  very  proficient with the skill, and he quickly knew their five opponents were different professions, including Cleric, Rogue, and Wizard, ranging from Level 14 to Level 17. 

Doulgorlig’s  magical  barrier  suddenly  flashed  out  of  existence. 

Faylienne,  the  now  Level  16  Rogue,  was  the  first  to  act,  charging ahead  the  instant  the  shield  failed.  She  raced  forward,  her  swords cutting  into  a  Level  14  Cleric  who  had  already  taken  several  of  the arrows Elithia, who was now a Level 17 Ranger, had fired. The spell the  cleric  had  been  casting  died  on  his  lips  as  he  crumpled  to  the ground. 

Christoph  was  only  a  split  second  behind.  The  Level  14  Knight swung his two-handed greatsword,  Nancy, with precision and power that  was  more  than  a  match  for  the  Level  15  Wizard  he  faced,  the man all but helpless without the ability to cast spells. 

Tobias  cast  Basic  Healing  on  himself  and  pushed  himself  to  his feet, ready to join his friends in battle. 

Fafnir  suddenly  appeared  at  his  side.  “Stanwick  is  gone,”  the dragon  reported.  “He  must  have  gone  inside  because  I  cannot  see him anywhere.” 

“Dammit,  Stanwick,”  the  Battle  Mage  cursed.  “What  are  you doing?” 

“Your friends have this battle well in hand,” Fafnir said. “You need to find the innkeeper.” 

A quick glance at the battle told Tobias everything he needed to know. The Black Robe Masters had pushed back against his friends, but two of them had already fallen, and they were now outnumbered. 

“Tell  them  where  I  went,”  he  said  then  drew  his  sword  and  began casting. 

Several  seconds  later,  the  Battle  Mage  disappeared  as  he finished casting the Invisibility spell. 

Spell: Invisibility

Type: Air Magic

Effect:

Bend light around self or target, rendering it invisible. 

Attacking or casting another spell while invisible automatically ends spell. 

Cost: 20 Vitality points

Range: 10 feet

Cast Time: 5 seconds

Duration: 5 minutes

Cooldown: 10 minutes

Tobias moved toward the open door into the unknown area at the center of the fortress, knowing he would be undetectable—but also all alone—for five minutes or until he used his sword. 

Chapter 30

It All Comes Tumbling Down

Tobias raced through the open doorway and felt a chill as he passed over  the  threshold.  He  found  himself  in  a  dimly  lit  hallway  that extended to the left and right. The battle behind him seemed muted, even though it was happening a mere twenty feet away. 

He  checked  his  mental  map  and  saw  the  area  ahead  was  still completely dark. He also noted the area he had just come from was blank  as  well.  Neither  his  friends  nor  the  Black  Robe  Masters  they were fighting appeared on the map. Only the tunnels were visible. 

 Whatever  magic  is  at  play  blocks  the  Map  Making  skill  in  both directions,  the Battle Mage realized. He had not checked that in the vampire’s lair, so he didn’t know if it was the same then too. 

There  was  no  way  to  know  which  direction  Stanwick  had  gone, so he moved off to the left to explore. There were no doors or rooms, and the hallway turned to the right after fifty yards or so. The corridor continued  straight  as  far  as  he  could  see  in  the  dim  light,  and  he cautiously moved forward. 

The  passageway  went  on  for  a  hundred  yards  or  so  with  no doors, just like the first stretch of hallway. Tobias was startled by the sound  of  clanging  metal  just  as  he  reached  the  corner.  He  looked around  the  corner  and  could  see  light  shining  out  of  an  opening about halfway down another straight corridor. 

There  was  about  a  minute  left  on  his  Invisibility  spell,  so  the Battle  Mage  hurried  around  the  corner  and  toward  the  light.  He quickly reached a huge set of double doors, similar to the doors on the opposite side where he’d entered the hallway. 

Tobias froze as he stepped into the doorway, taking in the sight before him. The large central chamber was as long and as wide as a football field. The floor of the central chamber was a yellowish-brown stone that appeared to be the natural stone of the mountain, carved and smoothed by man. A large black arch stood at the center of the room,  ropes  stretching  away  in  all  directions,  holding  it  upright.  He

couldn’t  tell  what  the  arch  was  made  of  or  even  if  it  was  a  single piece or constructed of multiple smaller segments. 

The  Battle  Mage  stepped  through  the  doorway  and  hid  in  the shadows where he could observe what was going on without being seen once his invisibility spell ended. 

Twenty  or  more  of  the  hooded  Black  Robes  scrambled  around loading wooden boxes into four large, wheeled wagons and pushing them toward the archway. One man stood out among the group. He wore a form-fitting black robe with gold symbols around the neck and down the front and was clearly the man in charge. 

 Deveril! 

The  man  was  yelling  and  gesticulating  wildly.  Everyone scrambled  around,  apparently  attempting  to  either  appease  him  or avoid his ire. One of the hooded Black Robe Masters, in his attempt to be hasty, dropped one of the boxes as he attempted to load it into a wagon that was already being pushed toward the arch. 

Deveril  stormed  toward  the  man,  yelling  and  pointing  wildly. 

Tobias  was  drawn  to  the  box  that  had  fallen  and  the  contents  that had spilled out. Hundreds of gold coins were scattered over the floor, and  the  hooded  Black  Robe  who  had  dropped  it  was  on  his  hands and  knees,  frantically  scooping  up  the  contents  and  shoving  them back into the box. 

Tobias searched the room for Stanwick and found him a moment later on the side of the chamber, walking as if he belonged. He was clearly using his Stealth skill again as he casually walked right up to a hooded Black Robe who seemed not to notice him at all. 

A  cry  of  pain  suddenly  echoed  through  the  huge  chamber,  and everyone froze, their gaze drawn to the side of the chamber where Stanwick was standing over a Black Robe Master, pulling his sword free from the now unmoving corpse. 

Deveril  began  yelling  orders,  pointing  toward  Stanwick,  then yelled  more  orders  pointing  at  the  wagons  and  then  the  archway. 

Several hooded, black-robed figures charged toward Stanwick, who was  now  storming  toward  the  center  of  the  room.  The  rest  of  the Black  Robe  Masters  finished  loading  boxes  and  pushed  the remaining wagons toward the archway. 

Tobias  worked  his  way  around  the  chamber  toward  where Stanwick was preparing to meet the charge. He knew the only way he  could  help  Stanwick  was  if  he  stayed  hidden  and  used  the element of surprise to his advantage at a critical point in the fight. 

The  first  robed  figure  to  reach  Stanwick  met  a  swift  end  as  the Master  Swordsman  easily  parried  the  first  strike  and  delivered  two quick counterstrikes with his deadly sword,  Night Blade. 

The remaining three Black Robe Masters were more cautious in their approach. Tobias continued working his way toward the fight, all the while keeping an eye on the activity near the arch. He could no longer see Deveril but doubted the man was far away. 

The  three  Black  Robes  surrounded  Stanwick  and  tried  to overwhelm  him  with  a  coordinated  series  of  attacks.  The  Master Swordsman was too quick, though. Two of the three attackers took critical wounds on their first round of attacks and were quickly on the defensive as Stanwick lashed out with his deadly sword. 

A flash of light filled the chamber, and all eyes turned toward the large  arch  at  the  center  of  the  room  that  was  now  filled  by  a shimmering black curtain. 

Stanwick  took  advantage  of  the  distraction,  and  with  two  quick jabs,  cut  down  the  two  Black  Robe  Masters  that  he’d  previously wounded, leaving him with a one-on-one sword battle. 

The Sailor faced his opponent, stance wide, sword held in front. 

He flicked it side to side, teasing his opponent, the confidence of a Master evident in his movements. 

The black-robed figure stood there unmoving for a moment, then reached  up  and  pulled  the  hood  back,  revealing  a  middle-aged woman with short brown hair. Stanwick suddenly stiffened, his sword arm dropping to the side as he stared at the woman who smiled at him. 

The  woman  suddenly  lunged  forward  with  her  sword,  and  the innkeeper watched helplessly as the blade slid into his stomach. The sword dropped from his hand as the woman pulled her sword from his  body,  and  he  fell  to  his  knees.  He  grasped  at  his  stomach  but never took his eyes off his assailant. 

“NO!” Tobias screamed, drawing the woman’s attention, delaying a fatal strike. 

The  woman  looked  at  the  Battle  Mage  with  her  head  cocked  to the side, studying him for a moment before turning her attention back to the old Sailor. 

Stanwick looked up at his assailant as if frozen in a trance. She raised her sword with two hands and nodded at the old Sailor then sliced down with her sword. 

The  Battle  Mage  finished  casting  just  as  the  woman  began  her swing,  and  he  instantly  swapped  places  with  Stanwick  by  the Transposition spell. 

He raised his sword to deflect the would-have-been-fatal blow. 

Mariana attacks Tobias with Shortsword. Attack blocked. No damage done. 

The  woman  had  expected  an  uncontested  strike  and  was  not prepared  to  parry.  Tobias  lashed  out  with  his  sword  and  sliced through her black robes and abdominal muscles with ease. 

Tobias attacks Mariana with Longsword for 18 Health points damage. 

Strength 15 increases damage by 25%. 

Advanced Swordsmanship skill increases damage by 20%. 

Total damage: 26 Health points. 

She  staggered  backward,  her  sword  out  to  the  side.  Tobias jumped  to  his  feet  and  stepped  forward,  both  hands  on  his  sword, ready to deliver a critical blow. 

“WAIT!”  Stanwick  shouted  as  he  staggered  toward  the  Battle Mage and the Black Robe Master. 

Tobias paused and turned toward Stanwick in confusion. 

A bolt of magical energy slammed into the Battle Mage and sent him flying. 

Deveril attacks Tobias with Fist of Heaven for 100

Health points damage. 

Armor decreases damage by 10%. 

Total damage: 90 Health points. 

The Battle Mage crashed into the wall twenty feet away, and his sword flew from his hand. He crumpled to the ground, and the wall was the only thing keeping him even partially upright. 

Tobias takes 38 Health points damage from fall. 

His  head  swam,  and  his  health  was  dangerously  low.  A  single powerful blow would easily end his life. 

A  haughty  voice  drew  his  attention.  “You  and  your  friends  have interfered  with  our  plans  for  the  last  time,”  Deveril  sneered  as  he stalked  toward  Tobias,  his  hand  glowing  with  the  power  of  another spell. 

Tobias  looked  around  for  his  sword,  but  it  was  nowhere  to  be seen.  He  searched  for  something  to  reach  out  and  grab  with  his Levitation power, but nothing heeded his call. 

The Battle Mage had no weapon and no time to cast a spell. 

And then he remembered. He had leveled up but hadn’t allocated his skill points. Tobias quickly added one point each to Strength and Agility then reached into his Bag of Holding. 

“You never should have come to this world,” Deveril was saying as he extended his arm toward the Battle Mage. 

Tobias  pulled  his  hand  out  of  his  Bag  of  Holding,  his  fingers wrapped around the hilt of  Epic Blade, his Strength and Agility now meeting  the  requirements  to  use  the  enchanted  sword.  He  lunged toward Deveril with the sword extended. 

Tobias attacks Deveril with  Epic Blade for 42 Health points damage. 

Strength 16 increases damage by 30%. 

Advanced Swordsmanship skill increases damage by 20%. 

Total damage: 63 Health points. 

Deveril staggered back in shock, unleashing the spell he’d been holding. The magic bolt exploded into the wall above Tobias’s head instead of hitting him in his torso, the light momentarily blinding him. 

Deveril attacks Tobias with Fist of Heaven. Attack dodged. No damage done. 

The Battle Mage jumped to his feet, swinging  Epic Blade in front of  himself  blindly.  As  his  vision  returned,  he  searched  around, leading with his sword, ready to defend himself. 

The leader of the Black Robes had disappeared, though, and the sound  of  Stanwick  groaning  a  few  feet  away  pulled  his  attention toward  his  friend.  He  rushed  to  the  old  Sailor’s  side,  summoning  a healing  potion  from  his  Bag  of  Holding.  Tobias  knelt  down  and poured the vial down his throat. 

Satisfied  Stanwick  would  recover,  he  stood  and  looked  toward the archway at the center of the room. The last of the wagons was disappearing through the black curtain of the gigantic portal. Deveril and  the  woman  that  had  skewered  Stanwick  were  approaching  the arch, clearly having healed themselves. 

The  leader  of  the   Electriterra  turned  back  toward  Tobias  right before  he  reached  the  portal.  “Next  time,  I  will  kill  you!”  Deveril promised  then  stepped  through  the  shimmering  black  curtain  and disappeared. 

Tobias screamed in rage and ran toward the portal. He only made it  three  steps  before  a  huge  explosion  rocked  the  room.  He  was thrown backward like a rag doll and felt bones break as he slammed into the wall. 

Tobias takes 68 Health points damage from fall. 

He was unconscious before his body hit the ground. 

Chapter 31

W

So What the Heck Just Happened Tobias  opened  his  eyes  in  a  dimly  lit  room—a  hallway,  he  quickly realized.  His  head  throbbed,  but  a  quick  self-check  revealed  his health to be roughly half restored. 

He  looked  around  and  saw  Stanwick  seated  next  to  the  wall  a short distance away, Elithia sitting next to him. Christoph, Doulgorlig, and  Faylienne  stood  close  by,  talking  quietly.  At  least  it  seemed quiet,  but  his  ears  were  ringing  fiercely,  so  they  could  have  been shouting for all he could tell. 

Fafnir sat next to him, staring at him questioningly. 

“What happened?” the Battle Mage asked as he pushed himself to a seated position. 

“There  was  an  explosion  in  the  central  chamber,”  the  dragon said.  “Stanwick  dragged  you  out  of  the  room  before  it  completely collapsed. Then he collapsed himself. He only woke a moment ago.” 

Doulgorlig noticed the Battle Mage had woken and approached, Christoph and Faylienne only a step behind. 

“What happened in there?” the Monk asked. 

“I’m  not  sure,”  Tobias  answered,  his  memory  still  a  bit  fuzzy.  “I think the portal exploded.” 

“What portal?” Faylienne asked. 

“There  was  a  huge  portal,”  he  said.  “And  there  were  at  least twenty Black Robes. The important ones too. The Masters and even Deveril.” 

The  Battle  Mage  shook  his  head  and  blew  out  a  long  breath. 

“They all got away,” he said, shaking his head. “And they took a lot of gold with them. Wagonloads of it.” 

“Where did they go?” Christoph asked. 

“I don’t know,” Tobias answered. “Through the portal, but I don’t know where it went.” 

The  Battle  Mage  pushed  himself  to  his  feet  and  looked  around. 

He  had  assumed  they  were  just  outside  the  chamber  where  the portal had been, but saw five black-robed corpses and realized they

were back in the outer hallway where he’d left his friends earlier and followed Stanwick. 

He  walked  toward  the  closest  black-robed  body.  The  hood  had fallen  back,  and  Tobias  looked  down  at  a  man  who  was  oddly familiar. He used his Analyze skill on the corpse. 

Name: Wayne Reed, Human

Profession: Rogue

Level: 16

Size: Medium

Health: 0 / 320

Vitality: 0 / 320

Strength: 14

Stamina: 20

Agility: 14

Intelligence: 12

Wisdom: 9

Charisma: 14

The Battle Mage knew that name, but it took a moment for him to place the man, primarily because it was completely unexpected. He had met Wayne Reed before, he realized. In another time and place. 

On  Earth.  The  man  he  looked  down  on  was  much  older  than  the gamer  he  had  battled  more  than  once,  but  there  was  no  mistaking the beady eyes that were a little too close together. 

“This one’s an Otherworlder,” Tobias exclaimed. 

“Are you sure?” Doulgorlig asked. 

“Positive.” 

The  Battle  Mage  quickly  checked  the  other  four  bodies  but  had no way to tell if any of them had been from Earth too. 

“So what does that mean?” the Monk asked. 

Tobias shook his head. “I have no idea,” he said then turned his gaze on Stanwick. “But maybe he does.” 

The  Battle  Mage  stalked  toward  the  innkeeper,  who  was  still sitting  with  his  back  against  the  wall,  head  bowed,  talking  with

Elithia. 

“What was going on in there?!” Tobias demanded. “And what the hell were you doing rushing in there all alone?!” 

“He’s in no shape—” Elithia began. 

“I  don’t  care,”  the  Battle  Mage  interrupted  her.  “He  almost  got both of us killed, and I want to know why.” 

Stanwick  looked  up,  tears  in  his  eyes.  “That  was  Mariana,”  he said. “My Mariana.” 

His head dropped again and was silent. 

Tobias reached down and was going to grab the man and shake him until he got some answers, but Doulgorlig pulled him away. 

“We  need  to  know  what  happened  in  there,”  the  Battle  Mage growled. “We deserve to know why he rushed off like that.” 

“And he will tell us,” the Monk said. “Just not right now.” 

Tobias shook himself free from the Monk and walked away. 

Fafnir  followed  him  but  didn’t  speak  until  they  were  outside  the fortress. “You are right to expect answers,” the dragon said. 

“I should have let him get himself killed.” 

“Then  you  would  only  have  unanswered  questions,”  Fafnir pointed out. 

“That’s all I have right now.” 

“You will get answers eventually,” the dragon said. 

Tobias shook his head. “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “I will never be able to trust him again. He could have gotten us all killed.” 

“Trust is very important.” 

The Battle Mage looked at his guide. “I wish you were physically here,” he said. “Then I would have somebody I know I can trust.” 

The trip back to Silverdale took almost a week. With no portal, they had to take the long way home, which meant returning to Port Regal and purchasing horses first. 

Stanwick  remained  silent  and  withdrawn  for  the  entire  journey. 

Tobias had no idea what it was like to lose someone you love, then

find  them  again,  only  to  have  that  person  drive  a  sword  into  your belly. He tried to have compassion, but he couldn’t get past the fact that  the  innkeeper  had  run  off  by  himself,  nearly  getting  them  all killed, all for reasons he had still not explained. 

His  only  explanation  was  that  he  was  trying  to  kill  the  man responsible  for  everything,  and  he  wouldn’t  have  gone  off  alone  if he’d known what was happening inside. 

Elithia  insisted  Stanwick  would  eventually  come  to  terms  with what  had  happened  and  would  tell  them  more.  Tobias  wasn’t  so sure. When he looked at the man, all he saw was a person who had been  broken  beyond  repair.  He  saw  a  man  who  had  given  up  the fight, and that meant he couldn’t be counted on. 

Tobias spent most of the trip as withdrawn as Stanwick, lost in his own  thoughts  and  questions  about  what  the   Electriterra  had  been doing. 

He  was  still  in  a  rather  gloomy  mood  when  they  returned  to Silverdale,  but  an  invitation  from  the  king  immediately  raised  his spirits. He had been summoned to the castle for a celebration of his heroics and a suitable reward. 

Chapter 32

A Knightly Affair

Tobias stood outside the throne room wearing the nicest clothing he owned, glad he had purchased that second set of clothing when he’d visited the tailor before his first visit to the castle. He had spent the morning  making  himself  presentable  and  had  even  let  the  inn’s helper  boy  heat  bathwater  for  him  in  a  more  conventional  manner than a fireball. 

To his surprise, both Faylienne and Elithia had insisted on helping him  get  ready.  The  half-elf  had  been  noticeably  quiet  while  they dressed and groomed him, but the halfling more than made up for it with a litany of mostly inappropriate comments. 

“You look very nice,” Elithia had told him when they finished, and he could tell she sincerely meant it. 

Her heartfelt compliment had filled him with confidence. 

A  trumpet  blast  sounded  from  inside  the  throne  room,  and  the huge double doors were pulled open. 

Tobias took a deep breath then walked into the throne room. 

The large chamber was full, and everyone stood as he entered. 

The Battle Mage strode forward with a smile on his face, nodding at his friends who sat in the back row. 

Doulgorlig  applauded  loudly,  a  huge  grin  showing  through  his beard. 

Christoph  nodded,  welcoming  him  to  knighthood,  if  not  the profession, the status. 

Elithia smiled at him in a way that said she would support him no matter what, even if she didn’t agree with his choices. 

Faylienne yelled, “Way to go, Tobias!” 

The  Battle  Mage  chuckled  and  shook  his  head.  He  couldn’t imagine  a  better  supporting  cast,  both  for  this  moment  and  life  in general.  The  only  people  missing  were  the  Wizard,  Grendall,  who had traveled to Port Regal to investigate the fortress, and Stanwick, who insisted he was needed at the Crow’s Nest. Tobias suspected it

had  more  to  do  with  the  tension  between  them  that  still  remained after the events that had unfolded at the  Electriterra stronghold. 

The  cheering  grew  louder  as  he  approached  the  throne.  King Geoffrey  Dumont  stood  in  front  of  his  throne,  a  purple-and-gold jeweled  crown  on  his  head  and  fur-lined  red  cloak  draped  over  his shoulders.  An  ornate  longsword  was  strapped  to  his  waist.  Tobias had  a  sudden  desire  to  use  his  Analyze  skill,  particularly  on  the sword but also on the king. He pushed that urge aside. 

Queen  Isabella  Dumont  stood  to  one  side  of  her  husband wearing a lacey yellow dress that puffed out at the bottom. She wore a  diamond  necklace  Tobias  recognized  as  having  belonged  to  her mother-in-law  and  a  crown  set  with  hundreds  of  deep  purple amethysts. 

Lady  Gwendolyn  Dumont  stood  on  the  other  side  of  the  king wearing  a  silky  yellow  dress  that  hugged  her  body  until  flaring  out slightly below the knees. She wore a simple but still elaborate tiara with three large amethysts set in the middle. 

The  princess  smiled  at  Tobias  as  he  reached  the  steps  that  led up to the dais where the king and the royal family stood. The smile filled  him  with  a  warmth  that  made  him  giddy,  and  the  Battle  Mage had to consciously force his attention back to the king. 

Tobias dropped to his knee as he had been instructed and bowed his  head.  The  cheering  intensified,  and  he  let  the  applause  wash over him. He shivered in delight and anticipation. 

The king let the cheering continue for a few moments then raised his hand, silencing the room. 

“We are gathered here today to recognize the courage displayed by  Master  Tobias  Martin  in  his  selfless  service  to  the  crown,”  the king’s voice boomed. “He risked his life to save that of my daughter, and in the process, slayed a monster that has preyed on the citizens of Silverdale for countless generations.” 

The king drew his sword and stepped down, stopping on the first step. He held the sword over Tobias’s head. 

A moment of panic shot through the Battle Mage. He glanced up at  the  king,  envisioning  a  vengeful  father  instead  of  a  grateful

monarch. Tobias pushed the thought from his mind but couldn’t stop his body from tensing, his muscles ready to react if needed. 

The  king  looked  down  at  Tobias  and  smiled  as  he  lowered  the sword and touched one shoulder, then the other. 

“Rise, Sir Tobias Martin, Knight of Silverdale!” 

The crowd erupted in cheers as Tobias stood. He looked around the  chamber,  taking  in  the  applause  as  the  king  ascended  back  to his  throne.  Once  there,  he  spread  his  arms  wide  and  announced, 

“Tonight, we celebrate Sir Tobias Martin!” 

The  applause  grew  even  louder,  and  he  was  immediately surrounded  by  well-wishers.  He  looked  toward  the  throne  and  saw the king, queen, and Gwendolyn being ushered away. Tobias sighed then turned his attention back to all the minor nobles scrambling to meet him. 

It  had  taken  Tobias  an  hour  to  extricate  himself  from  all  the  well-wishers after the knighting ceremony, and Lady Gwendolyn was long gone by that point. His friends were waiting for him at the back of the large  audience  hall,  and  they  walked  to  the  promised  reception together. 

There was a long, slow-moving line waiting to get into the royal ballroom  as  each  person  entering  was  formally  announced.  When they finally reached the head of the line, each of his companions was announced  and  strode  into  the  room.  Tobias  was  held  back  for  a moment  before  being  announced  to  trumpeted  fanfare  and  another round of applause. 

The Battle Mage waved to the cheering crowd as he entered the room then tried to find a place to hide. It didn’t work. 

Tobias  thought  he  had  endured  most  of  the  well-wishers immediately after the ceremony, but it became quickly apparent that was  not  the  case.  The  higher  nobility  and  richest  members  of Silverdale  high  society  had  clearly  planned  their  ambush  for  the

reception. He found it impossible to have even a moment of time to himself. 

The  Battle  Mage  quickly  tired  of  the  constant  swarm  of  people trying  to  impress  him  with  their  own  importance,  asking  for  favors, and proposing marriage—to their daughters or even themselves. 

He  was  extremely  grateful  when  the  trumpets  blasted  to announce the royal family and took advantage of the fanfare to slip away.  Lady  Gwendolyn  entered  the  room  walking  next  to  a  young man who appeared about sixteen years old with wispy, blonde hair that  made  him  look  like  one  of  those  child  models  who  never  grew up.  Tobias  didn’t  catch  his  name  when  it  was  announced  and assumed he was a cousin or something. 

It  only  took  a  moment  for  him  to  make  eye  contact  with Gwendolyn. She smiled broadly and began making her way toward him. Tobias did the same, waving off anyone who attempted to stop him. 

The fact that the young man she had entered with was still at her side  barely  registered  to  Tobias  as  his  heart  raced.  His  status  as  a Knight meant he was on par, socially, with the nobility of Silverdale. 

There  was  nothing  standing  in  his  way  now  if  he  chose  to  publicly court the princess. 

The  center  of  the  ballroom  seemed  to  clear  just  as  Tobias  and Gwendolyn reached it. He let out an excited breath, a huge smile on his face. 

And that’s when he truly noticed the young man at Gwendolyn’s side, the princess’s fingers intertwined with his. 

Tobias  felt  his  stomach  drop  and  a  lump  form  in  his  throat, making it hard to swallow. 

Lady Gwendolyn smiled at him, and for the first time, he truly saw that smile. It was one of friendship and admiration, but not love. He thought  back  to  all  the  smiles  she  had  given  him  and  realized  they were  always  the  same.  He  had  allowed  the  excitement  of  being around  a  beautiful  princess  to  convince  him  that  their  relationship was something that it truly was not. 

She let go of the young man’s hand and stepped toward Tobias, wrapping her arms around him in a quick hug. She released that hug

and  gave  him  a  quick  kiss  on  the  cheek.  The  kiss  of  a  thankful princess to a loyal servant. 

“Knight  Tobias  Martin,”  Gwendolyn  said  with  a  smile,  “I  am  so proud of you!” 

Tobias forced a smile. “Thank you, my lady.” 

“I  would  like  you  to  meet  Stephan  VanDerBeen,  future  Duke  of Monrovial,” she said. “He’s been one of my closest friends since we were children.” 

A spark of hope fluttered inside Tobias. 

“He  asked  for  my  hand  in  marriage  just  this  morning,”  she  said excitedly. “We are now betrothed.” 

And that hope was quickly squashed. 

The  young  man  extended  his  hand.  “Thank  you  so  much  for saving my future wife,” Stephan said. 

Tobias  reached  out  numbly  and  shook  the  young  man’s  hand. 

“I’m glad I was able to help,” he said, “but she did as much as I did.” 

The  young  man  raised  an  eyebrow  and  glanced  at  Gwendolyn then back at Tobias. “Ah, modesty, a true knightly virtue.” 

Tobias chuckled. “It is who I am,” he said then added, “for better or worse.” 

“Well, we should mingle,” Gwendolyn said. “This is a celebration to  honor  you,  and  we  shouldn’t  keep  you  from  all  the  other  guests who want to meet you.” 

The Battle Mage nodded, the lump in his throat making it hard to talk. “Ah, the price of fame,” he managed to say, spreading his arms as if he had no control. 

Tobias looked at the princess one more time and smiled what he hoped  was  a  happy  smile,  though  he  knew  it  was  tinged  with sadness.  “Until  we  meet  again,”  he  said  and  turned  away  from  the young royal couple. 

He  moved  toward  an  empty  table  in  a  dark  corner  of  the  room, glaring  daggers  at  anyone  who  attempted  to  get  in  his  way.  He plopped  down  in  a  seat  where  he  could  watch  everyone  while avoiding being seen himself. The Battle Mage barely had time to feel sorry for himself before the first of his friends arrived. 

“I  can  slit  his  throat,”  Faylienne  said  with  a  smile  that  said  she was only partially joking. 

Doulgorlig and Christoph arrived a moment later. 

“I really thought you had a chance, lad,” the large half-dwarf said. 

“It’s her loss,” the Knight added. 

Tobias blew out a long breath. “I was foolish to even think about it,” he said. “I’m not even from this world.” 

The Monk shrugged. “The heart is an uncontrollable beast.” 

“From now on, I will control it,” the Battle Mage vowed. 

Elithia  was  the  last  of  his  friends  to  arrive,  and  she  carried  two mugs of ale. She placed one of them on the table in front of Tobias and  patted  him  on  the  back  then  sat  in  the  chair  next  to  him.  The half-elf  reached  over  and  clanked  her  mug  against  his  and  took  a long drink. 

Tobias took a drink as well then leaned back in his chair. Elithia never  spoke  but  fetched  new  mugs  every  time  they  ran  low.  She stayed  with  him  the  rest  of  the  night  as  they  drank  way  more  than they  probably  should  have,  until  they  staggered  from  the  castle, arms around each other as they tried to stay upright. 

Tobias  knew  the  next  day  would  bring  many  new  things:  more adventures,  more  monsters,  and  more  uncertainty.  He  was  content to let that night be about trying to forget Gwendolyn Dumont. 

Chapter 33

Real-life Dragon

Tobias and Fafnir stood in a large field several miles from Silverdale. 

Grendall had cleared a large circle and was drawing arcane symbols in the dirt. The eight staffs with green crystals that they’d recovered from the Goblin Mages were stuck in the dirt, spread evenly around the circle. 

It  took  the  old  Wizard  well  over  an  hour  to  finish  drawing  the circle of arcane runes. When he was done, he stood and rubbed his hands together as he studied his handiwork, making sure everything was  just  right.  Grendall  nodded,  satisfied  all  was  in  order,  and walked toward Tobias and Fafnir. 

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Grendall asked. “If this even works,  the  portal  will  only  open  once,  and  it  will  be  a  one-way  trip. 

You will not be able to return.” 

Tobias looked at the dragon uncertainly. 

Fafnir glanced back at the Battle Mage and nodded. “I want to do it,” the dragon said. “This is my life now.” 

“Okay,”  Grendall  said.  “Return  to  your  home  world.  The  portal should open momentarily.” 

The blue dragon disappeared in a puff of smoke. 

Tobias stared at the spot where Fafnir had just been, hoping he hadn’t  seen  the  dragon  for  the  last  time.  There  was  no  telling  how much trouble Fafnir would be in if this didn’t work as planned. 

“Step back to the edge of the clearing,” Grendall instructed then stepped toward the circle. 

The  Battle  Mage  did  as  told  and  watched  as  the  old  Wizard began  casting  a  spell  that  was  well  beyond  Tobias’s  ability  to understand—one  that  was  probably  beyond  almost  anyone  else  on this planet’s ability to understand, let alone cast. 

Grendall  raised  his  hands  as  he  chanted,  spreading  them  wide. 

The  circle  of  runes  began  to  glow,  increasing  in  intensity  until  they were so bright that Tobias had to squint. The Wizard threw his hands

down, and eight bolts of lightning shot from the sky, each one striking one of the green-crystal shafts. 

There  was  an  explosion  of  light,  and  Tobias  turned  away, covering  his  head  as  he  was  showered  with  green  crystal  shards. 

When he looked up, he saw Grendall on his knees, his head sagging forward  limply.  The  runes  no  longer  glowed,  and  the  former  green-crystal staffs were nothing more than smoldering pieces of wood. 

Tobias dropped his head.  We failed,  he thought forlornly. 

Then  he  noticed  a  wisp  of  swirling  smoke  in  the  middle  of  the circle.  The  smoke  swirl  grew,  turning  blue  as  it  filled  the  magical circle, and then expanded further. 

There  was  a  flash  of  light,  and  the  Battle  Mage  was  hit  by  a concussive wave of air, blowing dirt and debris over him, forcing him to close his eyes and look away. 

When he turned back, the blue smoke was gone. In its place was the  largest  creature  Tobias  had  ever  seen.  It  was  easily  twice  the size of the red dragon that had been summoned by the goblins using the green-crystal staffs. 

Tobias  felt  as  much  as  heard  the  familiar  booming  voice  as  the creature looked down at the Wizard, who swayed on his knees but looked up. “Thank you, Grendall,” Fafnir said with a huge smile full of sharp  teeth  that  were  longer  than  the  sword  strapped  to  the  Battle Mage’s waist. 

The blue dragon held out one arm and looked down with disdain at  what  looked  like  a  small  box  strapped  to  his  wrist.  He  reached over  with  his  other  hand,  and  with  a  single  clawed  finger,  cut  the band. The device fell to the ground, and he stomped on it. 

“I thought I would never be rid of that infernal device,” Fafnir said then released a roar full of pent-up rage and power. 

The blue dragon looked at Tobias and nodded. “Let’s show those Black Robes what real power looks like!” 


Epilogue

PROBATIONARY DRAGON

 Two Years Ago

Fafnir  flew  through  the  skies,  high  above  the  clouds.  The  sun  was setting  to  the  west,  and  the  clouds  glowed  beautiful  shades  of orange and pink. The cold air at that altitude invigorated him. 

The blue dragon stretched his wings wide, gliding through the air as the anticipation of the adventure to come sent chills through his huge body. He had spent the last two decades staying out of trouble, and it had been far too long since he’d been on an adventure. Fafnir smiled to himself when he felt the tingle that marked the edge of the restricted zone. 

According  to  his  sources,  there  was  a  portal  to  a  newly discovered  planet  in  the  middle  of  the  military  installation.  Initial exploration  had  shown  it  to  be  hospitable,  and  it  would  soon  be opened up to the public. All Fafnir had to do was find the portal, and he’d be able to explore a new world before it was opened up to the rest of dragonkind. 

Two black dragons suddenly shot through the clouds right in front of  him,  forcing  him  to  swerve  rapidly  to  avoid  running  into  the smaller,  but  armed  for  battle,  dragons.  The  black  dragons  turned quickly to give chase. 

Adrenaline  coursed  through  the  blue  dragon’s  body,  filling  him with a sensation he found intoxicating. 

 Oh, how I’ve missed this! 

Fafnir  dove  down  into  the  clouds  and  glided  silently  for  several minutes. He strained his senses but neither saw nor heard any signs of  the  black  dragons.  The  blue  dragon  thought  that  he  might  have lost his pursuers, but after flying blind, he had no idea where exactly he was. He hadn’t felt the tingle of the boundary magic designed to keep lesser beings out of the restricted zone, though, so he knew he was still somewhere he wasn’t supposed to be. 

There was nothing he could do about that at the moment. All he could do was try to get out of there before the Dragon Guard caught him. 

Fafnir  slowly  descended  until  he  emerged  from  the  clouds  and quickly looked around, attempting to get his bearings. The landscape was unfamiliar to him and was nothing like the verdant, green plains that existed outside the restricted zone. In the distance, he could see a large arch filled with a shimmering black curtain. 

 A portal, the blue dragon thought to himself, swiveling his head to see what else was around. 

The  ground  surrounding  the  huge  portal  was  barren,  rocky  red terrain stretching in all directions as far as he could see. There was no way to know from which direction he’d entered the restricted area or the fastest way to get out. 

Two black shapes shot out of the clouds right behind Fafnir. 

“You  are  flying  in  a  restricted  area.  Land  immediately  and surrender, or we will force you out of the air,” the magically enhanced voice of one of the dragons boomed. 

 Not  today,  my  good  fellows,   the  blue  dragon  thought  to  himself and changed course. 

He  had  enough  wealth  and  family  connections  to  smooth  over any legal issues . . . after he got back from exploring the new planet. 

Fafnir  flapped  his  powerful  wings  and  propelled  himself  toward the huge portal on the horizon. He had no idea where it might lead but flying into unknown territory sounded like a grand adventure and far better than surrendering to the Dragon Guard. 

The  black  dragons  may  have  had  a  maneuverability  advantage, but they could not match the blue dragon’s speed in a straight flight. 

As he approached the portal, Fafnir noticed the two dragons veered off, apparently abandoning their pursuit. 

 Giving  up  so  easily?   Fafnir  chuckled  as  he  turned  his  attention back to the portal. 

Two giant bolts raced toward the dragon. 

 What the hell? You’re shooting at me? 

Fafnir  swerved  to  the  right,  avoiding  the  two  massive  arrows.  A second set of huge ballistae fired, now at point-blank range. 

He  threw  himself  to  the  side,  barely  able  to  avoid  being skewered.  The  blue  dragon  looked  up  just  as  he  smashed  into  the arch then fell to the ground in a heap. 

Fafnir  shook  his  head,  looking  around  in  a  daze.  He  heard  the sound of stone grinding on stone and looked up at the source of the noise  then  threw  his  wings  over  his  head,  trying  to  protect  himself from falling rocks. 

Large  chunks  of  black  stone  crashed  down  all  around  and  on him, kicking up a cloud of dust. The blue dragon lay still, not daring to  move  until  everything  settled  down.  When  he  finally  opened  his eyes,  Fafnir  was  coated  in  a  layer  of  red  dust  and  chunks  of  black stone. He pushed himself to his feet and flapped his wings, sending rocks flying while creating another cloud of dust. 

Fafnir looked around as the dust settled. Everywhere he looked, the  ground  was  littered  with  rubble.  The  ballistae  that  had  fired  on him had been crushed by falling stones. 

Four  very  angry-looking  black  dragons  approached  him.  They carried long spear-like weapons that crackled energy from the tip. 

The  blue  dragon  launched  himself  into  the  air,  but  the  black dragons were faster. They couldn’t keep up with Fafnir in a straight race,  but  they  were  more  maneuverable  and  had  him  surrounded. 

They  swarmed  around  him  like  bees,  stinging  him  with  their weapons, sending shock waves with each jab. 

Slowly  but  inevitably,  they  forced  Fafnir  back  to  the  ground, where  they  quickly  snapped  a  collar  around  his  neck  that  would prevent him from drawing on the magic required to fly. 

The blue dragon hung his head dejectedly as they shackled his arms and legs. 

Fafnir shook his head.  I think I really messed up this time. 

“RRRNGH!” 

The  buzz  reverberated  off  the  walls  of  the  massive  chamber where  several  dozen  holding  cells  had  been  carved  into  the  walls. 

The bars on the largest cell slid upward. 

“FAFNIR EUGENE DRACOVIC!” 

The summons echoed through the chamber. 

A massive blue dragon trudged out of the cell, his head bowed. 

There was a collar around the dragon’s neck and shackles on all four legs.  A  chain  hung  from  the  collar  and  connected  to  the  shackles. 

The metal of the collar, chain, and shackles glowed a faint blue. 

Fafnir stepped into the center of the chamber and looked around the cavern. As far as he could tell, he was the only prisoner currently in captivity. 

A  large  door  on  the  far  wall  slid  open  in  front  of  him.  A  pair  of black dragons strode in and moved to either side of the door. A white dragon followed and slowly walked toward him. 

The  white  dragon  looked  at  him  and  shook  her  head.  “Fafnir, Fafnir, Fafnir,” she said. 

“Hello, Aunt Malinda.” 

“You went too far this time, Fafnir.” 

Fafnir shrugged and gave her his best look of innocence. 

“Trespassing. Destruction of property. Criminal mischief. Evading arrest.  Resisting arrest.” 

Judge Malinda Dracovic shook her head as she recited the list of charges.  “And  this  list  is  nothing  compared  to  your  list  of  prior offenses.” 

“Any  alleged offenses occurred when I was a minor,” Fafnir said. 

Anything that had happened before he’d turned two hundred had been  sealed  away  when  he  officially  became  an  adult.  There  were dozens  of  portal  violations  on  the  list,  and  even  more  that  no  one knew  about,  but  he’d  managed  to  keep  himself  out  of  trouble  for twenty years since reaching adulthood. 

“Your record may be sealed,” the white dragon said, “but I’m your aunt, and I am very aware of your prior offenses.” 

“You are also a judge and must follow the letter of the law,” the blue dragon pointed out, realizing almost immediately how bad of a mistake that statement was. 

The  white  dragon  nodded  solemnly.  “You  are  correct,”  Malinda said,  “and  it  is  my  prerogative  to  offer  leniency  or  enforce  the

strictest penalty allowed by law.” 

“Aunt  Malinda,”  Fafnir  pleaded,  suddenly  very  concerned.  “I made a mistake. No malice was intended.” 

The white dragon puffed up her chest and shook her head before settling  her  gaze  on  the  blue  dragon.  When  she  spoke,  her  voice boomed, echoing off the cavern walls. 

“Fafnir  Eugene  Dracovic,  you  are  guilty  of  all  charges  placed against you,” the judge announced. “I sentence you to five years of house arrest and one thousand hours of community service.” 

“Aunt Malinda—” 

“Judge Dracovic!” the white dragon roared and blew out a puff of smoke before continuing in a more controlled voice. “You will also be required to pay for all damages you caused and will not be eligible for  parole  until  all  expenses  incurred  by  the  Dragon  Guard  have been reimbursed.” 

Fafnir started to protest again, but one look from his aunt told him it was in his best interests to keep his mouth shut. 

The blue dragon exhaled forcefully and shook his head. This was going to cost him big time. It would take every bit of good will he’d built  up  with  his  family  over  the  last  two  decades  since  entering adulthood. He was loathe to think of how much groveling he would have to do to make that happen, but it was better than being cooped up in his house for five years. 

 But  seriously,  five  years?!  That  is  just  cruel,  Aunt  Malinda,  the blue dragon thought but definitely did not verbalize. 

Fafnir lay on the floor of his cave. He rested his head on the ground between  his  arms,  which  were  stretched  out  in  front  of  him.  He looked past the tracking device strapped to his right arm at the wide-open spaces just outside his cave. 

The blue sky was full of fluffy white clouds, and the verdant fields of the Evergreen Plains stretched out as far as the eye could see. He could see dragons flying amongst the clouds in the distance. 

 This is downright depressing, he thought. 

The  dragon  longed  to  be  out  there  with  his  brethren,  frolicking without  a  care  in  the  world.  Unfortunately,  he  had  already  used  up the time he was allowed to go outside his cave. He told himself every day that he’d save his hour of free time until later in the day, but he rarely made it much past sunrise before soaring from his cave—his prison. For a dragon who had spent his life flying through the skies without a care in the world, being confined to his cave was the worst form of torture. 

He had been under house arrest for almost two years, and he still had  three  more  to  serve.  Every  attempt  to  commute,  or  at  least shorten, his sentence had failed. 

His  family  had  more  or  less  forgotten  about  him  and  had  not visited in half a year, but Fafnir hadn’t expected them to be regular visitors.  They  rarely  had  time  for  him  when  he  wasn’t  incarcerated, so expecting them to suddenly get more involved would have been foolish. 

If it wasn’t for his friend Talmierre visiting every couple weeks, he would  have  literally  gone  insane.  The  mystical  falcon  stopped  in whenever  his  job  allowed.  The  stories  of  adventure  that  the  bird shared helped him cope with the fact that he wasn’t able to have his own adventures anymore. 

Talmierre  had  spent  the  better  part  of  a  year  trying  to  convince Fafnir  to  apply  for  a  work  release  job.  The  dragon  had  adamantly refused to even consider a job serving as a guide to some bumbling adventurer,  but  as  the  months  of  solitude  wore  on,  he  eventually decided  to  give  it  a  try.  He  had  officially  been  approved  the  day before, and his orientation materials had just been delivered. 

Fafnir  reached  for  the  Adjutor  Manual  which  promised  to  teach him everything he needed to know about the job. 

He  flipped  the  book  open  with  one  clawed  finger  and  began reading. His eyes were continually drawn to the pulsing red light on the  tracking  device  on  his  wrist,  though,  and  he  shoved  the  book aside in frustration after only a few pages. 

He closed his eyes and dreamed of the day he could be free of the monitoring device. Free from the family that wanted to stifle his

lifestyle. Free from the world that sought to control him. 

Fafnir  began  to  doze  but  was  awakened  by  an  unusual sensation. He got the distinct impression he was being watched. The blue dragon looked around his cave, but he was all alone. 

The  feeling  of  being  watched  suddenly  shifted.  He  felt  himself being pulled . . . somewhere. Fafnir had no idea what was going on, but his consciousness was suddenly ripped from his body and flung across the galaxy. He had no idea where he was going or how long it had  taken,  but  suddenly,  the  dragon  found  himself  standing  in  the midst of swirling blue smoke. 

When  the  smoke  dissipated,  Fafnir  was  standing  in  a  tiny  barn. 

One  that  should  have  been  way  too  small  to  contain  his  gigantic form. The dragon began to panic, wondering what had happened to him, but then remembered his work release assignment. He relaxed a  little,  then  looked  around  and  saw  a  human  male  sitting  on  the ground several feet away, apprehensively looking at him. 

 Why is this fool in his underwear?  Fafnir wondered, realizing his projection  must  have  been  shrunk  to  an  appropriate  size  for  his assignment. 

The near-naked young man moved toward him and reached out a  hand.  Fafnir  felt  an  odd  sensation  as  the  hand  passed  right through him. Well, he wasn’t sure if he actually felt something or just felt the oddity of seeing a hand pass right through his body. 

“What are you?” the young man asked. 

 I am a freaking dragon. What does it look like?  Fafnir thought, but instead replied, “I am your Adjutor.” 

For the first time in his life, the blue dragon thought about the life choices  that  had  brought  him  to  this  point.  He  wondered  if  being stuck with this fool was any better than being under house arrest. 

Fafnir  smiled  and  concluded  this  couldn’t  be  any  worse  than being  trapped  in  his  cave .  Besides,  if  I  can  keep  this  fool  alive, maybe we can have some fun together. 


Thank You

Thank  you  so  much  for  reading   Electriterra.  Tobias  and  his  friends were  oh  so  close  to  stopping  the  Black  Robes,  but  they  slipped away.  Worse,  they  have  no  idea  where  their  adversary  absconded too. On the bright side, Tobias now has an immensely powerful ally at  his  side.  I  think  it’s  time  to  flex  some  muscle  and  show  the Electriterra who’s the real power to be feared. 

I really hope you enjoyed reading the story as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you could take a minute and leave a review for me, that would be very much appreciated. 

The next book in the Epic Blade series is in process and will be released soon. Keep an eye out for it on Amazon. 

Check out all the books in the Epic Blade series here:

amazon.com/dp/B09NPPS558

If you would like to know whenever I release a new book, be sure to sign  up  for  my  newsletter.  In  addition  to  all  the  new  books  I  have planned,  I  have  some  special  surprises  in  the  works,  like  an exclusive  short  story  featuring  Fafnir,  the  blue  dragon.  As  a newsletter subscriber, you will get that story for free when it’s ready and be the first to know about everything else I’m working on. 

Sign up for my LitRPG newsletter at:

epicblade.net/newsletter

To  learn  more  about  LitRPG  and  GameLit  books,  be  sure  to  check

out the GameLit Society group. 


LitRPG Resources

To  learn  more  about  LitRPG,  talk  to  authors  including  myself,  and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group. 
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