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Outpost 
 
      
 
    Glenn, a college sophomore, has a Sociology 102 paper that requires spending time with an unfamiliar group or culture. Luckily, two hot girls from his class have the same idea: Attend the university’s game club to get reaction material for their papers. 
 
      
 
    A creepy game moderator shows up, ready to start a game of Monsters, Maces and Magic. Glenn doesn’t fret over the GM’s disturbing vibe, figuring it’ll lead to potential fodder for his paper. 
 
      
 
    Moments after rolling up his character and beginning the adventure, Glenn, his two classmates, and three other players are drawn into the game, literally. How and why they got trapped in the game, transformed into their RPG characters are important questions, sure. But simply surviving a world filled with horrific creatures, unknown magic, and perilous roads is first on the list. 
 
      
 
    Praise for Outpost! 
 
      
 
    "Exciting and hilarious! It feels like a true game with friends." Dueling Ogres Podcast 
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Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Glenn descended the stairs leading to the basement of the Grimes Student Center. There were at least seventy thousand things he’d rather be doing on a Friday night, like hanging out with his friends, listening to music and playing video games. But he needed a good grade on his Sociology 102 project to pull his grade back up into solid B territory, giving him a cushion before the final exam in three weeks. 
 
    He’d picked up a set of cheap dice, had two mechanical pencils and a spiral notebook to jot down notes for his paper, where he had to not only observe, but participate in a social setting encompassed by an activity he wasn’t familiar with. If there’d have been a Comic Con happening nearby, that would’ve been his preference. He’d gotten the idea of visiting the campus’s Role Playing Game Club by overhearing two girl students sitting in the lecture hall, a row in front of him, talking about it. 
 
    “Geek losers,” they’d said, laughing at how easy it’d be to gather material. 
 
    Glenn sighed, and flicked on the digital recorder in his pocket before reaching the bottom step. They were right, and that was why he was there: To identify and describe social queues and norms that differ from what he was used to. Better than attempting to infiltrate a biker bar. He smiled at that thought and checked his cell. Almost seven o’clock. Maybe he could leave by nine, or ten at the latest. Nothing exciting happened at Connor’s apartment until then anyway. Besides, if he returned next week, he could see how the gamers altered their interaction with him. More content to discuss in his paper with two short visits, instead of one long one. Or that’s what he told himself, knowing if he got enough content with one short stay, that’d be it. 
 
    The Grimes Student Center basement was basically one large room with two rows of square support pillars. Those held pictures, bulletin boards and posted schedule information. Long tables with plastic chairs, most with thin padding, filled the room. Vending machines, a photo copier and flat screen television lined the north wall. The south wall had doors leading to study rooms of varying sizes, each with an observation window, for safety. 
 
    About twenty people were already there, half of which were setting up some sort of battle scene with small figurines. Glenn had played Dungeons & Dragons during a few weekends his freshman year of high school, but he didn’t intend to share that. One of his gaming friends was into miniature battles, and spent hours painting the figurines of ogres, orcs, knights, and more. That was too hard core for him. Freshman baseball and finding a girlfriend were more important. 
 
    Baseball had gone well enough. He’d earned a varsity letter by his junior year. Girlfriends? Not so much. Glenn wasn’t ugly, but he wasn’t handsome. Average height, average brown hair, average brains, looks and smile. Average hadn’t added up to more than a date here and there, with nothing lasting. He could’ve dated some of the “las desperadas” as his friend Ricky called them. But what would’ve been the point? 
 
    Glenn wandered over to another table where five guys were setting up a board game, with small plastic tanks and planes and dice.  
 
    “Axis and Allies,” a lean, curly-haired guy said. “Classic version.” 
 
    Glenn nodded. “Really?” The board and box that held everything looked like it’s seen more than a few years. 
 
    “Yeah, the newer versions, like Europe 1940 are lame compared to the original.” 
 
    Another guy chimed in. “We’ve already got five players, but you’re welcome to watch.” 
 
    Glenn shrugged. “How long does a game last?” 
 
    “Couple hours,” the first guy said. 
 
    Glenn spotted the two girls from his class, Stephi and Kim. He’d picked up their names through overheard conversation. A couple of guys hustled over to them like magnets to iron. Guess the “shy, afraid of women nerd” stereotype wasn’t completely accurate. 
 
    Stephi was taller than her classmate. Blond and busty. Her V-neck shirt showing noticeable cleavage and tight jeans signaled what avenue of research she intended to take. 
 
    Kim was Eurasian, or at least that’s what Glenn figured. Long dark hair and an engaging smile. She decided to wear a green T-shirt with an image of Link, from The Legend of Zelda on the front and a pair of red Converse tennis shoes. Taking a different tack on gathering anecdotal information for her paper. Or, maybe they were going to combine efforts? 
 
    Glenn observed for a few more minutes, walking past some of the study rooms to see some dice and paper games, a few board games, and even a game of Uno. He needed to make a decision, and Uno, while possibly the most fun, wasn’t right for his purpose. 
 
    “Hey,” someone said. 
 
    Approaching him with a book bag slung over one shoulder was a skinny, red-headed, freckled teen, probably junior high age. Upon closer inspection, a few pimples were scattered among his freckles. He wore a tattered T-shirt sporting an image of Loki from one of the Marvel Universe movies. 
 
    “Hey,” Glenn replied. 
 
    “You look new here,” the boy said before shrugging with a lopsided smile. “I’ve only been here a couple times myself. My dad got a job working part-time for campus security.” 
 
    The young teen stopped in front of Glenn. “Our regular GM’s sick.” He pointed over his shoulder to the two men who were still talking to Stephi and Kim. “There’s a dude over in that room who’s setting up to run a game of Monsters, Maces and Magic, if you’re interested in playing.” 
 
    “Never heard of it.” 
 
    The teen’s face lit up. “It’s cool, like D&D but better. More stats like Luck and cooler rules.” His eyebrows rose. “You ever heard of D&D—you know, Dungeons & Dragons?” 
 
    Glenn reminded himself he didn’t want to admit having played in the past. “Sure, I’ve heard of it.” 
 
    “You here to game?” 
 
    Why not, Glenn thought. At least Stephi would provide good scenery, and they couldn’t blame him for crowding their territory, since the kid approached him. “Yeah, I’ll Magic, Monsters…and…” 
 
    The kid laughed. “Monsters, Maces and Magic. Just call it M Three if you forget.” When he saw Glenn’s blank expression the kid added, “For M times three.” 
 
    Glenn forced a laugh. “Oh, I get it.” 
 
    “Come on. My name’s Kirby, but my friends call me Kirb.” 
 
    “I’m Glenn. My friends call me Glenn.” 
 
    “Ha!” Kirby said, then looked toward one of the group study rooms. A balding guy, with a little gray in his black hair that reached his shoulders, stood just inside. He had on black jeans, black biker boots, to match his black leather jacket. The only thing that stood at odds with the attire choice motif was the black T-shirt with white block letters: M3. 
 
    Kirby trotted ahead. “He’s game.” Then the young teen glanced across the room toward Stephi, Kim and the two men. “Ron, they game?” 
 
    The African American standing next to Kim glanced down at her with a raised eyebrow. After she nodded once, he said, “Yes, they are interested.” 
 
    The black-clad game moderator stepped aside as the six made their way into the room. 
 
    In the center sat a round table with seven chairs. The chair opposite the door had a short, trifold cardboard screen set up. The GM’s spot at the table. Glenn took the seat to the GM’s right, Kirby taking the seat next to him. Stephi sat down next to Kirby, with Kim to her right. Ron was next, with another man who introduced himself across the table as Derek. 
 
    Glenn introduced himself back, not only to Derek but to the whole table and to the GM still standing near the door.  
 
    Derek looked like he’d been a high school jock, probably football, and still lifted. Ron was thin. Glenn had seen him on campus several times. He was a graduate assistant who taught Calculus 1 to his roommate. Unlike Derek, who wore a Cleveland Browns jersey, Ron had on a white, long-sleeved dress shirt, with an actual pocket protector holding an array of pens and mechanical pencils. He had a thin mustache to match his narrow but friendly face. Glenn had yet to see him do anything but smile. 
 
    The GM closed the door and walked behind his chair. From a box, which looked like a cross between a trunk and a briefcase, he pulled several hardback books that were a little larger than Glenn’s spiral notebook. That left several thicker books that read Monsters, Maces and Magic: Game Master Guide and a similar book labeled Monsters, Maces and Magic: Monster Guide. 
 
    The trunk also contained several fabric-covered boxes and two velvet bags with draws strings holding them closed. All black, as was the trunk’s interior lining. 
 
    “I already got a book and a character,” Kirby announced to everyone, including the GM. “I can help her roll up her character.” Then he turned to meet Stephi’s eyes and paused. He bit his lower lip as his excitement bled away, leaving insecurity. “Ummm…if you want.” 
 
    Stephi responded with a smile that would’ve gotten her a spot on any toothpaste commercial ever aired. “That would be totally awesome.” 
 
    “I’m Kirby.” He tentatively stuck out his hand to shake. “But my friends call me Kirb.” 
 
    She took it and squeezed it gently. “I’m Stephi. She tipped her head to her right. “This is my friend Kim.” 
 
    “Cool,” Kirby said. “I know Ron and Derek.” Then, forgetting to let go of Stephi’s hand for a second, he turned. “This is…” His face and cheeks went red before he let go. 
 
    “I’m Glenn,” he said. “Obviously Kirby and I have already met.” 
 
    “Ahh, I can help you roll up a character too,” Kirby said. 
 
    “That’s okay. I took one of the books from the GM. If someone points me to the page giving instructions, I should be able to figure it out.” 
 
    “Cool.” Kirby’s grin nearly split his face. 
 
    It was then that Glenn wondered why the GM hadn’t shared his name. He thought about asking, but maybe it would be a good angle for his paper. 
 
    “Page twelve,” the GM said. “Do you need any dice?” 
 
    Kirby hastily unzipped his book bag and yanked out a big drawstring pouch. “I can share with Glenn and Stephi.” 
 
    “Before anyone gets started,” the GM said, lifting six pieces of paper from behind his screen, “these are where you’ll record your character information. Kirby, you’ll need to transfer your pre-rolled character information.” He pulled a pen from an inner pocket of his jacket. “After you finish rolling up your characters, I shall speak with each of you individually, and request you sign your name on the bottom of your character sheet, where it says signature. 
 
    “Any other writing utensil is fine for everything else, but preferably pencil, as you’ll need to erase and change things, like coin totals and current hit points.” 
 
    Glenn got a decent look at the pen before the GM put it back into his pocket. It had to be expensive. It had what looked like intricate silver writing, maybe Chinese he thought, because of the weird slashes and small design marks spiraling down its entire length. 
 
    The GM closed the lid of his trunk. “While you create your characters, I shall use the restroom and get something to drink. Then I shall speak with each of you individually, and distribute the customary heirlooms as per the rule book, before we start your game experience.” 
 
    It was then that Glenn got a creepy feeling about the GM. Nasty, like when he’d run his tongue over his teeth after sleeping for twelve hours. Dirty and gritty. 
 
    “What rank?” Kirby asked the GM. 
 
    “First rank,” the GM replied before stepping out of the room and closing the door. 
 
    “Rank?” Kim asked. 
 
    “Rank and level have identical meaning,” Ron explained. “You commence at first rank. As your character gains experience, your character increases levels, which translates to increased skills, improved spells, hit points and combat prowess and other abilities.” Then he paused. “But you don’t need to know that.” 
 
    “Why not?” Kim asked, the same time Stephi asked, “How do you get experience?” 
 
    Ron’s eyebrows rose and he looked first at Kim, and then at Stephi and then Glenn. “There is a high probability that you three are attending tonight’s game club meeting to gather material content for Professor Steinerman’s sociology class.” 
 
    Kim glanced down at the table with a small frown. Glenn shrugged and nodded. 
 
    Stephi tipped her head equivocally from side to side. “So?” 
 
    Kirby’s shoulders sagged as excitement escaped him like air from a leaking balloon. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean we can’t try to have fun tonight.” Stephi put her arm around Kirby and leaned close, so her breast lightly pressed against his shoulder. “You said you’d help me get a character, right, Kirb?” 
 
    “Right,” he said, little excitement carried in his voice. 
 
    She pulled her cell phone from her pocket. “How about a selfie,” she said. “Me and you.” 
 
    With that suggestion, he brightened. 
 
    She held out the phone and leaned in closer. “Big smile now.” 
 
    After taking the first picture, she said, “Instagram or text it to you?” 
 
    Kirby frowned. “I don’t got a cell phone. We can’t afford them, yet.” 
 
    “You have an email account?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Everyone listened to Stephi’s and Kirby’s exchange while taking one of the character forms from the center of the table and looking it over. 
 
    “Okay. You write it down, and I’ll send it--but first.” A mischievous smile crept across Stephi’s face. “But first we do a special pic for my paper?” 
 
    “Wasn’t the one you just took for your paper?” 
 
    “No, that was for you. With this one I want you to pretend to be looking down my shirt while I snap the picture.” 
 
    Everyone looked up from their sheet. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Stephi said. “You know you want to, Kirby. What man doesn’t?” She locked gazes with each of the men around the table, first Glenn, and then over to Ron and Derek, challenging them. 
 
    Kim tried to stifle a laugh but couldn’t manage. 
 
    Kirby’s face turned red as an apple as he stared intently at his bag of dice lying on the table. 
 
    “Go on, Kirby,” Glenn urged. “Trust me, opportunities like this don’t happen often.” 
 
    Ron cleared his throat. “If you use or reference the picture in your paper, block the young man’s face.” He pulled a business card from his shirt pocket. “If you require assistance, you may contact me through the math department.”  
 
    Stephi’s mouth opened, preparing to ask why. 
 
    “His dad works for Campus Security,” Glenn said. “Too many ways it could cause complications for him, or potential embarrassment for Kirby.” 
 
    “Huh,” Stephi said, reaching past Kim for the proffered card. She glanced at it, her mischievous smile returning. “Still wanna do it, Kirb? For me?” 
 
    “Me next?” Derek asked. 
 
    “Dream on,” Stephi said, again putting an arm around Kirby and lifting her cell phone into position. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With the real reason for him attending the gaming session known, Glenn considered leaving. Chances were he wouldn’t get anything worthwhile for his paper. Still, he thought it’d be overly rude, and it was a small campus. He was sure to run into Derek and Ron, and certainly Stephi and Kim. 
 
    But, since the two women were staying, he stayed too. 
 
    The rules weren’t that far from what Glenn could remember of Dungeons & Dragons. Following along in the book, and listening to Kirby explain things to Stephi, he worked his way through the process. It was more difficult for him to hear Ron talking to Kim, with Derek occasionally chiming in as dice clattered on the table.  
 
    While everyone but Kirby had a cell phone, only Derek appeared more interested in texting than preparing for the game. 
 
    After showing Ron a text, the math major said, “Do not attempt to get me embroiled in that. I informed you it was unwise in the first place, and that he should have returned it.” 
 
    “Too late now,” Derek replied. “We already spent it on Spring Break.” 
 
    Ron ignored him and went back to rolling dice and helping Kim create her character. 
 
    “Four D Six, that’s six-sided dice,” Kirby explained to Stephi. “Pick the best three, for your stats. Strength, Intelligence, Wisdom, Coordination, Constitution, Endurance, Charisma, Appearance and Luck.” 
 
    “I want my character to be an elf, like Arwyn in the Lord of the Rings movies.” 
 
    “She wasn’t anything like that in the books—” Kirby began, then thought better of it. “Being an elf is cool, but there are some drawbacks. And you have to finish your rolls to see if your character would be a good warrior like her. Plus, what the party needs.” 
 
    They rolled and recorded, as did Glenn and everyone else, including Derek. 
 
    “Holy crap! You got all four sixes for appearance. Rules say that means you get an eighteen point five. You gotta be an elf now.” Kirby pointed to a table in the handbook resting between him and Stephi. “They get a plus one bonus to appearance. You’d be friggin hotter than anybody.” 
 
    Stephi grinned, reached around Kirby’s shoulder and pulled him close in a hug. Either she was very excited herself, Glenn thought, or a great actor. Probably the latter. 
 
    Glenn looked through the door’s window, but didn’t spot the GM. He was a little confused about his choices. He had decent stats, a seventeen in constitution, which meant more hit points. He remembered that was good. But his wisdom was only a seven. Gnomes got a plus one bonus. Half goblins and half ogres got one point off. Humans, elves, half elves and dwarves weren’t affected with that stat. Those were the only character races available. 
 
    Skimming the section on gnomes told Glenn they weren’t like garden gnomes, more like a cross between hobbits and dwarves. Remembering the creepiness vibe the GM gave off encouraged him against waiting to ask his advice. It looked like a score of eight would remove any subtractions from saving rolls, so he selected gnome for his race.  
 
    Glenn listened in as Kirby explained, “Okay, with classes it’s best to go with the standard and not any of the subclasses. They advance ranks a little faster and have some benefits, but they’re also limited. Like a warrior can do about anything, whereas a huntsman or woodsman is limited in weapons and armor, a soldier, which helps with formation fighting, opposite of a gladiator, but—.” 
 
    Derek interrupted Kirby, asking everyone, “What classes do we have? I got a warrior. Probably going to be human.” 
 
    Ron said, “I got a warrior too, but I am leaning towards the woodsman subclass. And Kim is interested in running a warrior monk.” 
 
    Kirby said, “I have a half-goblin thief.” 
 
    He nudged Stephi, who then said, “I am playing an elf. I want to be a warrior too.” 
 
    Glenn said, “I have a gnome, with a good constitution, but pretty much average stats.” 
 
    Derek said, “We need someone with healing spells, and a spell caster. You have a good con, Glenn. Gnomes can be clerics or healers. What’s your wisdom?” 
 
    “Close to lousy.” 
 
    Derek frowned. “Cleric’s out then. There’s straight healer. They don’t do spells, other than healing, and don’t fight very well, but can take a lot of damage and can cure wounds better than anything else in the game.” 
 
    Glenn shrugged. “Okay.” He wrote down “Healer” where it listed class on his fancy character sheet. Being a healer might be boring, but it would allow him to observe interactions and maybe take notes, and maybe glean something for his paper. 
 
    After exchanging whispers with Kirby, Stephi announced, “Kirby said he’d help me with spells if I run a magic user.” 
 
    Ron examined his character sheet. “Okay, I’ll run a multiclass warrior-druid. When the GM gets back I’ll ask if I can be one quarter elf instead of half. The druid will offer some of what I wanted in a woodsman, plus druids have a little bit of healing to back up Glenn’s gnome.” 
 
    With that agreed upon, everyone went back to their characters. 
 
    Glenn listened in on Kirby’s discussion with Stephi. 
 
    “You said you wanted to be like Liv Tyler’s character, right? She’s like about six feet tall, I think. Plus they made her wear boots with heels to make her character look taller.” 
 
    Glenn wasn’t so sure of that, and made a note in his spiral notebook to check that out. Might be something for his paper. 
 
    “How tall is your goblin thief?” Stephi asked. 
 
    “Half-goblin.” Kirby checked his character sheet and raised an eyebrow in thought. “About one point fifty-seven meters.” 
 
    “You have to do the game in metric?” 
 
    “You can, unless it’s too complicated for you.” 
 
    Glenn knew Kirby was baiting her. The question was, was she interested in messing with the kid right back? 
 
    “Okay, but I don’t want my character to be more than a foot taller than yours…unless elves are supposed to be.” 
 
    “You can be whatever you want.” He did some mental calculations. “Put down one point eight five meters for height.” When she raised an eyebrow, he said, “Haven’t you ever seen a meter stick? It’s about the size of a yardstick, which is three feet. He turned and asked Glenn, “Right?” 
 
    Glenn nodded, knowing Kirby was telling her the truth. His own character was all of four feet three inches, which, according to the Monsters, Maces and Magic’s Player’s Guide, was pushing the upper limit for a male gnome. 
 
    “Then I am going to just round it off and put down two meters,” Stephi said. 
 
    With a measure of hesitancy in his voice, Kirby asked, “What about your character’s female measurements?” 
 
    “Really?” She scanned her character sheet. “I don’t see a spot for those.” 
 
    “Under ‘Special.’ Remember the picture you made me take?” 
 
    “Okay, you little goblin,” she teased. 
 
    “Half-goblin,” he reminded her. He flipped through a few pages in his book and pointed to a picture depicting a busty female warrior fending off some sort of skeleton with a shield and short sword. 
 
    “Chauvinistic male game designers.” Stephi showed the image to Kim, then looked back at Kirby. “Whatever. Just tell me what to put down.” 
 
    Glenn knew she was going along for her paper. He just hoped she’d keep Kirby’s contributions to it anonymous. 
 
    Kirby looked up at the ceiling, calculating. “Put down one thirty-five centimeters.” 
 
    “Bust, under Special,” Stephi said as she wrote, and then grinned. “Round up to one hundred forty centimeters, to keep my little man happy.” 
 
    Kirby pursed his lips while his face turned red again. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “It’s only a game, and we’re having fun, Kirb. At least I am.” 
 
    Kirby’s eyes widened as he peered at their character sheets. “Okay. Me too.” 
 
    “Do I use my name for my character’s name?” Stephi asked. 
 
    “No,” Kirby said, feigning exasperation. “This is a role playing game. My character’s name is Gurk. Sounds like a half-goblin’s name, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “I’m role playing an elf. Nature and the woods, right?” 
 
    Kirby nodded. 
 
    “What about White Ash?” 
 
    Kirby stared at her in disbelief, then grinned. “That’d be a bad choice.” 
 
    Stephi put her hands on her hips. “Oh, and why is that?” 
 
    Kirby rolled his eyes. “Before you know it, everyone’ll be calling your character ‘White Trash.’” 
 
    Stephi huffed, maybe over-acting again. “That’d be so juvenile.” 
 
    Kirby turned to Glenn. “Am I right?” 
 
    Glenn nodded, thinking about how most guys would be. “He’s looking out for you on this.” 
 
    She huffed again. “So, White Birch would be a bad idea, too?” 
 
    Kirby’s eyes widened. “Uhhhm.” 
 
    She smirked and bumped her shoulder into his. “Just jerking your chain, little man. What about Marigold, like the flower?” 
 
    Glenn suppressed a grin as Kirby shrugged and Stephi wrote it down. 
 
    “Last thing is alignment.” 
 
    Glenn had already looked those up, and had selected Neutral Gray, which he based on his brief stint playing Dungeons & Dragons. Most players ran good characters, and Chaotic allowed for more personal freedom of actions, but sometimes you had to play undisciplined, whereas Lawful restricted by putting boundaries. So Neutral was a good balance. White was the code word for Good, Gray was Neutral and Black indicated Evil, which was combined with the former Lawful, Neutral or Chaotic. 
 
    Kirby refused to share his alignment with Stephi, saying it was a personal choice, but he told her that most elves were good, and that Arwyn would probably be classified as White, hovering somewhere between Neutral and Chaotic on the spectrum. 
 
    Everyone continued filling out their character sheets, selecting and purchasing weapons, armor, and equipment, and spells, for those that could cast them, and totaled any coins they had left over. 
 
    “All we have left,” Derek announced, “is for the GM to make our heirloom roll and we’re ready to get our adventure underway.” 
 
    As if on cue, the GM returned with a can of root beer and a bag of pretzels.  
 
    Everybody but Derek watched him enter the room. Instead, he studied his character sheet, like he was trying to memorize it. 
 
    “If everybody’s finished and selected their character’s name, please pass your sheets to me so that I might look them over, make heirloom rolls, and then we can initiate you into the most exciting adventure you’ll ever experience.” 
 
    That sounded pretty boastful to Glenn, but the black-clad man’s baritone voice sounded confident and, without a doubt, sincere. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Glenn remained in his chair as everyone got up.  
 
    Kirby patted him on the shoulder. “Easy stuff.” 
 
    When everyone had departed and the door was shut, the GM rolled some dice, jotted something on Glenn’s character sheet and handed it over the screen to him. “Your heirloom is an everlast candle.” 
 
    “Okay,” Glen said, seeing where the GM had written it in clear block letters under the section listed as “Magic Items.” It didn’t sound all that awesome, and he figured he could ask Kirby what it was. 
 
    “Although not original,” the GM continued, “You indicted silver wire imbedded on the ‘business end’ of your cudgel.” 
 
    Glenn nodded, seeing that the GM hadn’t erased the addition. “Well, cudgel doesn’t do the most damage, but I figured silver would work against some monsters like werewolves. Next best thing to magic. I figured two gold coins would cover it.” 
 
    “Fair.” The GM scratched his chin. “You have previously played Monsters, Maces and Magic?” 
 
    “No. When I was in junior high, I played Dungeons & Dragons a few times.” 
 
    “Ah. Your fourteen intelligence allows you an additional Minor Healing Draw spell, giving you two. You know how it works?” 
 
    Glenn had breezed over the Healer description, figuring it was pretty evident. “At first level—” 
 
    “Rank,” the GM interrupted him. “Continue.” 
 
    “At first rank, I can cure others equal to my character’s current hit point standing, so with two such spells, my character can cast it twice, as long as he doesn’t exceed the hit point total.” 
 
    “And you are able to cure twice your hit point total from damage or injuries your character personally receives, per day. Every character receives maximum hit points at first rank. So that is twelve, plus your constitution bonus of three, gives you an impressive fifteen.” 
 
    Glenn had read that only healers and barbarians, a subclass of warriors, got a D12 roll for each rank. Regular warriors only got a D10. 
 
    “As you are Neutral Gray,” the GM continued, “that would mean at sunrise the healing ability is reset. All Gray and White reset at sunrise. Black at sunset.” 
 
    Glenn thought it was sort of odd. It’d make more sense for White to be noon, or something. Gray at sunset, and B 
 
    lack at midnight. He nodded and just accepted it as the game’s rules. 
 
    “Any other questions, Jax?” 
 
    Glenn was momentarily surprised, but figured it was normal for the GM to use his character’s name. “What’s your name?” 
 
    The man’s dark eyebrows drew together. “During the game you will address me as Game Moderator, or GM.” He handed Glenn the fancy black and silver pen. “Sign at the bottom, so that we might move on.” 
 
    Glenn figured he could use that lack of distinction in his paper, again if things worked out. 
 
    The pen was frigid, like an ice cube, especially where his fingers came into contact with the silver inscriptions. The GM had already removed the cap. 
 
    “What kind of paper is this? It’s almost like a cross between regular paper and some sort of fabric.” 
 
    “Cat skin.” 
 
    Glenn shrugged. He’d never heard of that brand. While signing his name, red ink streamed out, forming the letters. It sparkled for a fraction of a second, like a glitter pen’s ink, before quick-drying to a dull, brick red. 
 
    When he handed the pen back to the GM it stuck to his index finger, pinching and tearing away a sliver of skin, causing a small bead of blood to well up.  
 
    Not having a napkin or anywhere to wipe it, he said, “Must’ve held on too tight and got my skin caught in between a section of silver scribing,” before putting the bleeding finger in his mouth. He pulled it out. “Sorry.” 
 
    “That hasn’t occurred previously,” the GM responded. 
 
    For some reason, to Glenn, the statement rang false. 
 
    “Send in the young Master Kirby, if you would.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Glenn stood several paces away from the battle between two miniature armies. One side appeared to be knights and foot soldiers, including archers and spearmen, fending off a horde of goblins backed by a squad of ogres and two giants. It included measuring distances and rolling dice for arrow or boulder tosses, as the goblins and ogres closed.  
 
    It was a slow game, with the four men, two of which were in their early fifties, talking about science fiction authors as they played. Glenn was more interested in the painted miniatures, thinking back to his junior high friend. These were far more meticulously painted than his friend’s, the goblins especially, being an identical greenish brown with bronze armor and orange shields. 
 
    Stephi and Kim were sitting at an otherwise empty table, playing on their smart phones. 
 
    Ron and Derek stood next to the drinking fountain, Derek complaining with hand gestures indicating frustration. Ron shook his head, and Glenn overheard him say, “If he is related, it remains your concern. Not mine.” 
 
    Kirby shouted across the room, “Stephi, GM says you’re next.” He then trotted up to Glenn by the tables holding the miniatures. “Ever play?” 
 
    “No, can’t say that I have.” 
 
    “Me neither. But some Monsters, Maces and Magic games use miniatures for showing where characters and monsters are at, and for movement.” He shrugged. “Not usually for one-night games, but for long-term campaigns.” 
 
    Glenn dreaded Kirby bringing up if Glenn intended to show up next Friday, so he changed the subject. “You want a pop from the machine?” 
 
    “My dad says that’s what water fountains are for.” 
 
    Glenn pulled out his wallet. “My treat, Kirby.” 
 
    Kirby grinned. “Get me a Monster?” 
 
    “How about something more tame—and healthy.” 
 
    “Dr Pepper then?” 
 
    “That’ll work.” Glenn fed dollar bills into the slot. 
 
    “Sure. That’s pretty cool of you. Thanks.” 
 
    By his reaction, Glenn figured not many people went out of their way to be nice to Kirby. He seemed like a decent kid, but junior high years could be pretty hard on someone who didn’t fit in. 
 
    They spent the time talking about the upcoming Marvel movie releases while the remaining players cycled through the pregame meeting with the GM. 
 
      
 
      
 
    All the players back in their seats with the room’s door closed, the GM stood. “Before we officially immerse you in your adventure, each will describe the character they intend to be.” 
 
    Be? Glenn thought that pushed role playing, but not by too much. Anyway, he started. “My character is named Jax. He’s a gnome who freely admits to being a healer. Big nose and skin the color of weak tea. He has no armor, but a leather jerkin. He does carry a round shield and a cudgel in his belt. The business end of the cudgel is covered by a wool knit cap, like a golfer covers the head of his clubs.” 
 
    Kirby went next, excitement in his voice. “My half-goblin is named Gurk. He’s taller than Jax the gnome, standing a couple inches over five feet. He carries a cutlass and wears leather armor and a bandoleer of darts. He looks pretty mean and not like someone to mess with.” 
 
    Glenn frowned, having neglected to tell about his sling, but decided it didn’t matter and wasn’t worth interrupting. 
 
    “My character is Marigold, an elf maiden,” Stephi said and glanced down at her character sheet. “She’s two meters tall wearing boots with two inch heels, so she towers over her little man, Gurk.” 
 
    Kirby leaned over and whispered to her. “Elves don’t like goblins, and that usually means half-goblins too.” 
 
    Stephi looked surprised. “I’m not—I mean Marigold’s not racist.” She glanced at her character sheet again, regaining her composure. “She’s tall and extremely beautiful, and carries a rapier with a bronze basket hilt. She wears a loose fitting green blouse, brown trousers and a hooded cloak, also forest green. Like all elves Marigold has pointed ears, but they’re usually hidden under her waves of long dark hair. You might guess that she’s a magic user, as she has a familiar, a big, beautiful blue jay on her shoulder.” 
 
    She let out a long breath. “Your turn, Kim.” 
 
    While she spoke, Glenn took a second to fill in “blue jay” under one of the two animal communication languages he was allowed as a gnome with a fourteen intelligence score. He wrote down “wolf” for the other, because it seemed like something they might run into and not want to fight. 
 
    Kim held up her character sheet and cleared her throat. “My character is human, a female in her early twenties named Byeol. That means ‘star’ in Korean. She wears gray robes that allow for ease of movement, and carries a spear and dagger. She will tell anyone who listens that she is a warrior monk. Her black hair reaches down to her waist, and is braided.” 
 
    Stephi leaned in close to her friend. “I’m putting down that my hair is that long too, but dark and wavy, and in a ponytail.” 
 
    After a few breaths of silence, Ron spoke up. “Lysine is my name. My people have dark skin, however mine is a shade lighter, owing to my grandmother’s full-blooded elven heritage. 
 
    “I carry a spear, short sword on my left hip, dagger on my right hip, and also a sling. I wear ring mail, which—although historically there is no legitimate reference to--is all that I could afford. The bronze rings keep the steel, or more accurately, iron total carried below that which will allow for my druidic magic to function.” 
 
    Derek spoke up last, keeping his eyes focused on his character sheet, with his chair angled away from the GM. “My character is Kalgore the Courageous. He’s obviously a warrior, with chainmail armor, and a shield with a spike on the front. He carries a dagger as well and is trained in long bow and staff. He’s tall and powerfully built, and definitely can dish out the damage when it comes to a fight.” Derek glanced back down at his character sheet. “Oh, and he’s missing a front tooth from a fight—one, like always, he won.” 
 
    “Excellent,” the GM said. “Is there anything any players would like to add or include on their character sheet?” 
 
    Everyone looked theirs over, Kirby glancing at Stephi’s for her, and Ron checking Kim’s. 
 
    “Then we shall begin.” The GM rubbed his hands together, almost like he was performing a display of anticipation in a high school play. Glenn got that creepy sensation from the black-clad man again, but swallowed and brushed it off. The only other person that had a look of concern was Derek, sitting on the GM’s left. 
 
    “It is late spring, in Vandike, one of the lesser kingdoms within the Morrin Confederacy, rival, and some would say enemy, of the Agrippa Empire. You are two day’s travel from your destination, Three Hills City.” 
 
    Ron interrupted. “Is there a map?” 
 
    The GM scowled. “Do you have one listed on your character sheet?” 
 
    Ron frowned, and began jotting notes onto a legal pad he’d brought with him. 
 
    “You six, strangers on the road, have banded together for safety. The Dark Heart Swamp is not far to the southwest. Even more, you have camped in the company of several merchant wagons for safety. They frowned upon the one with goblin blood among you, but the more than fair elf and the fact that he is traveling in the company of a gnome, sworn enemies of the goblins, swayed their opinion in your party’s favor.” 
 
    “They sound kind of rude,” Stephi whispered.  
 
    “It’s a dangerous game—I mean world,” Kirby said. “Narrow-minded and superstitious, usually. And full-blooded goblins are considered vile and cruel. It says so in the game’s Monster Guide, and the expansion book, Tome of Monsters.” 
 
    The GM cleared his throat, then continued. “You six are gathered around your campfire, deciding who should stand the third watch. The men-at-arms hired by the merchants will be covering the first two.” 
 
    He reached into his trunk and pulled out a black velvet bag and loosened the drawstrings. “Reach in, each of you, and secure your figurine.” 
 
    He handed the bag to Derek and reached into his trunk again. 
 
    Derek put his hand in the big bag and withdrew one of the figurines. Without looking at his, he handed the bag to Stephi. 
 
    After picking hers, Stephi rolled her eyes. “What the hell?” she said, and showed her figurine to Kim. “Looks like a porn star ready to topple forward.” 
 
    Kirby grinned at Glenn while he reached in the bag himself. He gasped. “Man, this is cool, GM. Awesomely cool.” 
 
    The painting on the two-inch tall figures was amazing. Almost lifelike. 
 
    Glenn withdrew his from the bag. “Huh,” he said, holding it close to his eyes. “It really sort of looks like me, mashed down and with a big nose.” 
 
    “Mine has a cutlass too, just like Gurk.” 
 
    “Is yours warm like mine?” Glenn asked Kirby. 
 
    “Yeah, but they were in a bag.” 
 
    Glenn saw that he’d missed watching Kim and Ron get their figurines. 
 
    Ron started to hand the empty bag to the GM but set it down on the table instead. The GM was leaning forward, placing what looked like an eighteen inch flat screen TV on the table, except it looked old school—gray and textured along the edges, like if it was a computer, it’d be hooked up to a dot-matrix printer. 
 
    With a few mumbled words and a wave of his hand over the screen, the square device came to life. Everyone stood to look down into it, like the best 3D device they’d ever seen. Looking down from above, in the center of the picture burned a campfire. 
 
    Ron looked at his legal pad and snorted a laugh. “It appears a map may not be required.” 
 
    The GM smiled, the lights in the room dimming, the yellow and orange light of the campfire in the screen flickering across everyone’s face, especially his. “Simultaneously, if you would, place the figurines selected to be yourselves around the campfire, as you imagine yourself sitting.” 
 
    Glenn’s hand had grown cold, or maybe his figurine had gotten warmer. Maybe a little bit of both. Nevertheless, he followed suit and reached to place his figurine next to the flickering campfire, between Kirby and Derek. 
 
    The fact that his figurine didn’t stop where the glass of the screen should’ve been surprised Glenn, enough that he tried to pull it back, but was unable. He couldn’t let go, like the painted metallic figure was welded to his hand, drawing him downward toward the screen’s interior, like a high-powered magnet to a block of iron. 
 
    Across from him, the same was happening to Kim. Some of the players screamed or cursed. Kirby grabbed ahold of Glenn’s shirt with his left hand. It helped the young teen as much as one man grabbing another as they both toppled off the high dive. 
 
    Glenn, teeth clenched as he felt stretched out, disappearing into the darkness of the screen, looked back. 
 
    The GM’s eyes were focused on Derek, laughing at the former football player, now college student, as he merged within the new reality, along with the rest of the party. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Glenn’s jaw remained clenched, but he wasn’t looking up at the GM, or even at the ceiling and florescent lights of the Grimes Student Center’s group study room. Above him, through some leaf-budding branches, shone a sky full of stars. 
 
    He was squatting in front of a small campfire, a hand gripping the right shoulder of his jerkin. 
 
    Screams and curses around him fell silent. 
 
    Two men in armor raced toward Glenn’s campfire, spears held ready. 
 
    One of them shouted at the group around the campfire, “What? What is it?” 
 
    Everyone sitting around the fire stared up at the man, blank-faced with mouths open. A blue jay launched from a tall woman’s left shoulder and flew into a nearby tree. 
 
    The man, or creature, or man-creature to Glenn’s right, gripping his shoulder, let go and flashed a yellow-toothed grin. “Apologies, fine man.” The long-nosed manlike creature, thinner, but a little taller than Glenn, continued, saying in his creaky voice, “The gnome here just finished a scary campfire tale that shocked us a bit.” 
 
    The spear-wielding man-at-arms frowned down at Glenn, and then glanced over at the musclebound man squatting in front of the fire to Glenn’s right, a man wearing chain armor and armed with a sheathed sword. A look of surprise, and then disgust crossed the man-at-arm’s face before he marched off back into the darkness. 
 
    The man to Glenn’s right resembled Derek, but only if he’d been on steroids for a decade and a half. A light-skinned African American man sat cross-legged next to the guy who resembled Derek. He wore a leather shirt with metal rings sewn to it in rows of eight. A woman with Asian features and braided hair was next to him, a spear on the ground next to her. She looked remarkably like Kim, except for the long hair. Then a tall woman, stunningly beautiful with what looked like throw pillows stuffed in her blouse knelt on the other side of the man-creature. She resembled Stephi, a glamour model version, but with pointed ears and a bundle of wavy hair tied back behind her head. 
 
    Glenn squinted his eyes, and saw what he suspected. Beyond the muddy brown skin, and long hooked nose, and ears that had a downward point where the lobe should be…lurked Kirby’s face. 
 
    All six stared intently at the others assembled around the fire, observing the same clues of recognition that Glenn had noticed. 
 
    “Awww, this is so cool,” Kirby said, standing up and drawing his cutlass. 
 
    Stephi was the next one to stand. As she’d illustrated in her character description, she towered over Kirby by over a foot and a half. Glenn climbed to his feet. He was almost a foot shorter than Kirby, making him feel like a munchkin compared to the abnormally tall elf. 
 
    Stephi stomped her foot. “This is not cool!” 
 
    Kirby put a finger to his lips. “Shhhhh.” 
 
    “Don’t shhhhh me, you ugly little creep.” 
 
    Kim took hold of Stephi’s hand. “Marigold,” she said, “he’s right. We don’t want trouble before we figure this out.” 
 
    “Why’d you call me Marigold?” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    “In fact, you did,” the ring mail-wearing, African American warrior, Ron, said. Then he held up a finger. He turned to Derek on his right, who was also standing, and said, “Kalgore is the name I know you by, my friend.” 
 
    “You called me Kalgore,” Derek said. 
 
    “That is interesting,” Ron said, bringing a hooked finger to his lips in thought. 
 
    “Could this be some sort of inclusive virtual reality?” Kim asked. 
 
    Ron lifted his left hand and held it forward. “Do you feel the warmth from the fire as I do?” 
 
    Stephi rolled her eyes, demonstrating both impatience and frustration. “Step back away from me, Gurk. I can’t see you through these ginormous boobs you gave me.” Venom filled her voice as she leaned forward and pointed at the half-goblin. “You did this to me, you perverted little creep.” 
 
    Kirby’s mouth fell open and he dropped his cutlass. The weapon thumped onto the damp ground as he took several steps back from the fire, away from Stephi. 
 
    From a tree above, the blue jay that earlier had been perched on Stephi’s shoulder began a screeching call. 
 
    Glenn looked up, realizing he understood the bird’s meaning. “Danger!” he shouted, relaying the blue jay’s warning. “Danger!” 
 
    The discussion around the fire halted and everyone looked down at the gnome. 
 
    One of the perimeter guards in reply shouted, “Silence you undisciplined rabble!” A surprised cry of pain a followed a half second later. 
 
    Kirby leapt forward and retrieved his cutlass from the ground. “Bandits must be raiding us—or worse.” He turned, allowing his half-goblin eyes to peer out into the darkness. “Kill the fire. It’ll silhouette us.” 
 
    Thinking way back to random encounter raids from D&D, Glenn picked up his shield and hunched down behind it, facing out from the fire. Monsters were coming. 
 
    Another picket soldier’s shout of alarm and then death-scream emphasized it. 
 
    Virtual reality or whatever—didn’t some researcher say that people who die in a dream, can die of a heart attack in their sleep? What about dying in virtual reality? 
 
    Ululating cries, pitched like a teenage boy’s hormonal voice changing, sprang up from every direction in the darkness. Swishes and thunks sounded, announcing a flight of arrows entering the camp. There were two other fires besides the one Ron was kicking over and attempting to put out. 
 
    Derek grunted. An arrow shaft was sticking out of his shoulder, through his chain mail armor. He drew his long sword before dropping to the ground. Stephi spun around, looking left and right, panic in her eyes as she didn’t know what was going on, let alone what to do about it. 
 
    Kirby ran for the nearest tree, the one with the screeching blue jay in it. 
 
    Coward, Glenn thought upon seeing the half-goblin retreat. But he was doing no better, hunched down behind his round shield. He pulled the cudgel from his belt and flicked the cover off the end. 
 
    Horses from the two wagons neighed and men shouted warnings. Metal clashed on metal. 
 
    Glenn peered over the top of his shield in time to see a second wave of arrows fly into their camp. One struck his shield, causing him to duck. One caught Ron in the thigh, just above his knee, and another struck Stephi in her left breast. She squealed in both surprise and pain before squatting and cupping the shaft with her hands. 
 
    From within the tree, Kirby shouted, “Goblins!” 
 
    “Here they come,” Kim announced, the only one of the group standing. She hurled her spear, taking the one leading the charge in the chest. The short, manlike creature toppled back, dropping his notch-covered scimitar. 
 
    From somewhere deep inside Glenn’s heart, the sound and smell of goblins stirred up a whirlwind of anger. He stood and charged, building up as much speed as his stubby legs could muster. He rammed into one of the ugly wiry creatures. It toppled to the ground and Glenn got a better look. The goblin had coal black skin and matching black eyes that captured and reflected the remnants of the camp’s fires. 
 
    Glenn was a gnome with keen vision that required little more than starlight to see almost as if it were day. That allowed him to stomp his sturdy boot down on the prone creature’s crotch before charging ahead. He swung at the next goblin in sight, but the silver-lined end only connected with air as his wily foe jumped to the side. 
 
    Another set of swift whooshes over Glenn’s head announced several more arrows flying into the camp. 
 
    From the tree, now behind Glenn, Kirby shouted, “Marigold, use your Slumber Spell on the archers—the ones with the bows!” 
 
    Glenn couldn’t take time to see what was happening behind him as he traded unsuccessful blows with his foe. The goblin was too nimble to hit, yet it couldn’t get past Glenn’s shield. 
 
    Before Glenn realized it, a second goblin got in behind him and slashed at his leg, cutting deep into his hamstring. Glenn swung his cudgel wildly as he fell backward to the ground, his leg unable to bear his weight. The maneuver forced the second goblin to retreat a step, giving Glenn a second to contemplate his impending death. 
 
    Instead, internal instinct kicked in, and Glenn mentally released some spell strength he didn’t realize he had up until that moment. The pain in his right leg faded, replaced by a tingling warmth. His healing magic. 
 
    That wouldn’t matter if the two goblins got their way. He raised his shield to block the first goblin’s downward strike, deflecting the scimitar. The second goblin didn’t get a chance. Kim appeared, landing some sort of round house kick to her shorter foe’s head, dropping him like a sack of wheat. 
 
    With lightning swiftness she leapt over Glenn, stepped inside of the first goblin’s scimitar stroke and smashed the palm of her right hand into the surprised goblin’s nose, crushing it and several bones in his face. It collapsed faster than the first. 
 
    Glenn rolled onto his stomach and climbed to his feet. “Thanks, Byeol.” She nodded once and sprinted back toward their campfire’s embers. 
 
    “Jax, take out the sleeping ones,” Kirby shouted. 
 
    Glenn looked around and saw three goblins with bows sprawled on the grass just his side of the road. Clubbing someone when they were down felt wrong to Glenn, but this was life or death—and a deep urging reminded him they were vile creatures that had unceasingly warred with his kind for generations upon generations. 
 
    He marched up, hefting his cudgel, and delivered each an overhead slam, crushing their skulls. The sight both sickened and satisfied Glenn. Distant logic told him it was just a game, the creatures weren’t real, and he simply did what the game demanded. The continued sound of combat said his party, his friends—if they were that—needed him. If nothing else, he owed Kim for saving his life. 
 
    The others of his party must have drawn the same conclusion he and Kim had: They had no choice other than to fight, whatever the circumstances, or true reality, might be. 
 
    Derek was up, maneuvering around the remnants of their fire, swinging his blade, keeping four goblins at bay—three as he clove the right leg off of one that got too close. Kim and Ron were standing back to back, surrounded themselves by six goblins, but both he and Kim had their spears, using their reach and fighting abilities to their advantage. 
 
    Stephi was engaged with a single goblin. Her long reach and the quickness of her rapier kept her attacker at bay. But she was completely on the defensive and it was only a matter of time before her foe found a way to get past her parrying blade. Glenn decided she needed help. 
 
    When he was half way to her, a spread of darts rained down on Stephi’s foe, one biting into his off-weapon shoulder. At the same time, her blue jay swooped down out of the tree and strafed the goblin. A successful peck at his ear caused the goblin to spin and slash at the retreating bird. That was all the opening Stephi needed. With a swift lunge and thrust, she caught her foe in the throat.  
 
    How her epic chest hadn’t thrown her off balance, Glenn attributed to game mechanics. Didn’t female fighters in videogames, also with epic chests—although nowhere near epic as Stephi’s—suffer no penalties? 
 
    Glenn redirected his charge toward Kim and Ron. Along the way, Derek managed to behead one of his foes while receiving a slash to his sword arm, just above the elbow. Gurk hurled another spread of darts down from his perch in the tree, catching one of the goblins facing Ron in the back. Ron took advantage and pierced the wounded goblin in the stomach with a quick spear thrust. 
 
    Stephi closed on the goblins facing Kim, taking one in the kidney with a rapier thrust. Her blue jay swooped down to the attack again, distracting Kim’s other foe, allowing her to sweep her spear’s tip across the goblin’s throat as it looked up to see what had struck him. 
 
    At the same time, Derek went on the offensive, smashing his shield’s spike into the chest of one goblin while kicking another in the throat. Both went down. He missed his parry and suffered a strike to his head. The scimitar’s blade clanged off his Norman style helmet. The blade wasn’t heavy enough to do more than momentarily stun Derek, leaving enough senses to interpose his shield and block the next attempt to cut him down. 
 
    The goblin never saw Ron’s spear. The hurled weapon’s point drove deep into the goblin’s rib cage. Mortally wounded, the vile creature dropped to its knees and then collapsed onto its back, an artery that normally fed the heart instead drained into the chest cavity, filling the pierced lung. 
 
    The sounds of battle around the other two wagons were dying down. Glenn didn’t see any fighting, and hoped maybe they’d send help. Instead a ten-foot hulking brute, with tusks jutting up from its lower jaw and hefting a battered flanged mace, one sized for such a brute to wield, lifted and tossed aside an intervening covered wagon and bellowed a challenge. 
 
    Glenn gulped. The monster’s bellow rattled his teeth, and it tossed a covered wagon aside like it was a toddler’s plastic toy. Everyone behind it had to be dead. So much for help. 
 
    The gnome healer looked down at himself and concluded running wasn’t an option. He looked back up at the beast. The single shoulder strap wife beater consisted of a bearskin patchwork that hung down to mid-thigh. Glenn was pretty sure boxer shorts weren’t part of the attire. That didn’t bode well for its hygiene, based upon the brute’s cracked and flaking, leather-like skin. 
 
    Glenn wasn’t sure if it was suicide or sacrifice, bravery or resignation that fueled his choice. Glancing up over his shoulder he said, “Marigold, you can outrun it. I’ll give you a head start.” With that, Glenn shouted his own battle cry and charged forward with shield held before and cudgel cocked back and ready. 
 
    “Teamwork!” Ron yelled. “Together we engage the ogre, or perish separately.” 
 
    The hulkish brute crouched in anticipation, hefting its iron mace, and offering a broken-toothed grin, one accented by yellowing tusks. 
 
    A good whack in the shin, Glenn thought, just above the knee. Preparing to fake right and dodge back to the left, he saw the brute had left itself open for a shot. Glenn later learned that it was Kim’s spear that caught the ogre in the throat. 
 
    While the beast yanked out the spear, Glenn struck. It felt like he’d struck the trunk of a stout oak tree. But he’d hit hard enough to cause the ogre to grunt and take a swipe with his mace. 
 
    Glenn interposed his shield and tried to dodge out of range. The effort earned him a glancing blow, most of it absorbed by his shield. After flying through the air a dozen feet, he landed hard and rolled, making his now dislocated shoulder announce its presence even more. He cried out in pain. 
 
    Gnome out of the way, the ogre charged the others. 
 
    Lying on his back, Glenn triggered his healing and watched the combat. Warmth flooded his arm and shoulder, relieving the pain. He struggled to his feet, anxious to help his party members, his friends. 
 
    Derek slashed two-handed with his long sword, biting into the ogre’s hip. It ignored him and slapped away Ron’s spear thrust. The beast had one focus: Kim. The puny human who’d hurt his throat, making it painful to swallow, impossible to bellow. 
 
    Stephi hurled a softball-sized stone at the ogre, striking to little effect. 
 
    Glenn was steady on his feet, reaching down for his shield. Where was Kirby? Still hiding up in the tree? If a rock couldn’t hurt the brute, the thief’s little darts would be useless. 
 
    “Come on, you stupid animal,” Kim taunted and backed away, under the tree. Was the maneuver intended to limit the ogre’s ability to swing its weapon? Maybe to use the trunk for cover? 
 
    Rather than run, she threw her dagger into the ogre’s face, sticking it in a ruddy cheek. Enraged, the ogre swung. Kim dodged, but the beast guessed right. The huge mace slammed down on her shoulder, driving her to the ground like a wrecking ball crashing down upon a wooden shed. 
 
    The instant before the ogre completed its deathblow, Gurk leapt upon its back and grabbed a patch of scalp hair for balance. One second too late, the half-goblin drove the sharp point of his cutlass deep into the ogre’s ear.  
 
    The ogre stood erect, dropping his weapon. With one hand he slapped ineffectually at the assailant who was in the process of jumping to the ground. With the other he reached for his wounded ear. A gurgling bellow erupted from his throat as the towering brute staggered a step forward, then back. Ron hurled his spear tip into the ogre’s ribcage while Derek slashed deeply into the tendons located behind the ogre’s knee. 
 
    The brute was down. Derek finished it with a draw cut across its throat. 
 
    Glenn raced forward, the urgency of being a healer and seeing Kim down on the ground overwhelming him now that the ogre was dead. He ignored Kirby’s statement saying he would watch for more enemies. Stephi knelt over Kim, tears filling her eyes. Glenn shouldered her aside. 
 
    Kim lay, eyes closed, blood seeping from her mouth. Her shoulders and back twisted at impossible angles, as were her hips and legs. A victim of a head-on car crash with a dump truck would’ve looked better. 
 
    Ron, having finished his short chant, lifted his hands from Kim’s forehead. “My Minor Cure failed to work.” His flat voice held no emotion. “She is dead.”  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Guilt accosted Glenn’s conscience. A part of him was relieved that Kim died before he reached her. Her life had probably ended halfway through the ogre’s crushing blow. Healing his own wounds and injuries, alleviating the pain through apparent magic, was one thing. Would he have been able to draw Kim’s wounds upon himself? Inflict unmeasurable agony, hoping he’d be able to heal it? Or would he have lain in agony, twisted and broken without pain meds, waiting until sunrise before his spell power was renewed? 
 
    The rule book said healers could not absorb or transfer to their body more damage than they could physically survive, after all currently available healing spells, used in the most advantageous manner, could be applied. But that meant he might’ve healed just enough to keep his lungs and heart beating. Taking on her mangled condition would’ve been like willingly mashing his hand with a hammer over and over and over again, enduring that pain all over every inch of his body. 
 
    The thought left him in a cold sweat. 
 
    “Jax, what do you think?” 
 
    Glenn’s thoughts snapped back to the moment. After gathering the dead bodies of the merchants and their men-at-arms protection and placing them on one of the wagons, Kirby had gone about checking the dead goblins and ogre for treasure and stacked their weapons, saying they could be traded for a little coin. That they were going to need it. 
 
    Glenn agreed, in theory, if the situation was real and was lasting. From what he remembered playing years ago, having no money was a very bad thing. Other than rare charity, there wasn’t any welfare or food stamps or subsidized housing—unless this fantasy game world was different from any he’d ever heard of. 
 
    The world’s brutality wasn’t in question. Kim dead, all the humans around them, dead within a span of ten minutes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Jax?” Ron asked. 
 
    Glenn looked up at the others gathered around Kim’s dead body. He’d pulled out his heirloom item, the everlast candle. The bronze cylinder that held it was almost the size of a small can of soup. When he’d unscrewed the cap, a small flame automatically appeared on the wick. It burned without consuming any of the wax. Sitting on the ground next to the body, the small flame managed to illuminate several spots of blood that had already seeped through the canvas tarp they’d wrapped her in. 
 
    Glenn repeated the question Stephi asked a few moments before. “Is she really dead?” 
 
    The gnome shrugged when no one answered. “Maybe dying here—wherever here is—releases you? Maybe we’re really back in the basement of Grimes Hall, and never left, or part of each of us didn’t.” He leaned toward Ron’s theory that they’d been somehow transported to a parallel universe of sorts, one with inherently different rules, varying laws of biology, chemistry and physics. It beat mass hypnosis, simultaneous psychotic breaks, and inclusive, or even individual, virtual reality simulation. 
 
    Whatever the cause, something was different. Glenn hadn’t had the chance to find a mirror, but simply his perspective of everything around him, that he had to do a lot of looking up, left little doubt about his short stature. He pictured the intricately painted figurine he’d held just before everything changed. Kirby’s merged likeness to the goblins they’d killed? Stephi, her elven features and almost cartoonish porn star build, matched what she’d written on her character sheet. From the brief glimpse he’d caught, their figurines were spot on to the people around him. He didn’t need a mirror. 
 
    The gnome looked straight up to the sky and sighed. The stars didn’t even match up. “I don’t know. None of us knows.” He knelt down and placed a hand on the canvas, underneath which Kim’s head lay. “But she saved my life when two goblins almost had me, and when I tried to take on that ogre.” 
 
    Stephi knelt down next to Glenn and rested a hand on his shoulder. “That was beyond brave.” 
 
    “No,” Glenn said. “Kim was beyond brave.” He looked up and met Ron’s gaze. “We can figure out why we’re here later.” For a fraction of a second, the dark-skinned quarter-elf’s eyes shifted to Derek, who turned from that look and stared at the ground. 
 
    Glenn grimaced, looking at Derek. Ron had expended his two Minor Cure Spells, but Derek still had several shallow wounds. Ron suggested that he use a Minor Healing Draw Spell before sunrise, so that if he lacked the ability to cure all the hit points of damage transferred, he’d have new spell points to expend shortly thereafter.  
 
    The gnome healer put his hand on his knee and leveraged himself to standing. That stood him pretty much eye level with Stephi, who was still kneeling. Being a gnome was going to suck. 
 
    That thought, combined with meeting her face so close, her intense beauty, distracted him for a moment. He shook his head once. “Lysine, for me there isn’t an option. You said there’s such a thing as a Revive the Dead Spell. Let’s get one.” 
 
    “We don’t got nearly enough gold coins for that,” Kirby inserted, obviously listening from a distance. 
 
    “Then we’ll get them,” Glenn replied. 
 
    “Running under the assumption that the reality of this parallel universe is reflected in the Monsters, Maces and Magic rule books, Byeol’s soul will remain next to her body for three days,” Ron said. “Depending on her alignment, it will depart sometime during that third day. White at sunrise, Gray and sunset and Black at midnight.” 
 
     “No way she chose Black,” Stephi said. 
 
    “And she’ll need to save versus her constitution,” Kirby warned, only to be ignored. 
 
    The camp was so quiet. Everyone had perished in the fight, except them. What the few goblins that fled hadn’t killed, the ogre did. Ron and Derek had verified that. Smashed and slashed bodies. Something Glenn didn’t care to view, up close or at a distance. 
 
    “First priority is to secure the services of a cleric,” Ron said, “to cast a Tether Spell, so that her soul doesn’t depart.” 
 
    “We don’t even have enough coin for that,” Kirby said. “We need a high-rank cleric to give us enough time.” 
 
    “Time for what?” Glenn asked. 
 
    “An adventure,” Kirby said, excitement crackling in his voice. “That’s the only way we’ll get enough coins to buy a Revive the Dead Spell.” 
 
    Stephi gracefully stood. “Can’t we just ask a good, or White, cleric to do it?” 
 
    “Monsters, Maces and Magic doesn’t have a lot of charity in it.” 
 
    Ron and Derek nodded agreement to Kirby’s statement. Glenn did too, after recalling his gaming from years ago. And from the creepy vibe he’d gotten from the GM, sending people to a charitable world didn’t fit. 
 
    “So,” Ron said, “what might be our next step? How might we obtain sufficient gold for a Tether Spell?” He glanced into the darkness where Kirby stood. “One cast by a cleric powerful enough such that the spell duration allows adequate time to secure a Revive the Dead Spell.” 
 
    “Well,” Kirby said. “We pile the weapons into one of the wagons, along with the bodies of the merchants. They’ll be proof that we didn’t kill the merchants and their men, and turn over their wares to the local authorities. Might be a sheriff, or mayor, or baron or king that runs Three Hills City. That’s the closest place, at least from what the GM said before we got sucked over here…where we are now. 
 
    “Then we sell the weapons, which won’t give us enough for a good Tether Spell—if there’s a decent rank cleric there. If not we race our butts to wherever we can find out there might be a tough enough cleric.” 
 
    “Maybe we should pack up and begin racing our butts now,” Stephi said. “Just in case.” 
 
    With a tone of curiosity in his voice, Ron asked, “Young Gurk, how will we obtain enough gold to get the spell to buy us time for an adventure?” 
 
    “Steal it,” Kirby said. 
 
    “Steal it?” Stephi asked. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but that sounds like it could get us into serious trouble.” 
 
    The three men around the body nodded in agreement. 
 
    “And we’re not taking the stuff in the barrels and crates from the wagons as our own because…” Stephi said, pausing to press her fingers against her forehead in thought. “We might be mistaken for brigands who killed the people, like the goblins and ogre did? And local lords and leaders tend to kill brigands for stealing?” 
 
    Ron asked, “Gurk, might you have an alternative plan?” 
 
    “Ummm, not a good one.” 
 
    “Might you be willing to share it with us?” 
 
    “I could,” he said, his voice cracking. 
 
    After a few seconds of silence Ron grew short on patience. “We are all ears.” 
 
    “Marigold could be an expensive prostitute.” 
 
    The same time Ron mouthed the word, “Oh,” Stephi asked, “So, what do we plan on stealing?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    After readying the horses and loading the wagons, including the bodies of the merchants and men-at-arms and covering them with a tarp, the five survivors of the raid road through the night.  
 
    Ron and Derek had each taken a skill level in Horse Riding and Handling, so each drove one of the wagons. Glenn had taken a skill slot in Reading and Precious Stone Appraisal. He’d figured both would be handy. The first in towns and cities and if they found any tomes or scrolls while adventuring. The second, because he remembered treasure often came in gemstones and jewelry. 
 
    Somehow, Kirby and Stephi had been able to fall asleep. Not so with Glenn. He sat next to Ron, trying to pick up a few pointers to handling the horses in case he had to drive, if for no other reason than to allow one of the drivers to catch some shuteye. How that would work in the game world he’d entered, there was no telling. 
 
    They stopped a little after sunrise next to a stream that emerged from a coppice of trees and crossed the road. It was wide and shallow, and somewhat higher than normal due to apparent spring rains. Still, the wagons probably wouldn’t have any trouble crossing. Older wagon tracks demonstrated this. 
 
    While Ron hopped down to go make sure, Glenn climbed down as well to help Derek with the horses. 
 
    A blue jay flew out of the covered wagon and perched on the top a moment before Stephi climbed out, looked around and stretched. Glenn tried to avert his gaze but somehow couldn’t. She’d slept on the floor of the wagon with a sack stuffed with grass and leaves for a pillow, and yet no bedhead. Her hair, although a little disheveled, retained its natural wavy curl. Maybe it was because she kept it in a ponytail. Nevertheless, it wasn’t her hair that really caught his attention. The cream-colored linen blouse that strained against its contents as the tall elf stretched drew his eyes. 
 
    Her hands dropped to her hips. “Want to get closer for a better view?” 
 
    Glenn stammered. “I—I…was trying to figure out how you could sleep on a sack filled with leaves for a pillow without getting bedhead. Your hair looks almost perfect.” 
 
    “Nice try,” she replied. “That wasn’t where your eyes were looking.” She thrust out her chest. “Satisfied?” 
 
    Glenn’s gazed dropped to the ground. “Sorry,” he muttered. 
 
    Kirby came up behind Glenn, startling the gnome. “Dude,” he said. “Sunrise already?” 
 
    In the sunlight, Kirby’s half-goblin features were clearer. Hooked nose, pock-marked cheeks, wiry build. Several of his teeth were more points than they should be. 
 
    “Don’t tell me,” Stephi interrupted, walking toward the pair standing next to the uncovered wagon. Glenn gazed up at her. Although it wasn’t accurate, he felt half her size. He even had to look up to Kirby. He’d always been on the taller than average size, being about five-eleven. 
 
    “I’ll have to…do my business in the woods?” Stephi asked. 
 
    Kirby grinned. “More privacy than the meadow.” 
 
    To head off any trouble, Glenn interjected, “Even in towns and cities, it’ll probably be equivalent to an outhouse, or a chamber pot.” 
 
    She turned on Glenn. “Chamber pot?” 
 
    “Like a Port-a-pot except it’s only a clay pot with a lid.” 
 
    Her lip curled up in disgust. She pointed at Glenn. “After last night, something tells me something bad might be in the woods. You’re going to stand guard—without watching me.” 
 
    “Maybe you’d like it better—” Kirby started, but she cut him off. 
 
    “No way you’re coming near me, you little pervert.” 
 
    Kirby’s jaw clenched. He turned and walked away, but not before Glenn saw tears forming in his eyes. 
 
    She pointed down at Glenn again. “I don’t wanna hear it.” She turned and strode toward the trees. “Come on, before my bladder bursts.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Glenn, standing several feet from the thicket of trees heard, “Don’t tell me, I have to use leaves?” 
 
    The gnome was about to reply yes, but saw Ron approaching holding a handful of leaves. He proffered them to Glenn while looking away from where Stephi was doing her business. “I’m giving Jax some leaves that are both safe and durable.” 
 
    “Safe and durable?” 
 
    “Safe, as in they will cause neither irritation nor a rash. Durable as in your fingers will not punch through. Superior to the cheap toilet paper procured for the university restrooms.” 
 
    Glenn added, “Trust him on this, he’s a druid.” 
 
    “Okay, then. Jax, you bring them to me, but keep your eyes on the ground.” 
 
    “Why does her trust reside in you?” Ron asked. 
 
    Glenn shrugged, although he thought it had to do with his being a gnome. In game terms, people initially trusted gnomes. And, he was half her size. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After the horse teams had been watered and hobbled a dozen yards away to graze on the lush meadow grass, and everyone had had their turn in the wood with Ron’s leaves, they sat huddled together next to the dirt road. The grass was soft and comfortable despite its dampness. A few clouds hovered in the early morning sky bereft of any wind or breeze. 
 
    Kirby was the last to join them, having secured from the wagon a loaf of dark bread and a wedge of cheese. He tore off and handed an equal piece of bread to everyone, except for Stephi. He handed hers to Glenn, to hand to her. Using his dagger he did the same with the cheese and sat down between Glenn and Derek. 
 
    All five were ravenous and tore into the meal. The bread was stale, the cheese was sharp, but no one complained. 
 
    Stephi’s blue jay familiar landed on her left shoulder, and she offered him a piece of bread, which he readily devoured. She laughed. 
 
    Glenn said, “Marigold, I think you owe Gurk an apology.” 
 
    She turned and glared down at him. “Why?” 
 
    “You’re blaming him for how things turned out. Do you think he’s the reason we’re here?” 
 
    “Look at me—well, maybe for the millionth time for all of you.” She placed her hands under her chest and hefted it, then turned and pressed her massive boobs into Glenn’s face.  
 
    Glenn fell back, embarrassed, doubly so because Stephi’s action had started to arouse him.  
 
    “That’s what every one of you wants to do. That little pervert’s the one that made me this way.” 
 
    Glenn sat back up. “That’s unfair and you know it. You encouraged him and went along to gather material for your sociology paper. It was you that did the rounding up of numbers, if I recall, so don’t blame him.” 
 
    Stephi crossed her arms over her chest, which only managed to redirect attention to it. But even that wasn’t what continued to draw their gaze. It was her flawless face. Perfectly proportioned and symmetrical, without blemish. 
 
    She glanced around the group. “Then who knows why we’re here?” 
 
    “Gurk,” Glenn asked, “when Marigold was going out to the woods and asked me to watch out for her, what were you going to suggest?” 
 
    Kirby raised his head. “Wha—oh.” He pointed at Stephi’s shoulder. “That she could have her familiar watch out and warn her of any danger.” 
 
    That’s what Glenn suspected. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “As it’s your familiar,” Ron said. “You are bound together, sharing a mental connection.” 
 
    Derek said, “You should be able to talk to your bird, and if you concentrate, even see through its eyes if you’re within a mile of each other.” 
 
    Stephi’s eyes widened before she ducked her head in embarrassment. 
 
    “He’s what warned me of the danger last night,” Glenn added. “I took blue jay as one of my animal communication languages.” 
 
    “You can understand my blue jay?” 
 
    “Only basic communication. Nothing like you should be able to do.” 
 
    “If it’s a familiar,” Ron said, “you might be surprised as to its communicative ability.” 
 
    Gurk spoke up. “You should give him a name, other than Blue Jay.” 
 
    Stephi sent Kirby a sparking smile. “You’re right, my little man. I’m sorry about calling you a pervert.” She let out a breath of exasperation. “But I’m freaking huge, with these.” 
 
    “You’re also frikkin’ gorgeous,” Kirby replied. He probably was blushing, but his muddy, half-goblin skin concealed it. “You got an appearance score of nineteen point five. Eighteen is the normal max. Twenty is reserved for gods and demigods.” 
 
    Stephi opened her mouth to say something, then decided otherwise. 
 
    “Look at me,” Glenn said, pointing to his face. “I’ve got a major schnoz and I have to crane my neck to talk to every one of you, except for Gurk and even then…and I’d be lucky if I could run a ten-minute mile.” 
 
    Ron frowned. “A few minutes ago, I was attempting to calculate our rate of travel on horseback and comparing it to our estimated travel on foot, according to the game rules as I recall them.” He balled his fists. “Simple addition, multiplication and division that I have been able to do in my head since fifth grade. I had to scratch the figures out in the dirt with a stick to derive the answer.” 
 
    “Dude, what’s your character’s intelligence score?” Kirby asked. “Because in real life you must’ve had a seventeen or eighteen.” 
 
    “A fourteen,” Ron said, “which is marginally above average.” 
 
    “I only have an eight,” Derek said, pounding his fist into the grass. “I didn’t think it was worth taking reading as a skill.” He pulled up a fistful of grass and threw it down. “I can’t even read my crappy heirloom item, a book of poetry.” 
 
    “That’s it,” Stephi said, turning back to Glenn. “Your automatic candle—” 
 
    “Everlast candle,” Kirby interrupted. 
 
    She dismissed Kirby with a wave of her hand. “Whatever it’s called. It’s magical, right?” 
 
    Glenn nodded, as did everyone else in the circle. 
 
    “Sell it for gold. Magic’s got to be worth something. We can use that for the Tethering Spell to keep Byeol’s spirit—” 
 
    “Soul,” Ron corrected. 
 
    “Whatever,” she said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    The thought had never occurred to Glenn, but for some reason he said, “No.” 
 
    “What?” Stephi leaned close to the gnome. “What do you mean, no?” 
 
    “Selling one’s heirloom goes against the rules,” Ron said. 
 
    “If you do it,” Kirby said, “you’ll be cursed with bad luck.” 
 
    “A curse doesn’t sound good.” Stephi reached up and ran a finger along the blue jay’s feathers. “Somehow, I know I couldn’t sell Petie.” 
 
    “Petie?” Kirby asked. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “He’s my familiar and he likes it. He told me so.” 
 
    “Crimony, of course he did.” Kirby threw his narrow-fingered hands up in the air. “You could’ve named him Cow Poo and he would’ve thought it’s wonderful.” 
 
    The familar uttered a short set of bobs and warbles before flying off. Glenn interpreted it as something along the lines of, “Understood, Mistress, or Female Master, or something.” 
 
    Stephi looked around the group. “I told Petie to fly around and watch out for danger.” 
 
    “Astute notion,” Ron said, glancing over at the horses, still grazing. 
 
    “Speaking of danger,” Stephi said. “Thank you, Jax, for charging that ogre all on your own, to give me a chance to be safe.” 
 
    It was Glenn’s turn to blush. 
 
    “He probably has a low wisdom score,” Derek said. “He had the least chance of stopping the ogre of any of us—besides you. Same deal asking for someone to guard you while you went into the woods. Even a thief fights better than a healer.” 
 
    Ron spoke louder than normal. “What he means is, healers, like magic users, have the least advantageous ‘to hit’ chart.” 
 
    “Whatever, Kalgore the Courageous,” Stephi said. “He’s the one who was willing, so I am thanking him, not you.” 
 
    Derek leapt to his feet, fists balled. Kirby didn’t stand, but his hand went to his cutlass. 
 
    Glenn stood up and held his hands out, and stepped to the middle of the circle. “First, thank you, Marigold. Maybe Kalgore is correct. Maybe not. The thing is, we all have to work together. And, before we get to arguing, we need to work together, to survive.” That said, he sensed the argument wasn’t over and for some reason, was stoked to get out of hand. He didn’t know why. 
 
    Ron stood next to Derek, placing a hand on his friend’s muscular shoulder. “Let it go, Kalgore.” 
 
    “Sure,” Glenn continued, “I may not be able to fight well, and maybe what I did last night was brave, but I’ll tell you what, I can heal. And you know what? That scares the hell out of me.” 
 
    “Why?” Kirby asked. 
 
    Glenn didn’t know why he’d admitted that, and looked away. He took a deep breath. “You all saw Byeol. You know what a healer does? I cast a Minor Healing Draw Spell, transferring her wounds and injuries to me, that I have to heal. While the rules say I can’t draw more hit point damage onto myself than I can physically survive, that means I could be left nearly as broken and bleeding until the next sunrise.” 
 
    Kirby reached over and patted Glenn on the hip. “Dude, I was so scared I almost pissed my trousers while jumping on that ogre’s back.” 
 
    Stephi drew Kirby close in a one-armed side hug. “I’ve been scared almost every other minute I’ve been here.” 
 
    With a gesture, Ron got Derek to sit back down, and then did so himself. 
 
    Kirby asked, “Why’d that GM dude send us here?” 
 
    Ron replied, “If he sent us here, there is every possibility that he could return us to…our original reality.” 
 
    Kirby shook his head. “That doesn’t say why.” 
 
    “Determining ‘why’ may not be the foremost question for which we require an answer. How, might be more germane to our situation.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Derek said. “What about a transport spell? They’re high rank, but not any higher than a Revive the Dead.” 
 
    Kirby shook his head in disagreement. “The magic user would need to know where to send us. If it’s a different universe as Lysine thinks, then it’d be like a Plane Walk Spell, and they’d need to figure out our plane.” He scratched his head. “Even if either worked…” He gazed down at himself. “This is how we’ll return. Might be okay for you two,” he said to Derek and Ron, “except for the lower intelligence scores. I’m a half-goblin, which works here but won’t there. I’ll be in some sort of missing link freak show ten minutes after I get back.” 
 
    He pointed to Glenn. “Jax might pass as a dwarf, if he wanted to. Marigold doesn’t like her body.” He grinned up at her. “Even though you’d probably get to play Wonder Woman’s sexier sister in the movies or something.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Ron said. “As we are at the moment, we are better suited for this ‘world’ than our own. So, while we travel to Three Hills City, to accomplish our first priority mission…” He glanced at the wagon bearing Kim’s body. “Put some further thought into our second priority.” 
 
    Kirby stepped around Glenn and offered a hand to help Stephi up. “What Lysine said, but not that we allow a Wandering Creatures Encounter to get the drop on us.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The road improved as they neared Three Hills City. The GM must’ve calculated the two day trip by foot since riding through part of the night and through most of the following day brought them to the city gates. 
 
    After hurrying through, or riding around, a number of hamlets and villages, and passing more than a few orchards and fields still being plowed using mules and oxen, Three Hills City came into view. It was aptly named. Three tall towers, two square and one round, had been built atop three hills within the expansive city’s walls. Smaller buildings covered the hillsides beneath the towers. Many other towers and buildings were tall enough to be seen above the fifteen foot stone wall that surrounded the city. 
 
    The city had a moat surrounding it, which was mostly dry except for maybe several feet of muddy sludge. The smell suggested deposits from more than a few chamber pots had found their way into the water. The drawbridge was down and the portcullis raised, so Ron encouraged the weary horses forward. It was about an hour until sunset and they wanted to get oriented and some business taken care of before dark. 
 
    Ron had played Monsters, Maces and Magic for years. While his Charisma score was a little above average and appearance score was low, he had years of experience playing the game. Everyone figured that would count for more than Stephi’s initial reaction score, should the guards question them. 
 
    While riding near the villages and hamlets, she’d kept the hood of her green cloak over her head. The garment largely hid both her face and build. She had it down now that they were approaching the city. Her sitting and being radiant might help, and Glenn crouched between the two on the wagon bench might, as well. Most people, according to Derek, Ron and Kirby, found gnomes inoffensive and looked on them favorably. 
 
    Derek followed with his wagon, and Kirby, being a half-goblin, planned to stay out of sight. While his kind weren’t outlawed in most regions, initial reactions were rarely positive. Neutral was often the best to be hoped for. Everyone hoped for better than Neutral. 
 
    Glenn wondered why Kirby chose to play a half-goblin. He thought about asking before approaching the city, but didn’t get the chance to do that. 
 
    Two guards with spears stood on either side of the drawbridge, under the opening. Several with crossbows watched from the crenelated wall above. The sky was cloudy, otherwise there might’ve been sunlight in their eyes. A man, with dark hair whose curls looked like they had been dipped in oil sat on a padded stool behind the drawbridge guard on the left. A tall narrow table holding some sort of a ledger was next to him. 
 
    Ron proceeded forward slowly, keeping the horses under control as they clomped across the wooden drawbridge. 
 
    The guards signaled with their spears for Ron to stop, which he did. 
 
    “Your business in Three Hills City?” the oily-haired man asked. 
 
    “Sir,” Ron began, “I and my companions.” He gestured to Glenn, who politely waved once, and to Stephi, who flashed an engaging smile. It was obvious that her looks distracted both the guards and the questioner. “And those driving the wagon behind us, fell in with the merchants who owned these wagons, and the men-at-arms they hired to watch over them.” 
 
    That unexpected answer snapped the questioning man back to what Ron was saying. 
 
    “Unfortunately, last night, a band of goblins and an ogre attacked the camp. One of our companions, both merchants, and their men were slain. But together we defeated the foul group. 
 
    “We have brought their bodies and their property to this, the nearest city, to turn over to the proper authorities, so that the bodies may be returned to families.” Ron’s eyes never flinched or looked away while he spoke. “As well as the wares they carried, returned to possession of the deceased’s next of kin, or whomever the rightful owner of the horses, wagons and property might be.” 
 
    “Bodies? Did you bring the bodies of the goblins and ogres?” the questioning man asked, doubtfully. 
 
    “We did not, but we did bring the foul band’s weapons in hopes of selling them ourselves, and to help pay for spell services in order to revive our party member the band killed.” 
 
    “Adventurers?” 
 
    Ron nodded. “Indeed, we are.” 
 
    The questioning man signaled for one of the guards to look in the covered wagons and examine their contents, then asked, “Did you bring the heads of the goblins and ogre?” 
 
    “Their heads?” Stephi began, but Glenn elbowed her in the side, shushing her. He then smiled innocently at the questioning man. 
 
    With a look of concern, Ron answered, “That, we did not do.” 
 
    The man gave Ron an ironic smile.  “Where and when did this confrontation take place?” 
 
    Ron provided time, estimated distance, and details of the area as best he remembered, which Glenn thought was pretty good. Better than he could’ve done. 
 
    The guard returned and said, “Crates, barrels, seven bodies and a stack of goblin weapons and a five-foot morning star.” 
 
    The questioning man nodded to the soldier and wrote something down with his quill and ink before tearing the page from his ledger. “Take this to Captain Green. Relay this man’s story so that he may verify it and the duke can be informed.” 
 
    The questioning man turned his attention back to Ron, after his gaze lingered a few seconds on the tall elf maiden. “This band of goblin brigands, led by a foul ogre, is known to Duke Huelmer. He placed a bounty for their heads, which you neglected to take. Those would’ve been far more valuable to gather than their certain to be crude weapons. 
 
    “Nevertheless, I shall take your names, and once Captain Green verifies your claim, a writ of appreciation will be issued to you and your adventuring companions.” 
 
    Glenn thought, that and a fist full of iron coins will buy me a tankard of sour ale, but didn’t express it. Rather he continued to smile and listen. 
 
    The questioner dipped his quill into the ink well. “May I have your names?” 
 
    “No reward?” Ron asked. 
 
    He shrugged. “As you are not in possession of the dead brigands’ heads, there is no definitive proof that it was you who slew them.”  
 
    Ron scowled, Stephi huffed and crossed her arms, and Glenn frowned. The heads probably would’ve been enough pay for a Tether Spell. Probably a lot more. There was no way they’d beat the duke’s men to the spot, if someone hadn’t already taken them for the reward. 
 
    Ron provided everyone’s names, and then received directions where to take the wagons and horses. The questioning man pulled a thin piece of wood about the size of a business card from his pocket. “When you reach the chief magistrate’s court, hand this to the bailiff and tell him what you know. He will see that the bodies and property are taken care of.” 
 
    Ron glanced at the piece of wood before handing it to Glenn. Fine script carved into it identified the questioning man as Lieutenant Reginald Voss, Gate Observer in the Service of Duke Huelmer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The cobblestone road leading from Three Hills City’s main gate immediately forked, with one branch going left, one right and one straight toward the center of the city. It appeared the left and right forks would eventually lead to one of the large hills. The center road led to what was obviously a high-walled keep of some sort in the distance. It too was elevated above the main level of the city, but not as much as the hills, including the one that rose beyond the keep, as viewed from just inside the main gate. 
 
    The tower atop the hill beyond the keep, probably where the duke resided, was the round one. Seeing this, the directions to the chief magistrate’s court offered by Lieutenant Voss made more sense. Basically the court was located between the round tower and the Duke’s City Estate, nearer the estate by half of center, on Squire’s March Street, opposite the Bronzed Dragon’s Remains. 
 
    “The elevated landmarks should assist in keeping our orientation as we proceed,” Ron said. 
 
    “You mean to keep us from getting totally lost,” Kirby replied from his benched seat as Derek pulled his wagon’s horse team up alongside Ron’s. “That’s cool.” 
 
    Ron gazed around. They were in an open square area, with several hundred citizens moving about. There were at least a dozen with mules or oxen pulling carts, and others with mules and oxen laden down with crates or sacks bearing grains, rolled carpets and all manner of trade goods. All were making their way one place or another. All seemed to be in a hurry. 
 
    Glenn looked at the sun. It wasn’t high up in the sky, not much really above the city’s wall. 
 
    Along the main road, progress was slow but steady. Most of the buildings that lined it were two or even three story, brick or stone. Sooty smoke emerged from scattered chimneys and stove pipes. The weather was mild and made Glenn wonder what it might be like in winter. The smoke now, he imagined, was from businesses such as bakeries or blacksmiths that required wood and coal fires. Soot and grime accumulated over apparent decades clung to many of the walls, especially at the upper levels, something rain wasn’t able to wash away. Definitely not an eco-friendly city. 
 
    It appeared that the bottom level of most buildings contained a shop or business establishment of some sort, from coopers or wine sellers to weapons dealers and dry goods merchants. The upper levels held shuttered windows, most of them open, and most of those without any sort of glass and none with screens. A few had metal latticework built in to the window’s framing, especially at the lower and street level. Not exactly bars, but enough to deter easy entry for potential thieves, or worse. 
 
    City guardsmen, wearing chainmail vests and carrying spears and short swords, stood at various posts in pairs. They sported blue and red-stripped sashes across their chests, draped from left shoulder to right hip, possibly identifying them as the duke’s men. Not one smiled. Citizens sometimes nodded, but usually just shied away. That said something to Glenn, and it wasn’t good. 
 
    As they travelled, Ron explained the monetary system. “Gold is the most valuable standard coin. The others, in descending order are silver, copper, bronze and iron. 
 
    “Twenty silver coins are the equivalent of one gold coin. Twenty copper coins are the equivalent of one silver coin. Two bronze are the equivalent of one copper coin, and ten iron coins are equal to one bronze.” 
 
    While Glenn repeated Ron’s explanation to himself, trying to memorize the coins and conversions, Stephi said, “Who thought that up? It’s stupid.” 
 
    Ron shrugged. “The game designers.” 
 
    “I wonder if this city is like many tourist places.” Glenn said. “It’s safe on the main drag, but gets dangerous if you stray from it, especially after dark.” 
 
    Ron pulled the horses to a stop at a cross street to allow a fancy carriage made of wood painted black with inlaid silver designs to turn in front of them. 
 
    “Good move,” Stephi said from beneath her cloak’s hood, which she’d drawn up to conceal her face. “If people get out of the way for rich people here, all you need to do is stick close behind and we’ll make real progress.” 
 
    Hoods were another apparent quirk of the game, Glenn discovered. Like in movies and novels, a mysterious stranger could wear a hood and not be easily recognized, yet never seemed to suffer from lack of peripheral vision. He’d worn parkas as a kid, and the hood with the fir along the edges always left him open to getting blindside tackled into a snow drift by his buddies. Stephi seemed to not have such difficulties. 
 
    When the opportunity presented itself, Glenn figured he’d try his theory about the game’s hood-wearing rules, and how they contradicted what he knew of the real world. Either that or it was because Stephi was an elf, with superior senses. Or maybe she cheated, using her familiar’s senses. 
 
    On second thought that wouldn’t be it, as the bird rode inside the wagon, beneath the canvas cover. What was a prairie style covered wagon doing in what was essentially a medieval setting? The gnome brushed aside that thought, remembering about Petie. A bird riding on her shoulder would advertise that she was a magic user. According to Ron, Kirby and Derek, that could be beneficial, or detrimental, depending on the situation. And letting it fly free in the city, might make it a target. Probably not, but if it was a city with a lot of hungry peasants—with sling shots. Better to play it safe. 
 
    Too many unknowns, in a completely foreign environment with different rules and social customs. It could make a person twitchy, if not completely paranoid. 
 
    It appeared that there were some pigeons and crows, and a few sparrows about, so it might not be too much of a risk for Petie to fly about. But that was Stephi’s call. 
 
    Really, with all that had happened and the urgency of trying to get Kim revived, Glenn hadn’t thought much on the consequences of what had happened to him—to all of them. He knew it would hit him, eventually. Of everyone, Kirby seemed to take everything in stride, almost like he was enjoying the experience. It was a tossup who’d more likely suffer depression or a mental breakdown, Stephi or Derek. Stephi seemed the most erratic emotionally. Derek just seemed brooding, with something akin to hot steam building up underneath. Ron appeared to be approaching the situation as a complex puzzle to be solved. 
 
    Glenn saw it like a weird dream that he couldn’t wake up from, and constantly bordered on morphing into a life or death nightmare. 
 
    The smells and sounds of the city were odd, yet some seemed familiar or ‘normal.’ Burning coal and horse droppings, and the barnyard animals sounding off for various reasons. Maybe it was like Ron suggested when they drank from streams. Sure, the water was pretty clean, but their game bodies wouldn’t be susceptible to microbes and the resulting diarrhea as their real bodies would be.  
 
    Every time Ron had stated “diarrhea,” Kirby corrected him, saying, “Hershey squirts.” Even Derek smirked at that. 
 
    In any case, their improved intestinal fortitude didn’t mean any one of them would want to drink from the disgusting moat surrounding the city. 
 
    Glenn noticed some apartments had flower boxes beneath their windows, and occasionally he caught a glimpse of someone within, usually a woman or a child. A few of the narrow porches outside businesses had barrels with flowers as well. It sort of reminded him of some small towns he’d visited. 
 
    The apartments appeared more solidly built and occasionally he caught a glimpse of what had to be a mansion or minor estate down one of the side streets. It was probably because they were circling around the large granite-walled keep built upon the plateau to their left. Guardsmen with spears and crossbows and their sashes walked the walls. Even from a distance, none could be seen smiling. From atop a long pole, mounted atop one of the keep’s internal towers, fluttered a red and blue flag that matched the guardsmen’s sashes. 
 
    The street they travelled was narrowing, with the fancy carriage having outpaced them long ago, and an oxen-drawn cart holding a load of dusty coal was directly ahead of them. Almost every side street was no more than a wagon’s width. And the people, most unwashed and in stained linen and sack cloth clothing, seemed more urgent in their pace and movements, despite the increased cramping of quarters. Glenn was glad to be up on the wagon rather than down on the ground. He’d be like an eight year old, lost in a crowded county fair’s midway less than a half hour before sunset. 
 
    Glenn asked himself for the thousandth time: Why did he decide to run a gnome character? Why not a muscular human warrior like Derek? 
 
    Kirby trotted up alongside their wagon, on Ron’s side. 
 
    The half-goblin deftly leapt and then climbed onto the bench. Close enough that Ron, Glenn and Stephi could hear him without the need to talk so loudly that he’d easily be overheard. 
 
    “It’s taking pretty long,” Kirby said. “We just got around the keep and it’ll probably take time to get anyone at the magistrate’s court to do something. By then it’ll be dark and what’ll we do after that?” 
 
    Without waiting for an answer, he continued. “Me and Kalgore think that him and Lysine should continue on to the magistrate’s court. Lysine can do all of the talking.” Kirby gestured with his free hand. “You’ve got the wooden business card and know the story of what happened as good as any of us. Me and Jax and Marigold will get off here and go look for someplace to stay the night.” 
 
    “If we split up,” Ron asked, “how will we successfully reunite within a city with which we are all unfamiliar?” 
 
    “Marigold’s blue jay.” 
 
    “His name is Petie,” she interrupted. 
 
    “He’ll stay with you until you’re finished. Then he can lead you back to Marigold.” 
 
    Ron had to pull the horses to a stop as a small company of the duke’s guard crossed in front of the oxen cart. Everyone gave them wide berth. 
 
    “Either Marigold goes with me and Jax, or the bird does. Jax can talk to the bird, but really, she can communicate with the bird just about anywhere in the city as it’s not much bigger than two miles across, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “And we might need her to help negotiate a place to stay. Plus, you two are fighters. Me and Jax aren’t exactly intimidating. Well, maybe I am.” Saying that, Kirby sneered. 
 
    Although it was in jest, Glenn thought it was more than menacing enough.  
 
    “But you all know what I mean,” Kirby continued. “We don’t wanna be stumbling around this city in the dark and end up in the wrong place at the wrong time.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Ron said, obviously not happy with the situation. He didn’t have any alternatives to suggest. “What I would not trade for a smart phone, a cell tower and GPS.” 
 
    “I’ve never had a cellphone,” Kirby said. “Come on, Marigold and Jax. Hop down so we don’t get people mad for holding up traffic.” 
 
    “Do you know where to go?” Stephi asked. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure,” Kirby said, unconvincingly. “But if not, we’ll figure it out. Just hurry up and mentally tell your blu—Petie—the plan.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Keeping up with Kirby was a challenge for Glenn. His stubby legs weren’t a match for Kirby’s bandy ones. Both of them, however, moved slow compared to what Stephi was capable of. 
 
    Nevertheless, she trailed behind, hunched over just a bit, doing her best to keep a low profile. Glenn wasn’t sure she was doing it as a strategy to avoid notice, or if she was simply afraid of any potential confrontation. Probably a little of both. 
 
    “Hold on,” Kirby said. He cut across the corner of a candle maker’s porch to hurry down an even narrower street with tall wooden buildings that leaned in close. Their gray, weather-worn appearance stood in contrast to the stone and brick structures along the main streets. 
 
    Not knowing what else to do, Glenn and Stephi stood against the side of the candle maker’s shop. 
 
    Kirby trotted back and signaled for Glenn and Stephi to follow. “I asked this dude that was beside us for a while a good place to stay.” 
 
    Glenn increased his pace to a slow run to get beside Kirby. “What kind of dude?” 
 
    Kirby stopped half way down the narrow street. “Just a messenger dude, like a courier or something who’d just made a delivery to one of those big mansions.” 
 
    The buildings’ shadows were growing dark. “Are you—we lost?” 
 
    With a wave of his hand, Kirby signaled Glenn for silence. 
 
    That was when four men stepped off of a dilapidated porch about twenty yards ahead, barring their way forward. 
 
    Glenn hadn’t seen them, or more likely, hadn’t been paying attention, because gnomes had excellent low light vision. 
 
    As if practiced hundreds of times, several lantern bearers opened shuttered windows and hung the oil-fueled lamps on large hooks above the windows, effectively lighting the narrow street. The now more apparent sticks, random boards, rocks and other debris indicated this wasn’t a common thoroughfare.  
 
    Although a fraction of the sun’s remaining light managed to infiltrate between the two- and three-story buildings lining the narrow street, the lantern light eliminated any low-light vision advantage Glenn and his friends had over the four men, humans. They were big and burly and, seemingly like everyone else, on the grimy side of the soap debate. One had a flanged mace, another a crowbar, and the last two clubs. The one with the mace wasn’t the biggest, but his scarred face looked the most malevolent. 
 
    “Marigold,” Kirby whispered sharply, “Slumber Spell their dirty asses.” 
 
    “Wha—? Okay,” she replied and, from behind Kirby and Glenn, began mumbling an incantation. 
 
    Glenn reached to unsling the shield hanging across his back, knowing there was no way he could outrun any of these men. Pulling his cudgel might be seen as offensive, but not grabbing for a shield, or so he reasoned. 
 
    Kirby extended his hands in a placating gesture. “Fine sirs,” he began but was interrupted.  
 
    The thug leader stepped forward, waving his mace menacingly. “What are you three doing trespassing…” 
 
    Of the four men, three fell to the ground like a troupe of marionettes whose strings had been cut. The mace wielder glanced back at his unconscious comrades and shrugged. “Just makes it more interesting,” he said. 
 
    Glenn said, “We don’t want any trouble.” He pulled his cudgel from his belt, just in case. 
 
    “Oh, you got more trouble coming than a frog in a crocodile pit, you dumbass gnome.” 
 
    Kirby leaned forward on the balls of his feet. “We can take him.” 
 
    Glenn thought about Stephi behind them. Magic users, he knew, didn’t do well in a fight, so he charged. The thug answered by charging forward himself. Just before Glenn and the lead thug clashed, a spread of Kirby’s darts flew through the air. One bit into the brutish man’s forearm. He ignored it and followed through with his swing. 
 
    Glenn raised his shield to block the attack. He was successful in that his shield bore the brunt of the blow. Glenn stumbled back but managed to keep his balance. He stood ready to take on the big man again, seeing Kirby trying to circle around and get behind their foe. The narrow street and several piles of rocks and broken boards hampered the thief’s maneuver. 
 
    The sound of Stephi’s rapier clearing its scabbard drove Glenn forward. This time he managed to swing at the man, but missed. He rolled to the side and came back up on his feet. The thug ignored Glenn and went after Kirby. The thief tried to parry the man’s mace with his cutlass and suffered a glancing blow to his shoulder for his efforts. 
 
    Glenn charged again. The thug spun around and slammed Glenn with a backhand swing. The solid strike should’ve broken bones in the gnome’s shoulder. Instead his arm was numb, causing him to back off, unable to tightly grip, let alone swing his cudgel. 
 
    Stephi shot forward and thrust with her rapier, missing. The man ignored her and swung down at Glenn, who raised his shield while trying to trigger his internal healing spell. The man sidestepped, causing Kirby to miss his attack, the half-goblin off balance and overextended. As a result the thief caught a fist in the temple, staggering him.  
 
    Stephi attacked again, her series of slashes and thrusts finally hit home, slicing into the man’s hip. The big man laughed. The wound was shallow and wouldn’t cause him much of a problem. 
 
    Glenn felt the warmth of healing reach his shoulder when the thug turned on him again. The man grabbed ahold of Glenn’s shield with his left hand and brought his mace in with a roundhouse swing. The flanged head caught Glenn in the ribs. The blow lifted the gnome off the ground and sent him tumbling. 
 
    “One down,” the thug said, turning away from Glenn, who was on the ground, unable to breathe, and struggling to remain conscious.  
 
    His healing had been triggered. Did he have enough curing points left to do the job, or even come close? 
 
    Kirby and Stephi stayed on either side of the man. Neither was willing to abandon Glenn, but neither did they trust their weapons skill to be up to the task of bringing the man down. 
 
    The thug batted away Stephi’s next attack with his left hand and caught her leg with his mace. She staggered back but the man wasn’t able to press his advantage. Kirby had driven his cutlass’s tip into the same hip that Stephi had wounded. 
 
    The man spun and went after Kirby with a vengeance. The half-goblin thief dodged and parried, giving ground and nearly stumbling over a broken board. He slowly retreated until his back pressed against a wall, right under one of the windows with a shining lantern above. 
 
    “Leave him alone,” Stephi shouted. Waving her rapier to distract the thug. She limped forward, knowing that if he chose to go after her, there was little hope to evade. 
 
    Glenn, on the other hand, felt better. He climbed to his feet. His once broken ribs were sore, but he could breathe. His shoulder was ready to swing his cudgel. 
 
    Without a word Glenn moved around to come at the thug from behind. 
 
    Stephi saw Glenn moving and faked an attack. The man ignored it and bore in on Kirby. The heavy mace missed the thief’s head by inches. It impacted against dry boards, cracking and shattering them, instead of Kirby’s skull. 
 
    Kirby stepped forward and, using his cutlass’s metal guard like a pair of brass knuckles, punched the man in the crotch. At the same time Stephi advanced and slashed at his face. He tried to duck and earned a bloody gouge across his scalp.  
 
    The biggest blow, however, came from an unexpected quarter. Glenn’s cudgel slammed into the thug’s lower back. The connection reminded Glenn of the times his bat connected with a fast ball, sending a screaming line drive back at the pitcher. In addition to the solid thud, cracking bones said he’d fractured several of the thug’s vertebrae. 
 
    The big man dropped to the ground. Kirby sent a boot into his nose. Probably not killing their attacker, but ensuring he wasn’t getting up anytime soon. 
 
    Not even letting anyone catch their breath, Kirby signaled his companions. “Jax, take off their boots and line them up. Marigold watch for trouble.” 
 
    Despite his injuries, the half-goblin went right to what he’d been trained to do, thieving, going through pockets and pouches. 
 
    Glenn tugged off one of the men’s boots. “What am I doing this for?” 
 
    “You’ll see,” Kirby replied. 
 
    “People are watching from the cracks between the shutters,” Marigold whispered. She tested her injured leg while holding her rapier ready. 
 
    When Glenn had all eight boots in a row, Kirby drew his cutlass. 
 
    “You’re not going to kill them?” Marigold asked, somehow managing to keep her voice under control. 
 
    “Naw, just keeping them from chasing us tonight. Jax, do what you can for Marigold, while I finish up.” While Kirby hacked each boot once or twice, Glenn placed a hand on Stephi’s injured leg and muttered the magical words that triggered a Minor Healing Draw Spell. 
 
    Stephi gave a sigh of relief. Glenn nearly fell forward, the pain of Stephi’s wound announcing its appearance on his leg.  
 
    Stephi shot forward and helped Glenn keep his balance. The absorbed injury wasn’t as bad as the blow to his shoulder or ribs, and he triggered his self-healing.  
 
    “Are you okay, Jax?” 
 
    The gnome healer nodded. It surprised him that he transferred Marigold’s injury onto himself without question. Maybe the heat of the moment enabled him to do it, coming after a life and death struggle. Maybe because the fabric of her breeches hid the visual aspect of her injury. Maybe because it gave him the chance to touch her leg. That thought turned his stomach. Made him feel like a creep. 
 
    Glenn caught a radiant smile from beneath Stephi’s drawn hood.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “I feel better than new.” 
 
    Whatever the reason, Stephi’s sincere appreciation told him he’d done the right thing, giving him hope he’d be able to do it again. 
 
    Kirby picked up the lead thug’s mace and handed it to Stephi. “He’ll be okay. You don’t have a lot of hit points like he does.” He made eye contact with Glenn after looking around for danger. “You okay now?” 
 
    Glenn nodded. After his self-healing triggered, his leg still ached some. He was out of spell, or healing, energy, meaning he probably still retained some of Stephi’s injury or, in this world’s terms, a hit point or two of damage. 
 
    Kirby signaled his friends. “Come on, we still have a little way to go.” 
 
    Watching for any threats from the buildings as they passed, Kirby led them the rest of the way down the narrow street and onto a wider one. 
 
    Twilight was upon them, and the city. 
 
    “No more streets like that,” Stephi scolded. There were a few men still on the streets, but no women to be found. “I think you located part of this city’s hood.” 
 
    Another right, a few blocks and then a left and Kirby stopped and looked left and right at the next cross street. He pointed. “There, the round well house with an eagle carving on top.” 
 
    “That’s where we’re going to sleep?” Stephi asked. “In a well house?” 
 
    “No,” Kirby said. “A landmark. The Ox Wagon Tavern is supposed to be a half block down the street past the eagle’s right wing. There’s an inn next door. The courier said it was affordable.” 
 
    “I hope you and he share the same definition of affordable,” Glenn said, wondering if the courier actually said “affordable.” 
 
    Stephi added, “I hope the inn isn’t run by this world’s version of a slum lord.” 
 
    Kirby led them down the street, past a man carrying a short pole who’d stopped next to the well house’s open doorway. The thinly mustached man, wearing a red and blue sash, but no weapon, nodded to the trio as they passed. He reached up with his three-foot pole and used its hooked prong to catch a loop. He lifted a circular band of sheet metal atop a lamp post that Kirby hadn’t paid attention to. Actually, until that moment, he hadn’t known what the erected eight-foot tall device was.  
 
    From within a glow of white light emerged, emitting 360 degrees of soft light. The lamp’s light, equivalent to a sixty watt bulb, didn’t exactly eliminate all darkness, leaving more than its fair share of shadows. But for a human, Glenn imagined, it was far better than nothing. 
 
    Small slivers of light made their way between shuttered windows on the street level. Some higher up windows remained opened, but no light emerged. That suggested to Glenn that they still weren’t in the safest part of town. 
 
    Did the duke’s guardsmen patrol this area? And this was where Kirby was taking them to stay the night? 
 
    Glenn and Stephi followed in line behind Kirby, around and past the well house. It might’ve looked odd, but seemed the most efficient and least likely to cause a confrontation—apparent street rage should someone get in someone’s way or cross some imaginary line. 
 
    The Ox Wagon Tavern didn’t have a sign, in the usual sense. No words naming it. Rather, illuminated by a nearby street light, above the door of the crumbling brick establishment hung a weathered wagon wheel with an ox’s skull mounted on the hub. 
 
    Behind the single story building with a roof sloping toward the street stood a larger wooden structure. Glenn’s night vision showed it appeared sturdy enough, but he knew little of construction. It had tall, narrow windows, each with a single closed shutter. Kirby might be able to squeeze through such an opening, but no way could Glenn with his stouter form. Stephi was slender, except for her epic chest, so she was out. Ron wouldn’t far any better than Glenn. And Derek, with his broad shoulders and muscles? No way. 
 
    That made Glenn wonder if the point was to keep people out. Or people in?  
 
    Glenn guessed the tall building was the inn associated with the tavern, as the rear of the tavern’s roof attached to it. If he wanted to get out through one of the windows, his cudgel could widen the window frame. 
 
    Across the street, which was nearly as wide as the one leading from the main gate to the keep, was a blacksmith’s shop and an apparent stables, identifiable by the smell and faint sound of horses within. Maybe not so much the smell, Glenn thought, although he had seen several shovels with carts for cleaning up animal waste. Not a job he’d want, and being a gnome would make it…challenging, unless he pushed a smaller cart. And if they paid by volume instead of by the cart load… 
 
    Glenn snapped back his drifting thoughts. He was tired and worn out, but they were about to enter a tavern and he was the height of an eight-year-old kid.  
 
    The establishment had a small porch with several men standing on it. They appeared to be thick-armed laborers based upon their sack-cloth tunics and sandals. Heavily bearded and wild-haired, their conversation hushed as they eyed Kirby’s approach. 
 
    Kirby led the three past the workmen on the porch and entered the tavern through its propped open door. 
 
    The interior was sort of what Glenn expected, like an Irish pub minus any booth seating and neon beer signs. One magical glowing orb hung from the high ceiling which had a lattice work of boards, possibly to allow the smoke from the various tobacco products to rise, and also to allow the sounds to go somewhere rather than be reflected back down into the large room. Several strategically placed lanterns supplemented the central magical light. 
 
    To either side of the door stood a bank of windows, all of their shutters closed, but not barred. Opposite the door, about forty feet in, was a bar with high wooden stools, most of which were occupied. Several round tables were scattered about with wooden chairs, but mainly there were long rectangular tables with benches. Only a few of the tables and bench seats were occupied, again, mainly by laboring types. 
 
    The fireplace along the left wall held red-hot coals under a large steaming kettle. Above the fireplace was the stuffed head of a huge bull with stubby horns. It appeared someone made efforts to keep the fur clean and brushed, because the beast of burden almost looked alive. 
 
    The ox head gave the Irish pub a bit of an Old West saloon vibe. Some of the dry wood in the floor and around the windows added to that influence. 
 
    Everyone’s gaze turned toward Glenn and his companions as they entered. Every face frowned, except for the man behind the bar. He kept a straight face. The meaty waitress carrying mugs of ale or beer to one of the rectangular tables simply raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Kirby made his way directly to the bar, his boots hardly making a sound as he strode across the planks of the wooden floor. Glenn followed, his boots clomping along, with Stephi’s two inch heels making some noise, but far less than Glenn. 
 
    Without any preamble, Kirby said, “We heard you had rooms for rent here.” 
 
    The bartender appraised the half-goblin, before his eyes fell onto Glenn who moved up to Kirby’s right and then to the towering Stephi on Kirby’s left. She’d kept her cloak’s hood over her head. Glenn thought maybe her showing a Hollywood glamor smile might help. 
 
    “Depends,” the bartender said, wiping his bar top with a rag. “You spending any coin to eat or drink here?” He wore a red and white checkered shirt with suspenders. The dark stubble was longer than what a man would have from five o’clock shadow. 
 
    “Depends,” Kirby replied. “On the room.” 
 
    “A room?” He looked at the three of them again, and their gear and weapons. 
 
    Kirby grinned, not quite ferally. “There ain’t any occupancy ordnances, are there?” 
 
    “Occupancy ordnances?” The bartender flipped the wiping rag onto his shoulder. “Awfully big words for one of your type.”  
 
    “My gnome friend’s been tutoring me.” He rested his arm on Glenn’s shoulder. 
 
    “This fella your friend, Mr. Gnome?” 
 
    Glenn wasn’t expecting a question directed at him, and blurted out. “Yeah, we’re friends.” 
 
    The bartender’s eyes settled on Stephi’s chest, which couldn’t be fully disguised by her cloak. His eyes rose as he tried to peer into the shadowy depths of her hood. The lighting angles weren’t working in his favor. “What about you, young lady?” 
 
    “They’re both my friends.” 
 
    He rubbed his hands together. “Silver a night, paid up front.” 
 
    “This ain’t exactly a five star hotel,” Kirby replied. 
 
    “Don’t know what five stars means, fella, but a silver’s the price, no matter how many stars, even if all I’ve got is an inn, and not whatever else you said.” 
 
    “Can we see it first?” 
 
    “Sure, and if you take the room, you and your two friends get one drink for no coin.” 
 
    “Kirby said, “If the ale’s equal quality to the room…” 
 
    “Both are passable, what you get for no coin,” the bartender said. “The ‘five star’ drinks require coin.” 
 
    “Give us a look at the room,” Kirby said. 
 
    The bartender called out over his shoulder to a back room, or more likely the kitchen. It was difficult for Glenn to say, not being able to really see well over the bar. “Young Burt, show these three Room Eight.” 
 
    A few of the patrons’ eyes drifted toward the conversation with the bartender, but most weren’t interested. Apparently if the bartender didn’t kick the half-goblin out, they could live with it. 
 
    “We’re weary from travel,” Kirby said. “If we like it can Burt bring down the silver coin?” 
 
    “Sure,” the bartender said. “My name’s Burt. My father’s the cook. He’s Old Burt.” 
 
    Kirby nodded. “Got it, Burt. They call me Gurk, and we’ll have two more friends coming to join us in our room. Warrior types named Lysine and Kalgore.” 
 
    “Only two cots per room,” Burt said. “Floor don’t cost anything extra.” 
 
    “Nor, I trust, will their first drink,” Kirby said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Young Burt was probably eight or nine, and rather clean, wearing a shirt and trousers with suspenders, just like his father. His boots were probably a size or two too large for his feet, based on the way he shuffled and clomped down the narrow halls and up the narrow but sturdy stairs. 
 
    “Mostly get merchants and their men,” Young Burt said, opening the door to room eight. 
 
    Glenn counted four rooms on the bottom floor and six on the second, based upon the doors with their faded white numbers painted upon them. 
 
    Room eight was in the middle of the hall, facing the tavern’s side. 
 
    Young Burt carried a candle and lit one sitting atop a narrow dresser next to the door, which opened into the room. The pillow end of two short cots sat along the far wall with a narrow window between them. It was shuttered and barred. A small table sat under the window and it held an oil lantern. 
 
    Kirby counted steps from the left side of the room to the right. Then he glanced out into the hallway, examining the placement of the doors. “Twelve feet. So we get one of the small rooms?” 
 
    “Pa’s in charge of the room giving,” the thin boy said. He pointed to a three-foot-long piece of lumber, equivalent to a two by four. Its ends were cut at angles. “Some like to have those to brace that against the door.” 
 
    Kirby’s left eyebrow rose as he scratched his chin. “Are there a lot of break-ins?” 
 
    “Not if you use that.” Young Burt’s voice held sincerity. “No extra pillows but I can get ya three extra blankets.” He paused and watched Kirby examine the window and the beds. 
 
    Glenn, standing in the doorway, didn’t smell anything foul. Dusty with a bit of mildew. Streaks of dirt on the floor showed someone had at least run a broom across it recently. 
 
    Behind him Stephi huffed impatiently. 
 
    Kirby lifted the lid to the chamber pot that sat in the corner, the side where the door swung open. He nodded in approval. He pulled a pouch from his pocket and unknotted the leather string keeping it closed and tied to his belt. “One silver for the room,” he said, “and two irons if you can round up something that might work for three more pillows.” 
 
    Young Burt smiled. “Ma’s got some sacks with old rags she won’t miss for a few days,” he said. 
 
    “As long as they’re clean rags,” Kirby said with a smile. 
 
    The boy tried to smile back, but flinched at the half-goblin’s teeth, which were a little on the pointed side—not human. 
 
    When the boy scurried off, Glenn stepped aside and let Stephi enter before him. Following, he closed the door and picked up the board to brace it closed. 
 
    “Naw, not yet,” Kirby said. “Wait for the kid to bring the other pillows.” 
 
    Stephi took off her cloak, unbuckled her belt, and set her rapier and the flanged mace on the floor at the foot of one of the beds. She sat down on it. “Lysine is signaling Petie that they’re finished.” 
 
    “That took longer than I thought it would,” Kirby said, using a piece of straw lit from the candle to light the lantern. 
 
    “Perfect timing,” Glenn said. 
 
    “Don’t jinx anything,” she said, closing her eyes. “I need to concentrate to help them get to us.” 
 
    Kirby asked. “Do they have Byeol’s body?” 
 
    Stephi squinted her eyes in concentrated. “No. Lysine’s carrying some of our gear and Kalgore has a big sack. Looks like all of the goblin weapons you picked and that big spiked club are in it.” 
 
    “Make sure they keep off Tremain Street,” Kirby warned. 
 
    “Tremain Street? Which one is that?” 
 
    “Where we ran into trouble.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” she said. “Petie knows what direction I am from him but he doesn’t see as well as I do in the dark, so don’t say anything to me for a while.” 
 
    Glenn pulled the shield off his back, sloughed off his satchel and pulled his cudgel from his belt. Like Stephi, he put all of it on the floor at the end of the open bed. Kirby watched as the gnome kicked off his boots. 
 
    “I’m beat,” Glenn said, rubbing his leg. Walking with the injury he’d absorbed from Stephi but couldn’t fully heal made it ache even worse. 
 
    “Catch a nap,” Kirby encouraged. “I’ll watch things.” 
 
    “I will in a minute.” He pulled the coins he had wrapped in a handkerchief and stuffed deep into his pocket—suddenly realizing that pockets probably weren’t around in medieval times—and showed Kirby what he had: Three gold, six silver, four copper, and eight iron coins. They were all similar size, about that of a quarter, and had the head of a crowned man stamped on one side and an axe framed by four stars on the other. They didn’t appear perfectly minted like the money he was used to. 
 
    “Hey, not bad,” Kirby said.  
 
    “Okay,” Glenn said. “Lysine explained the conversion, but he didn’t really say how much each was worth…what it could buy.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Kirby said. “He thinks like that. There’s suggested cost charts in the Player’s Guide.” He sat down on the cot next to Glenn. “Think of it like this. Irons coins are like nickels, bronze like fifty cent pieces, coppers like dollars, silvers like a twenty dollar bill and golds like four or five hundred dollars.  
 
    “But in game terms, things don’t always fit. What we’re in is maybe a two-star hotel, but twenty bucks wouldn’t buy that in the real world.” He paused, seemingly remembering something, then continued. “Plus, you gotta haggle most of the time, or no one will respect you. They expect it.” 
 
    “When don’t you haggle?” Glenn asked. 
 
    Kirby shrugged. “When it doesn’t seem like a good idea.” 
 
    “Right,” Glenn said, trying to stifle a yawn. 
 
    “Kick off your boots, Jax, and get some sleep. Marigold will be busy a while and I’ll watch things.” 
 
    “But you’re still hurt, too,” Glenn said. 
 
    “The way you’ve been limping? I’d say we’re about even.” 
 
    Glenn wasn’t so sure about that. Kirby had been favoring his right arm, and had a knot above his left ear. Glenn knew he had most of his hit points, and more than Kirby to start with. Thieves only got a D6. 
 
    Kirby said, “Go ahead, dude. Get some sleep. I’ll get Lysine to cast a minor cure on me when he gets here.” 
 
    Glenn was too tired to argue. He climbed up toward the pillow and caught a glimpse of Stephi, eyes squeezed closed in concentration. It seemed the flickering light made her even more impossibly beautiful.  
 
    With his head on the pillow, the exhausted gnome was out before he could ponder another thought. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Shadows crossing his face snapped Glenn from his slumber. He sat up with a start, trying to orient himself. The sight of Stephi standing between the lumpy cots brought him back to reality—or the reality of his situation. 
 
    He groaned and sat up.  
 
    Stephi turned toward him and whispered, “Upset you didn’t wake up a minute sooner?” A teasing smile played across her face. 
 
    His eyes widened as he realized she’d just finished buttoning up her blouse. It hung loose around the waist, until she tucked it in. Obviously the off-white garment wasn’t sewn for her figure, but at least the shirt’s buttons didn’t pucker, creating gaps. 
 
    “This is my spare outfit Lysine and Kalgore picked up for me.” She signaled with a tip of her head to the bed behind her. Kalgore lay upon it, breathing steadily. His feet dangling over the end didn’t appear to bother him. 
 
    Glenn looked around. A pair of large wooden buckets filled with water sat on the floor near Stephi’s bare feet.  
 
    “Just finished washing up,” she said. 
 
    Glenn hadn’t noticed she’d pulled her wet hair into a long pony tail. He looked away, embarrassed that his eyes had focused on her face and chest, knowing that if he kept staring he might get aroused. That’d really be embarrassing. 
 
    She’d braced the door closed with the two-by-four, and pushed open the narrow window’s shutter. Roosting on the sill was her blue jay, Petie. 
 
    “You don’t wake up fast, do you, Jax?” Stephi shrugged and sat down next to him, her knees extending upward. The low-set cot exaggerated the effect, making it look like a teenager sitting on toddler furniture. “Seems elves don’t sleep much. Be great for pulling all-nighters.” 
 
    Glenn’s mind raced, going back to Grimes Hall and all that led up to him arriving in the weird, somewhat parallel, universe. “You mind if I wash up?” 
 
    “Not at all. Left bucket has a bar of strong lye soap next to it. Other one is for rinsing.” 
 
    “You’re taking this pretty well in stride.” 
 
    “Sharing the wash water?” she teased. “Already used it to wash my other set of pants and blouse.” 
 
    Glenn followed her gaze to several hooks on the wall where they hung, dripping. Next to them leaned Kim and Ron’s spears. 
 
    “Not really,” Stephi continued, still keeping her voice low. “Biding my time.” She leaned back on the bed. “My dad told my mom that while working his way up the corporate ladder.” 
 
    Glenn removed his leather jerkin and tunic and set them aside. The water was cold and refreshing. 
 
    “Easier to do from your end than mine,” Glenn said. 
 
    Stephi sat up straight. “How so?” 
 
    “Well, you’re a tall, beautiful beyond measure elf.” 
 
    She put her hands under her breasts and lifted them. “With a rack beyond measure.” 
 
    “Better than qualifying as an extra in a Wizard of Oz remake.” He didn’t add that she wasn’t exactly getting turned on by his pint-sized, hairy chest. 
 
    After a moment of uncomfortable silence while Glenn took off his boots and socks and began washing the latter, he asked, “Where’s Gurk and Lysine?” 
 
    Apparently still caught on the track of their previous conversation, Stephi commented, “At least you’re not like Gurk. Why would anyone choose to be like that?” 
 
    Glenn shrugged, trying to ignore the lingering ache in his leg. 
 
    “Oh,” Stephi continued. “After Lysine healed Gurk, they went down to the tavern to eat and then planned on scouting the places to carry out Gurk’s plan.” 
 
    “How much money do we need?” 
 
    She shrugged. “They say the court officials put a gem with a preserve spell on Byeol’s body so that it doesn’t decay. At least until tomorrow when we go pick it up.” 
 
    She gazed out the window. “I listened while Lysine, Kalgore and Gurk planned. I listened but didn’t quite understand.” 
 
    Glenn wrung out his socks. “Nobody bothered to wake me up?” 
 
    “You were snoring up a storm,” she said, holding up a hand to stall further protest. “How much could you have added? You know hardly more than I do about this game…universe we’re stuck in.” 
 
    “I would’ve wanted to hear what they said, even if I didn’t fully understand.” He threw the socks down on the floor. “If nothing else, how are we supposed to learn?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jax.” She leaned forward, stretching out her long arm to rest a hand on his shoulder. “I should’ve woke you up.” 
 
    “Don’t blame yourself,” he said, meeting her gaze. He saw regret in her eyes, but wasn’t ready to let his complaint go. “None of them bothered to get me up either.” 
 
    She sat back while he put on his tunic and jerkin. Then he went over to the pile of over-stuffed satchels and backpacks, next to the sack of goblin weapons. He dug around until he found his other pair of socks. 
 
    After wandering back and wiping his feet, and putting the clean pair of socks and his boots on, he said, “So what was the verdict?” 
 
     Stephi sighed. “I guess we have to go find a church of some sort that has a high enough ranked cleric to perform a Revive the Dead Spell. But we don’t have anywhere near enough money for that. So we’ll probably have to find out how much we need for a Tether Spell, giving us more time to get enough gold to bring Byeol back.” 
 
    That just sounded weird—no bizarre. Glenn saw Kim die. Saw her lifeless body wrapped and carried in the wagon. He shook his head. No weirder than him being a gnome and able to heal wounds dealt out by real live goblins and an ogre, and a medieval street thug. 
 
    Glenn went and picked up his shield and fiddled with the straps. Talking to Stephi was like being next to a super model—one on beauty steroids. She’d rolled 4 sixes. That allowed her with her elf bonus to get past the 18 max score. He didn’t think she realized what that meant. She just thought she was super tall with super boobs, and forgot about the super-hot aspect. If he was doing something to distract himself from looking up at her, it was easier. “Any estimate? Gurk told me there were tables in the rule books that listed standard prices.” 
 
    “Stuff for spells is in the Game Master’s Guide,” Stephi said. “Gurk had read through one a couple of times but never owned one. All three agreed in previous adventures they’d played, it’d be like nine or ten thousand gold coins.” 
 
    Glenn frowned, recalling what he had wrapped in a handkerchief in his pocket. “No way could we steal that much. All of us couldn’t carry that much.” Then he thought. “Gems have value, greater in comparison ounce for ounce than gold. I took a skill in appraising gems.” 
 
    “Sounds like we’ll need a miracle,” Stephi said. 
 
    “Maybe this world has a Miracle Max,” Glenn said with a grin. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Never mind.” He walked over, picked up his cudgel and slipped it into the loop in his belt. “Are you hungry?” He grinned up at her. “If I recall, we each have at least one free drink.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not going down to the tavern like ‘Little Miss Hiding Cloak.’” She got up and walked over to get her boots near the door. Her doing it in two strides, one stepping over the buckets, reminded Glenn how cramped it’d be with everyone in the room tonight. 
 
    “Okay,” Glenn said. 
 
    “Gurk and Lysine said when we go down we should have a warrior with us.” 
 
    That statement stung Glenn’s pride. “Uhh, right,” he said, knowing deep down she was right, but tried to make light of it. “You wake Sleeping Beauty over there while I move these buckets next to the chamber pot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kalgore, Stephi and Glenn endured a salty, if not bland potato and onion stew, the scrapings from the bottom of the stew pot that Glenn had seen over the fire upon their arrival at the Ox Wagon Tavern. 
 
    Stephi did her best to ignore the gawks and stares from the linen merchants and tin smiths and similar folk who frequented the establishment. Kalgore’s sneers and muscles kept them from approaching. Helganna, the heavy-set serving woman, held disdain for the elven magic user. Burt and Old Burt, however, found reasons to wipe the table or check on the food. Even Young Burt found it necessary to sweep nearby, and only tripped over a bench or chair three times, distracted while working. 
 
    The ale wasn’t anything spectacular, but it did wash down the salty stew, and it was free. Kalgore seemed to like it more than Stephi and Glenn, as he’d ordered two more tin mugs. 
 
    Stephi was uncomfortable sitting in the tavern, especially as more and more people crowded in, buying a beer and staring at her. With all the attention, the three couldn’t talk about their situation. But they weren’t interested in going back up to the cramped sleeping room. 
 
    Soon, Helganna was delivering the tavern’s best ales for Stephi, bought by patrons. After Stephi finished her second, Glenn said, “Looks like one or two are building up the nerve to come ask you for a date, or your hand in marriage or something. I don’t think Kalgore’s impressive sneers are going to deter them.” 
 
    “More than you can do,” Derek snapped. 
 
    “Hey, Kalgore, just making an observation.” 
 
    “He’s right, Kalgore,” Stephi said, seeing Helganna approaching with another frothing mug. “And insulting someone might come back to cause us trouble.” 
 
     “These guys?” Kalgore snorted. 
 
    “Last thing we want is a fight,” Glenn whispered. “Marigold used her Slumber Spell, and did you see the duke’s guardsmen? We don’t want trouble with them.” 
 
    Kalgore stared down at Glenn, who, despite sitting on a cushion provided by Burt the bartender, still felt the table’s top was a little too close to his chin. 
 
    Stephi took a polite drink from the newest mug and said, “Jax, leave a tip. “Alcohol mixed with this crowd won’t go anywhere good.” 
 
    “I can handle any or all of them,” Derek said, louder than necessary, giving Stephi a leering glance himself. 
 
    Glenn slapped two copper coins down on their table. He wasn’t sure it was enough, or too much but, at the moment, he didn’t care. “You can stay if you want, Kalgore, but Stephi wants to leave.” 
 
    “And you’re going with her?” He laughed. “Sure. Not like she’d be interested in any move you might want ta make.” 
 
    Glenn could’ve retorted, but it’d be like a cockapoo yipping at a German Shepard. “Watch for Lysine and Gurk. Let us know if they don’t show up pretty soon.” 
 
    “And lay off the drinking,” Stephi warned. “Last thing we need is a warrior with a hangover.” 
 
    Glenn noticed the entire tavern was silent, listening to the small bit of drama. 
 
    When Stephi stood, Glenn climbed down off of his chair. 
 
    “Let’s go, Jax.” 
 
    As they made their way to the back of the tavern, to the door leading to the inn, Derek called, “Be sure to tuck the little guy in.” 
 
    Both Stephi and Glenn gave him the finger. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    All four men stood in the dark hallway while Stephi used the chamber pot. It was going to be a smelly business once they all had their turn, and the narrow window wasn’t going to be up for handling ventilation. At least Port-a-pots had a chemical soup that nullified most of the odor. 
 
    Glenn figured he wasn’t mechanically inclined enough to invent indoor plumbing for this world. But maybe he could team up with Ron who, as a druid, might have knowledge of plants that could be used to create a liquid that nullified orders. Create and sell it to the finer innkeepers, to place two inches or so in the bottom of their chamber pots to eliminate the rancid smell. That was if it even bothered the people of this world. 
 
    Then it struck Glenn. His odorless chamber pot idea assumed he’d be in the alternate world long enough to develop such a liquid. He leaned against the wall and groaned. What if he was trapped here as a gnome, forever? 
 
    “You okay, dude?” 
 
    Glenn’s low light vision wasn’t necessary to identify Kirby’s croaking voice. 
 
    He placed a hand on Glenn’s shoulder. “You ain’t sick or something?” 
 
    Glenn shook his head. “Just not happy about being here.” 
 
    Ron whispered, “Maintain muted discussions, or refrain. Sunrise is only now occurring.” 
 
    Someone, probably Young Burt, had opened the shutter at the end of the narrow hallway, allowing faint strains of light to enter. Glenn heard movement within the room across the hallway, so somebody was up. 
 
    “Hey, Jax, man, I’m sorry about what I said last night.” 
 
    Glenn glared up at Derek standing next to him. 
 
    “I mean it, man. The booze and the frustration of this effin’ situation was doing the talking.” 
 
    Derek looked apologetic, with his frown and raised eyebrows. Something inside, a positive instinct, urged Glenn to accept the apology. To let it go and forget it. That wasn’t like Glenn, and he knew it. Probably something inherent to gnome personalities as directed by the rules in the book—rules that governed this crazy parallel, or as Ron had begun to discuss, concurrent universe. That notion resparked anger and resentment. 
 
    “Yeah,” Glenn said, standing up straight, meeting the muscle-bound warrior’s the eyes. “I’ll remember that when some goblin’s stuck a spear in you, and you’re looking for some healing.” 
 
    Derek’s expression morphed to anger in less than a heartbeat. “Right. If I’m that desperate, chances are your little ass will already be dead.” 
 
    Kirby stood next to Glenn, chest puffed out. “Listen here, man—” 
 
    Ron interposed himself between Derek and the two shorter members of the party. “Not at this moment, not in this hallway.” His harsh tone came out in a strained whisper. His ire appeared to be focused more on Derek. Maybe he’d had to deal with the inebriated warrior last night. 
 
    Glenn had fallen asleep on the floor, wrapped in a blanket next to the bed Stephi claimed. It was too short for her, just like it would be for Derek, but she’d made the best of it, even if her elven nature didn’t require her to sleep much. In any case, Glenn woke up momentarily when the three came in the room, and then fell right back asleep. 
 
    Stephi opened the door and stepped out. “Okay, who’s next?” 
 
    She was entirely too cheery, and looked entirely too good for such a dreary morning. 
 
      
 
      
 
    While Derek and Kirby packed everything and arranged their gear, including the goblin weapons for travel, Ron, Stephi and Glenn did what was necessary to get their spells. For Glenn, it was easy. It was like meditating, and there really wasn’t much of a choice. Two Minor Heal Draw Spells. There they sat in his mind, feeling like he’d just prepared for a pop quiz, and those were the answers he was ready to regurgitate for the professor. 
 
    Stephi did much the same, with Petie sitting quietly on her left shoulder. When he’d played Dungeons & Dragons, Glenn recalled Magic Users having a spell book where they’d have to select and memorize their spells until all slots at each level were filled. With her, from what Kirby explained, she’d “learned” her Slumber Spell, and would have to commit it to memory for that day, connecting it to her potential spell energy, pretty much how Glenn did it. 
 
    Ron, on the other hand, sat in a Lotus Position and meditated on Gaia, asking for spells. Glenn had heard of Gaia, something like Mother Nature or Mother Earth. Stephi asked Ron if he was praying. Ron said he was not, but Glenn was pretty sure it was semantics. In the end, it didn’t matter, Ron received his two Minor Cure Spells.  
 
    There were other first rank spells a druid could “request” but Glenn didn’t know what they were, let alone what they could do. He made a mental note to ask Kirby sometime. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The party chose against a biscuit and honey breakfast at the Ox Wagon Tavern—apparently both Burt and Old Burt, along with several merchants who’d stayed at the inn, had gotten up extra early in anticipation of the possibility. The party decided to seek out another place. Seeing the obvious disappointment of the Burts, and early rising merchants, encouraged Stephi to venture out with her cloak’s hood up. Until that moment she’d been on the fence as to whether or not it was a necessity. 
 
    Speaking with Burt the previous night, Ron discovered that the Church of Apollo within Three Hills City had a high priest that could cast a Revive the Dead Spell. It was rare, but Burt knew that the Duke had it done for one of his nephews who fell from a horse in a freak accident while hunting, and broke his neck. 
 
    The first priority, however, was to secure a Tether Spell, and to have the funds to do it. It wasn’t a high-rank spell, or particularly common. More often it was used should someone be more than three days travel away and wanted to talk to the dead before the soul—or spirit—departed. The spell craft necessary to summon a soul back, once it’d departed, was far more difficult and unreliable. 
 
    The group discussed this possibility while huddled around a table at the edge of a crowded pavilion. A misty drizzle filled the morning air. It beat down the dust and dirt, but the approaching dark clouds threatened to unleash, making everything a muddy mess. They ate their sticky porridge, secured from a nearby street vendor and plopped on a wooden plate. A bronze coin proved sufficient to feed all of them. 
 
    “I gotta mention this,” Kirby said, “although I think it’s a rotten idea. But enchanters can jar a soul and put it into an enchanted construct. It ain’t the same as living, and staying dead might be better.” 
 
    “What’s an enchanted construct?” Stephi asked. 
 
    “Anything. Like a doll. Her soul would inhabit and animate it. How well it would function would depend on the rank of the enchanter—which is a subclass of magic user. And it would cost a lot of gold. Just not as much as a Revive the Dead Spell.” 
 
    Stephi’s eyes widened like saucers. “Like in those Chucky movies?” 
 
    “Think more along the lines of Pinocchio,” Ron said. “And I concur with Gurk’s concern that it is not a favorable option. Nearly as undesirable as a druidic reincarnation. While Byeol could possibly return as a fairy, sprite, faun or even a centaur, higher probabilities would include a woodland animal, such as a fox, owl or otter.” 
 
    “The druid casting can’t control the result?” Glenn asked. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Ron said, collecting the empty plates from the group. There was no need to gather spoons, as they’d eaten the sticky fare with their fingers. “The druid makes the request, and the divine entity granting the request, should he or she…or it, deign to do so, the entity decides based upon their design, or whim.” 
 
    Everyone sat silent as the drizzle shifted to a gentle rain, except for Kirby, who noisily licked his fingers clean. 
 
    “Revive or nothing,” Stephi said. “Byeol is—was—my sorority sister. Although we only met last fall, I know she wouldn’t want to be trapped in some sort of doll or puppet, or live as some sort of animal.” 
 
    “Even if doing that might keep the opportunity for her to return to our world—once we figure out how to do that?” Derek asked. 
 
    “It could be that that creepy GM is just watching us and could bring us back any time he wants,” Kirby said. “Her being dead,” he continued, making little quote signs with his fingers, “might mean she’s escaped here.” He was quick to add, “But I don’t think so.” 
 
    Glenn caught Ron making eye contact with Derek, who looked down and away, eventually focusing on a line of bent porters bearing bulky wooden crates on their shoulders. Something, some knowledge was between them. He’d seen a similar reaction at least once before. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The old man that owned the weapons shop had once been a swordsmith. His stocky frame still had a strength to it. The active smithy beyond the back wall smelled of burning coal and hot steel, and echoed the rhythmic pounding of hammers on steel. Standing in barrels were spears of various lengths and types of heads. Axes and maces hung from pegs and a few swords, from short to those requiring two hands to wield, were arrayed on a table behind the polished counter. 
 
    The old man examined one of the goblin short spears and tossed it on the counter between him and Ron, who was attempting to entice the shop owner into buying. He examined one of the scimitars. “See how the blade is warped?” He reached below and pulled a file and ran it across the blade. “It wasn’t properly tempered, and will never hold an edge for long.” 
 
    “They are not of the quality your sword smithy produces,” Ron admitted,” and would not meet your customer’s expectations, but surely you have connections with others that may find interest in these.” 
 
    Kalgore, standing on Ron’s right, nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I could take that off of your hands for scrap metal,” the old man said, scratching the back of his head as if to say: Why did I even offer that? 
 
    Gurk huffed and rolled his eyes. He’d remained just to the right of the doorway, beside Glenn and Stephi, who were supposed to remain quiet. Gurk, because he was a half-goblin with low charisma, and Stephi and Glenn, because they were inexperienced in game terms. 
 
    Unable to contain himself, he stomped forward and pushed between Ron and Kalgore. “You know your craft and your blades, fine sir, and what we’ve brought cannot hold a candle to what your shop creates, even the flanged mace which is a step above what we’re interested in selling. The big mace too? Certainly there are half-ogres that occasionally come to town that might be interested. 
 
    “Something like this,” he continued, slapping his hand on the flanged head, “would not be worth your time and materials to make, unless on special order. And even then. The scimitars? There are always merchants who hire untrained men to carry a weapon. Certainly they’re not going to be interested in spending a lot of valuable coin. You, or someone who peddles in lower quality weapons that you might resell to, could turn a profit.” 
 
    The old man’s curled lip lowered and he raised an eyebrow at Kirby. Tapping a finger to his lips he thought. Then said, “No, scrap metal or nothing.” 
 
    Ron started to answer but Kirby cut him off. “Kalgore, gather our weapons up.” He turned and gazed up at the old man. “We’ll toss them on the street or give them away rather than sell them to you for scrap, which you won’t. You’ll turn around and sell them.” 
 
    “Look, fine sir,” Ron said. “We expect you to make a profit. You have to pay your men, and your taxes, and purchase coal and iron. But we fought and bled to win these.” 
 
    The old man smiled. “Then accept four irons per scimitar, two per spear, a bronze for the mace and three bronze for the ogre’s mace, or take your junk and leave my shop.” 
 
    Ron started to speak again, but Kirby cut him off. “No way, Lysine. Kalgore, open your sack.” 
 
    When Derek balked, Glenn stepped forward. “Do what Gurk said. Better to be foolish and charitable than to be taken for dupes.” 
 
    Ron nodded agreement, lifting the heavy ogre mace star from the counter. Gurk grabbed the flanged mace and Derek begin stuffing the scabbarded scimitars and spears, shaft first, into the sturdy sack. 
 
    The old man watched, and when he determined Kirby and the others were not bluffing, he said, “I will triple my offer.” 
 
    Kirby laughed. “Chump change. Come on, dudes.” 
 
    “Chump change?” the old man said. “I do not know those words’ meaning. What is your price, irritable little man?” 
 
    Kirby held up the mace. “Two silver, which is one quarter the price new, and you’ll get at least half. The big mace, the same. It’s worth less but not of standard size. You’re right, the other weapons are low quality, but trust me, they function well enough.” 
 
    He pulled one of the spears. “Four copper each, and ten for each scimitar.” 
 
    Kirby showed his menacing grin. “And two bronze for me on top, for having to speak up when I didn’t want to.” 
 
    The old man cocked his head back, obviously feigning surprise. “Three copper for each spear and nine coppers for each scimitar, and we have a deal.” 
 
    The old man extended his hand toward Kirby. 
 
    “Shake on it for me, Lysine, and collect our coin.” Kirby turned. “I need to spit this bad taste out of my mouth.” 
 
    Exactly what the taste was, Glenn wasn’t sure, but he followed his friend out of the shop and onto the street. The rain continued. Glenn and Kirby moved to stand beside the shop so that they didn’t get mud splashed on them by the horse-drawn carriages that were rolling down the street, forcing those on foot and with carts to scatter. 
 
    “I bet Lysine sucks at buying used cars,” Kirby said. 
 
    “Maybe, “Glenn said, “but we might’ve come away with nothing. And we need as much in coins as we can get.” 
 
    “Naw, dude.” Kirby leaned back against the weapon shop’s outer wall. He hadn’t bothered to read the sign above it to determine the name before going in, and he had no desire now. Neither did Glenn, if it meant getting muddy or any wetter than necessary. 
 
    After a half moment, Glenn asked, “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Sure, we need coins for the Tether Spell, and maybe a Preservation Spell, if they don’t throw it in. Butchers use it for keeping meat fresh and adventurers do sometimes to preserve meat as they travel, so it’s not expensive. 
 
    “But really, what we get from the sale of the items is experience points.” 
 
    “Experience points?” Something about those words rang a bell. 
 
    “You get experience points by defeating monsters, solving mysteries or conundrums related to adventures, and finding—or earning—treasure, especially coins and gems. And magic items, which are pretty rare.” 
 
    “Like my everlast candle?” 
 
    “Sort of, Jax. But more like magical swords that help you fight better, or wands that store spells or rings that can do the same.” He held up his right hand, showing a battered bronze ring. “And enough experience points means you increase a rank. You know, level up.” 
 
    “Sounds weird,” Glenn said. “Sort of contrived.” 
 
    “What about this world isn’t weird?” When Glenn shrugged, Kirby added, “Just tell me when you get used to being a gnome.” 
 
    Glenn nodded and sighed. 
 
    About that time, Ron, Derek and Stephi emerged from the weapons shop. Petie, tucked under an overhang in the roof, gave a brief warbling song. 
 
    Glenn recognized it as “happy recognition.” 
 
    “What we got here, was chump change,” Kirby said, patting Glenn on the shoulder. “The big score tonight, that’s what’ll allow us to get Byeol back.” He frowned, signaling Glenn to follow him in joining the other three. “Or give us a chance.” 
 
    “Where to next?” Stephi asked from beneath her cloak’s hood. “The Church of Apollo?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Glenn figured trudging through the city with the rain steadily pouring down wasn’t too bad, as long as they kept to the cobblestone streets, and didn’t have to come too close to the businesses with porches. Nobody had gutters, and there puddles formed everywhere. 
 
    The morning rain appeared to be keeping most of the casual workers and merchants and shoppers off the streets. Oxen pulling wagons and mules with carts and the occasional porter with a basket, cask or crate moved along. Some attired to fend off the rain, others not. 
 
    Ron led the way, followed by Kirby, Glenn, Stephi, with Derek bringing up the rear. Glenn held his shield over his head as a makeshift umbrella. Ahead of him, Ron didn’t seem put off by getting soaked. Nor did Kirby. Maybe it was their druidic and half-goblin natures showing through, or simple pragmatism. Stephi’s hooded cloak repelled the water well enough, and Derek had his shield, although he complained that he’d need to dry and oil his chain armor. 
 
    “If we need to stop,” Kirby said over his shoulder to Glenn, “you can lend me your shield.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Glenn. 
 
    “You’re just short enough to shelter under Marigold’s chest,” he said, laughing. 
 
    “I don’t think she’ll allow that,” Glenn said, keeping jest in his voice. The thought had crossed his mind, but he figured he was an inch or two too tall. It was funny. His erotic thoughts about her breasts resting on his head got him to thinking how heavy they were, and if it’d strain his neck. He then thought about how she managed to maneuver with such ease despite what should be a handicap. 
 
    He’d spotted a few other women in the city and noted that they were chesty as well. One had on armor like Derek and another was dressed in leather like Kirby. Nowhere near as epic as Stephi, but enough to be noticed. He guessed they were adventurers, like his group, because the peasant women were built more like normal women in that regard. 
 
    He’d only been in one tavern, but with male-dominated stereotypes of what fantasy women in such a game should look like, such as “tavern wenches” with breasts boosted up by corsets. That might be interesting. But that thought made him frown. Would even one of them be interested in a gnome? 
 
    Stephi interjected herself into Glenn and Kirby’s conversation, saying, “If either of you two midgets try that little stunt, expect pain to be the result.” There was a hint of mirth in her voice. 
 
    “I’m not a midget,” Derek said. “So it’s okay for me to try, right?” 
 
    “What do you think?” Stephi snapped; this time harshness hung in her voice. 
 
    Glenn was going to comment that it might be worth the pain, since he could heal. But he figured, after Derek’s comment, the joke had run its course, ending abruptly. 
 
    They trudged onward in silence, Kirby’s shoulders drooping more than they had been. 
 
    Ron seemed to know the way. Orienteering was one of his selected skills. 
 
    Glenn figured the hills with towers atop them certainly helped Ron, and the gnome worked to use them to keep track of where they were going. In the woods he knew his gnome instincts would help, but not so much in a city. 
 
    The plan was, once they reached the Church of Apollo, Ron would do the talking. Again, he had game experience, had a good intelligence score, and was the only one with any religious affiliation. Kirby was to advise, Glenn was to look supportive and amiable, and Stephi was to use her looks and charms, if called for, whether the cleric they were negotiating with was male or female. She was uncomfortable with the latter, but said she’d flirt with anyone if it’d help bring Byeol back. 
 
    Off of the main street to the left, or west of the main gate, on a street named Sun, being no surprise, they came to the Church of Apollo. 
 
    It was a tall structure that appeared a mash between a European Catholic church, with tall doors and steeple and stained glass windows, and ancient Greek or Roman construction, with great columns built into the structure. 
 
    Glenn scratched his head. Who thought this up? 
 
    Ron led them up the steps to the guards posted outside. Both wore breastplate, helm with yellow plumes jutting from the top, like sunflower petals. They might’ve been impressive if erect, but the rain had dampened them. Etched and painted on their breastplate was a yellow sun with a harp in the foreground. They held a spear and had a short sword, reminiscent of a Gladius, on their left hip. 
 
    For some reason, the guards ignored Ron and the others as they ascended the ten steps, and pressed on toward the doors. The pair were large and wooden, probably ash, rectangular at the bottom but each curved toward an apex where they met at the top. Intricate scenes carved into them of horses and chariots filled most of their surface, with a row of suns running up along the outer edge. 
 
    Glenn expected to see brass knockers in the form of a gargoyle or lion, but none were there. Ron gulped and pushed on the right-hand door, and it swung open.  
 
    The interior again reminded Glenn of a large European church: a large room of worship, with benches for members and a red carpet down the middle, leading toward a large marble table topped with a gold statue. It depicted a man wearing loose robes on a chariot pulled by four stallions. Directly behind, nearly as large as the man in the chariot, was a huge golden ball. 
 
    Glenn guessed that the man represented Apollo, and the ball represented the sun. 
 
    Music, harp and flute, coming from somewhere above, echoed in the sanctuary area lined with sturdy marble columns. 
 
    There were several men and women dressed in yellow robes moving about along the premier, and a small boy in a yellow tunic to the left of the main doors on his hands and knees, with a bucket of water and a brush, washing the stone floor. There appeared to be at least two dozen worshipers scattered among the benches, some wearing tattered clothing, others fine linen or silks, with apparent servants attending them. 
 
    Near the altar stood two more guards, one to either side. Their plate armor and helmets appeared much finer, sort of like the men out front were a pair of Chevy Impalas—nothing to sneeze at. But the two inside were like Cadillac Escalades. Each one was probably tougher than the ogre and all the goblins they fought combined. 
 
    Looking up, Glenn spotted a second level or tier, with sorts of balconies. Four of them had breastplated soldiers as well. These held crossbows. 
 
    One of the robed figures took note of the party standing in the entryway just as Ron and Derek removed their helmets. She strode their direction. 
 
    The woman was probably in her mid-thirties, moderately attractive with dark skin and hair in tight curls. If Glenn had to guess, possibly someone who was half African American and half Indian. She wore a yellow headband with what looked like a starburst formed from opals, and a golden pin in the shape of a harp. Even from a distance, the gnome’s skill said the gemstones were of decent quality. 
 
    “Welcome to Apollo’s Temple, Founded by Aktion, Giant’s Bane.” 
 
    Ron tipped his head forward. “Thank you. We feel most welcome.” 
 
    An uncomfortable moment of silence passed. Kirby nudged Ron, but the woman spoke first. 
 
    “How may the followers of Apollo be of service to you?” 
 
    “We have a close associate who was slain by an ogre while defending a caravan of merchant wagons.” 
 
    A look of concern fell over the woman’s face. “I see.” 
 
    “We are interested in having one of your order cast a Tether Spell, which would provide us with the time necessary to gather sufficient gold to have a Revive the Dead Spell cast upon her.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes widened, then they wandered over, examining each of the five. Her lips pursed as her left eyebrow rose. “I am able to cast a Tether Spell, one which would offer fourteen days in which to gather sufficient contribution to show gratitude for what the Mighty Apollo grants.” 
 
    “We appreciate your generous offer,” Ron said, using as diplomatic of a voice as possible. “Might there be a follower of Apollo who could grant us more than two weeks to gather sufficient funds?” 
 
    “There is. High Priest Rullio, who would cast the Revive the Dead Spell, could offer three weeks and a day. The required contribution of eighty gold is, however, twice what I require for such a service.” 
 
    She paused. “Do you have the body of your friend?” 
 
    “She is at the Courthouse of the Chief Magistrate.” 
 
    “Is her time morning, sunset or midnight?” 
 
    “She is White,” Ron said, rubbing his hands together. “However, this morning was her second sunrise. She was slain at night and we rode through her first sunrise and did not arrive in Three Hills City until just before sunset.” 
 
    “Please, be seated in the back row while I confer with our high priest to see if he would be available to cast a Tether Spell before sunset.” 
 
    Ron held up a hand to forestall the temple representative’s departure. “We do not anticipate having sufficient funds for a Tether Spell until just before sunrise. I have made arrangements for her body to remain at the courthouse, under a preservation gem. I was told that it is possible to retrieve her body an hour prior to tomorrow’s sunrise.” 
 
    The temple representative frowned and shook her head. “You do realize that Apollo is the god of sunshine and music? That sunrise is a significant event in our life of worship, and that our high priest prepares for that prior to sunrise each morning?” 
 
    Ron nodded, trying to hide his disappointment. 
 
    We really came into this unprepared, Glenn thought, but he couldn’t see how they could’ve gotten the money last night, nor how they could’ve reached Three Hills City any sooner. Unprepared—that’s how we all arrived, he thought. 
 
    Kirby stepped forward. He bowed his head like Ron had done. “Ma’am, we appreciate your time offered explaining the situation to us. Would you be willing, if we have Byeol’s body here a half hour before sunrise tomorrow, to cast your Tether Spell? We will offer an additional four gold coins in contribution for your inconvenience.” 
 
    The representative looked down at Kirby, her lip curling in distain. “That will not be possible.” 
 
    Ron grabbed Kirby’s shoulder and pulled him back. As he did, Glenn stepped forward. “Please, could you ma’am?” 
 
    “To be candid,” the yellow-clad woman said, her eyes remaining focused on Glenn. “I believe that you are unlikely to have the necessary contribution before sunrise tomorrow. Two weeks or three weeks and a day, to gather sufficient gold to repay the Mighty Apollo for granting a Revive the Dead Spell to be cast, I do not believe it is within your capability. To cast the Tether Spell, while it would benefit the temple, it would offer false hope.” 
 
    Derek spoke up. “How many gold are we talking about?” 
 
    “Nine thousand, eight hundred,” she replied, “was the contribution the last time such a spell was cast.” 
 
    “Oh,” Derek said, his eyes breaking contact with the woman.  
 
    Ron said, “We are in earnest, when we say we intend to secure sufficient gold to have our friend Revived.” 
 
    Stephi drew back her hood and gazed down at the temple representative. “I am Marigold, what is your name, worshiper of Mighty Apollo?” 
 
    “You may address me as Oarlah, Priestess of Apollo.” 
 
    “Oarlah, Priestess of Apollo, we intend to do whatever it takes to see our friend revived. Anything.” 
 
    The priestess appraised Stephi, then Derek, Ron, Glenn, and finally, Kirby. “You are an eclectic group. What manner of person is your friend?” 
 
    “Byeol is a warrior monk,” Ron said. 
 
    “Human,” Kirby said, after stepping forward. He gazed up at Ron before stepping back. 
 
    “A woman, a brave woman,” Stephi added. 
 
    “I see,” the priestess said. “Bring your sunrise friend to the side entrance.” She pointed, indicating the north side. “A half hour before sunrise tomorrow, and I will be prepared to tether your friend’s soul to her body. 
 
    “Securing the necessary gold to see your objective come to fruition appears unlikely. Whether you can secure the forty gold coins that I require, I do not have full confidence. However, I sense in the majority of you that your intent is sincere.” 
 
    Majority? That word caught in Glenn’s ear. From the hitch in his breathing, Kirby caught it too. 
 
    “We will arrive a half hour before sunrise,” Ron said. “At the indicated side entrance.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    All five comprehended their perilous situation, not only existing within the aberrant concurrent world, but moving toward a course of action that guaranteed greater risk. 
 
    Ron had apparently spent a lot of time thinking about the world they’d landed in, based on the changing name he gave the world. People native to it called it Earth. Glenn was satisfied with that, and put more thought into how they might get back, or at least communicate with the GM, if he was watching through his flat screen portal. Glenn hadn’t shared that idea because he hadn’t really thought it through. More important was their current situation. 
 
    Ron and Derek were visiting back at the Chief Magistrate’s Court, verifying, and probably bribing one or more of the workers there to be available before sunrise, with Kim’s body. 
 
    As a group they’d trudged through the muddy streets all day, long after the rain stopped. The purpose was to make sure everyone knew the streets from the Blue Bugle to the Temple of Apollo, and from the Blue Bugle to the Chief Magistrate’s Court, and from the Chief Magistrate’s Court to the Temple of Apollo. Also, the location of the well house with the eagle atop, near the Ox Wagon Tavern, and how to find it was important. It was a rallying point, should anyone get lost or separated, or some sort of unexpected event occur. The final backup meeting place was around the large courtyard near the main gate.  
 
    If a message needed to be left, one of the Burts at the Ox Wagon would do. Plus, a room could be had there in a pinch. The world of texting, Instagram, emails, and IMs seemed almost like magic itself in the oddly medieval Three Hills City. 
 
    While Glenn found it the most difficult to walk and keep up, he understood the necessity. The city looked far different in the dark, and he spent a good measure of time looking over his shoulder, trying to recognize buildings and landmarks from the opposite direction. Low light vision allowed him to see in near darkness, but not in full color. More like a black and white television screen, with varying shades of gray for contrast. 
 
    Glenn sat on a bench near a fountain, his tired legs dangling. Kirby had picked up a bottle of weak wine, which he shared with Glenn and Stephi. He also found three half-pound links of sausage that were more like kielbasa than anything else. Kirby thought it was bland, while Stephi, from beneath her hood, said it was just right. Glenn didn’t care. He was hungry and it was better than the porridge they’d had over eight hours ago. 
 
    Petie flitted around the fountain, the only blue jay among a dozen pigeons. The circular, shallow pool was made of granite, and the statues, a unicorn with three fauns dancing around it were carved from marble. Each faun blew into a conch shell, the apparent result being a stream of water equal to a small garden hose flowing from the shells. 
 
    “You think magic is what keeps the water flowing?” Glenn asked Kirby. 
 
    He shrugged. “Either that or somewhere underneath there are some laborers, or slaves, working a pump. Detecting Enchantment is a spell that Marigold might learn, which could tell us. Lysine could get it too, I think. But really Slumber and Curing Spells are about the best at first rank, at least for adventuring and survival.” 
 
    Stephi reached over Glenn’s head and took the bottle of wine from Kirby. It made Glenn feel like a little brother sitting between two older siblings. 
 
    “How can I get other spells?” she asked Kirby. 
 
    “Gain access to a guild library and study to get one,” Kirby replied. “Or have someone of higher rank teach you, or get a scroll with the spell inscribed upon it.” He shrugged again, and bit into his sausage. “All ways cost lots of coin, but when we have it, I’ll help you with that.” 
 
    “Hopefully we’ll be home before that happens.” 
 
    He glanced up at Stephi. “Maybe. But if we get the chance, I might not go.” 
 
    Stephi said what Glenn thought, and she almost dropped the half-empty wine bottle. “What?” 
 
    “I kind of like it here,” he said, quickly adding, “but I can see why you all want to get back and I’m totally for helping with that.” 
 
    “Why, Gurk?” she asked, shoving the bottle into Glenn’s hands. 
 
    “My life pretty much sucks,” he said. “My mom’s a heroin addict and my dad drinks, and we have no money.” He stared at the brick walkway surrounding the fountain. “No friends either. I get picked on, but here I can defend myself.” 
 
    Stephi put her arm around Kirby’s shoulder. “You’re my little man. When we get back, I’ll be your friend.” 
 
    “Come on,” Kirby said. “You’re a college student and I’m in junior high.” 
 
    “I think after this,” Glenn said, “we’ll have bonded in a way that’ll make things different between us.” 
 
    Kirby didn’t raise his head but looked back and forth at the elf and the gnome out of the corner of his eyes. “Hadn’t thought of that.” 
 
    Stephi squeezed his shoulder, then took another bite of her sausage. “Give me back that wine, Jax.” 
 
    Glenn handed Stephi the bottle then leaned forward to get a better view of Kirby. “So,” he said in a hushed tone, “so far you and Lysine haven’t been too clear on the plan tonight. I know we’re going into the Blue Bugle and you’re going to do…your thing, based on your character class.” He figured nobody who might overhear would understand what he meant. 
 
    “We’re playing it by ear,” Kirby replied. “There’s some gambling there, and Lysine believes he can do what they kick you out of casinos for in Vegas.” 
 
    “Think that’ll work with his lower intelligence score?” 
 
    Kirby took a bite of his sausage, stuffed it in his cheek and answered Glenn. “Good question.” He chewed and swallowed. “Me, I’ll just be looking for openings. Some richer merchants are supposed to let loose there, drinking, gambling, and there’s supposed to be stage music and shows.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound medieval,” Stephi said. “Card games and a stage show.” 
 
    Kirby shrugged. “You two will help me if I get into trouble, or need a distraction.” 
 
    “I know,” Glenn said. “People seem to like gnomes, so I’ll use that to my advantage.” 
 
    Stephi sat up straight, emphasizing her chest beneath her robes. “Don’t expect me to be flashing these for a distraction,” she said. 
 
    Glenn said, “Maybe just drop your hood and flash that super model smile.” 
 
    “Right,” she said. “Make the girl use her body instead of her brains.” 
 
    Kirby held out his hands, gesturing for them to stop. “Places that have gambling usually watch for magic. Sometimes have anti-magic protections up, so people can’t use it to cheat. So what your brain allows you to do magically probably won’t work.” 
 
    “I know,” Glenn said. “But Kalgore’s muscles will, if we get into trouble.” 
 
    Stephi rested her hand on the basket hilt of her rapier. “You said they let us keep our weapons?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kirby said, waiting for a few porters to pass by before he said anything. “But while you’ve got training with that, just about everyone else who carries a sword will be better with it than you. And they’ll have bouncers that are probably mid-rank warriors.” 
 
    “Think they’ll mind if Petie comes in with me? He’s pretty smart.” 
 
    Kirby shook his head. “Probably not a good idea. Will mark you as a magic user of some sort.” 
 
    Glenn added, “If you were gambling with cards, would you want someone’s familiar in there with you?” 
 
    “Right,” Kirby said after finishing his last bite of sausage and signaling Stephi for the wine bottle. “And if things get nasty, they may try to do something to him to get at you.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, and took a quick drink before handing the bottle to him, over Glenn’s head. “Have you done this type of thing before? Like in a game?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. 
 
    “Great,” she said. “How many gold coins did your other character get?” 
 
    “None,” Kirby replied. “Got caught and tossed in prison.” He quickly added, “But I got better stats this time and people who aren’t a bunch of lame dicks backing me up.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    The five made it to the Blue Bugle just before sunset. It was a wooden building with sturdy framing and actual windows. The front was single story and wide, but it extended back to become a three story structure. Painted on the wall facing the side street on which it sat was a large blue bugle. Glenn stared up at it. Go figure. 
 
    He and Kirby were supposed to be Stephi’s entourage, her assistants. But with this establishment, that meant security or muscle, which seemed odd, them being anything but physically intimidating. Well, Kirby could be, when he let his goblin nature off the leash. How much backup he had with that, being a low rank thief, was another question. 
 
    Patrons were allowed to bring weapons, but they could only be drawn and used in self-defense, under penalty of imprisonment—or death, if the patron couldn’t or wouldn’t be disarmed. Or that’s what Kirby and Ron said, based upon what they’d gathered on the street. 
 
    That didn’t make sense to Glenn but he brought his cudgel in anyway, slid into his belt loop. He had his shield on his back…mainly because he didn’t have a place to put it. Ron had left his spear along with Kim’s at the courthouse where they were holding her body. Sort of like a temporary morgue, as Ron described it. “Rent” for space, and the preservation crystal was a silver a day. Not many people, it seemed, paid for it. Not many people, it seemed, were ever actually Revived. 
 
    The Blue Bugle wasn’t exactly an exclusive place, but it cost three silver coins for admittance, two for assistants. Stephi, wearing her hood, paid. One of the doormen wearing a well-cut tunic and blue shirt gave her a wooden token with a stylized bugle and a number burned into it. Glenn and Kirby followed her in. A less smartly dressed doorman painted a red mark on their right hands. 
 
    Moments before, Petie had taken flight to perch somewhere on the roof. Stephi seemed to miss the blue jay’s presence on her shoulder. 
 
    A few minutes behind them, Ron, accompanied by Derek as his assistant, were to arrive. Better to come in two groups, and not necessarily be associated. Or that was the plan. 
 
    So much was being played by ear that it bothered Glenn. Far more than Kirby, or even Stephi. But he went along as there didn’t seem to be another option. Time was their enemy—Kim’s enemy—and that enemy was closing in fast, swooping in for the permanent kill. 
 
    Some of the people Glenn pegged as adventurers of some sort. They had armor and weapons, but nothing like the regular citizens, who might wear a dagger or a small sword, which was a smaller version of a rapier. Various types of armor, and swords, some with semi-precious stones set in their pommels. One fellow even had a staff with weird etchings carved into it. But they were in the minority. Still, Glenn thought it might be a good thing to strike up a conversation with one or more, if the opportunity presented itself—or he’d suggest it to Kirby. They might have some clues as to an adventure or two, some way to gather a lot of gold within a two week deadline. 
 
    Of course, why would they share anything of value with their competition? There weren’t any other gnomes, mostly humans with a few half-elves mixed in. There was a dwarf working behind the bar with a couple human bartenders. 
 
    But other than that, patrons entering and already within the Bugle were mostly human, probably merchants, based on their dress and armament. There to have a good time, do a little showing off of wealth, and avoiding the common riff-raff. Those sorts couldn’t afford the entry fee. 
 
    Glenn glanced at himself and at Kirby. Wrong on that score, sort of. He was a healer, and Kirby was a trained thief, probably someone they really didn’t like, beyond him being an often despised half-goblin, based on his nonhuman heritage. 
 
    The thought occurred to Glenn, was Kirby’s father a goblin or his mother? He guessed rape of a human by a goblin, resulting in his birth. He shook his head to clear the thought. First, that was pretty bigoted, although his first encounter with goblins hadn’t been positive. Second, because he needed to pay attention to his surroundings, and what was going on. It was already hard enough being shorter than everyone else. He tried to keep up with Stephi. It was like being a second or third grader trying to keep up with his mom in a crowded department store on Black Friday. 
 
    Kirby pressed Glenn forward. “Keep up with her,” he urged. 
 
    Stephi sliced her way through the people and found a high table with four stools along a wall. It wasn’t optimum for viewing the stage, being at a good angle off to the left-hand side, but it did offer a glimpse of the upper two levels from across the room, sort of like one of those hotels where one could look up at the mezzanine and the second floor. There some of the gambling appeared to take place. Probably the big-stakes games, Glenn figured, as two hulking bouncers that could’ve doubled for Arnold Schwarzenegger in his prime guarded the spiral stairwell leading up.  
 
    Stephi took a seat along the wall with Kirby hopping onto a stool to her right. Glenn stared at the tall stool. No way was he going to get a boost from anyone. Stephi spotted his concern. She took hold of the seat with her left hand and put a boot on the lower crossbar to steady it. 
 
    “Thanks,” Glenn said, figuring it would’ve toppled had he tried it alone. “Being short really sucks.” 
 
    Stephi laughed from beneath her hood. “Honestly, I wouldn’t know.” She then reached over and lightly punched Kirby in the shoulder. “Thanks for not letting me play a hobbit.” 
 
    “Monsters, Maces and Magic doesn’t have hobbits.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    Kirby rested his hands on the table. “It does have pixies and fairies, but not as player characters.” 
 
    “We don’t need a game lesson now, Gurk. Let’s watch for Lysine and Kalgore.” 
 
    The bottom floor had several rows of benches with backs arrayed up near the stage, which was near the back of the first level. Glenn guessed, by the structural view outside, beyond the stage was where any cooking, storage, offices and whatever else the Blue Bugle needed for the place to run. 
 
    Behind the benches they’d arranged nine round tables with seats for between four and eight customers. They were lower tables than where he and his two companions were sitting, larger and more appropriate for dining. Most of the high tables were along the north wall where they sat. Along the south end of the large, low-ceilinged room, was a gambling area. Tables with a few people playing cards around them, what looked like a blackjack table, and one where people would shoot dice. The dealers and those running or monitoring the tables wore blue, similar to the fancy doorman. Several of the men were pretty large, and wore short swords on their hips. 
 
    Glenn wondered if the world had a north and south, east and west, and if a compass would even work. Probably, he figured. Heck, in his history classes that covered the Dark and Middle Ages in college, he never heard of such an establishment, or doormen marking paid customers. Whoever made up this game was sort of whacked—or was the game’s design influenced by the world that it came to parallel? 
 
    He recalled his high school physics teacher discussing a theory of infinite parallel universes. Glenn thought she was whacked. Apparently, she was right and he was whacked for doubting her. 
 
    The place was filling up with merchant men and women in linen and silk outfits. Some were pretty conservative, while others sported odd patterns, with reds, blues, oranges and greens. And everyone seemed to carry some sort of weapon. Convenience and ease of wearing seemed more important than deadliness. No axes or spears or polearms. A few men and one woman wore a larger sword strapped across their back. Glenn smiled. That would make things interesting if they wanted to sit down. It was uncomfortable enough with his cudgel, and its little stocking, resting in a loop on his hip. The shaft extended down, over the edge of the stool. A cushioned chair, one with arms, would make that impossible. 
 
    “It’s like a Friday night and everyone wants to get out,” Stephi said. “Do they have Friday nights?” 
 
    Kirby shrugged. “I never played in, you know, that weird GM’s world. But in most other games I played in, they had a Friday night, end of the workweek thing. They didn’t always call it Friday, though.” Kirby squinted one eye in thought. “They always had seven days in a week and twelve months, and twenty-four hour days.” 
 
    “Well, this is our Friday nights now,” Stephi said. Bitterness hung in her words. 
 
    “There’s Kalgore,” Kirby said, perking up. “Lysine’s just ahead of him.” 
 
    As expected, they made their way over to the gambling tables. 
 
    The party had pooled their coins, giving the lion’s share to Ron, but leaving enough that everyone could order some drinks and possibly food, and have enough to get at least one night at the Ox Wagon’s inn. Unless Ron hit it big, and Kirby scored some decent cutting of purses, or whatever he intended, they’d be nearly broke.  
 
    Broke didn’t look like a good thing to be. Glenn had seen beggars on the streets, and it didn’t look like they did very well. It was unlikely the duke had food stamps and rent-controlled housing. The Temple of Apollo didn’t look like it ran a soup line or food pantry for the poor on the side. Neither did the only other religious institution in the city, a shrine to Dionysus. 
 
    Come to think of that, Glenn remembered spotting the symbol carved into a marble slab at the shrine, and also painted on the walls on both sides of the entry doors. A thyrsus—a rod with ivy around it and topped with a pine cone—in the background and a vine filled with grapes in the foreground. 
 
    Ron didn’t allow them to stop when they marched past the shrine while memorizing routes from the Bugle to the Magistrate’s Court. 
 
    The lighting appeared to be a combination of magical, with small globes hanging from the ceiling, supplemented by an occasional lantern hanging from a hook attached to a support beam. Along the right-hand wall there appeared to be no magical lighting. Instead, strategically placed lanterns illuminated the area set up for gambling. Glenn thought back to the discussion about how a place like the Bugle would try to stop magic from affecting the outcome of gambling. Maybe whatever muted magic around the games also prevented any magical light from working? 
 
    “Kind of a happening place,” Kirby said. “Didn’t see anything like this in the Holy Grail.” 
 
    Both Glenn and Stephi turned toward him. 
 
    “You know, Monty Python?” Kirby shook his head and grinned, still keeping an eye on Ron and Derek across the room. “Man, I thought you two were cool. My mistake.” 
 
    About that time a waitress made her way to their table. She wore a low-cut white blouse with her ample chest pushed up by a corset under her blue vest. It gave Glenn an interesting eye-level view, but she ignored him and Kirby after seeing the line of red paint on their hands. 
 
    “What would you like to start your evening with us, my lady?” 
 
    Stephi turned to Kirby and nodded.  
 
    It took him a second to stop checking out the waitress. “Umm, my lady would like a red wine, sweet, with a mild cheese.” Kirby glanced up at Stephi and she nodded. “She would like for me and the gnome to have a tankard of your lowest grade beer and bread.” 
 
    Glenn offered a friendly smile. “How much will that be?” 
 
    The waitress pushed an auburn curl that had fallen over her left eye. “Three coppers for your lady’s wine, unless she wants finer, and cheese. Two bronze and six iron for your and the half-gob—” She mostly stifled a sneer and continued. “You fellow servant’s beer and bread. However, your lady may run a tab, if she desires.” 
 
    “Tab,” Stephi said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “It will be a few moments, my lady.” She cut through the tables and crowds like she was skiing a slalom race. 
 
    “That wasn’t too bad,” Glenn said. “With five silver, we should do okay.” 
 
    “Wait until you taste their worst beer,” Kirby said, frowning. “You may have a different idea with ‘doing okay.’” 
 
    Glenn’s eyes widened while Stephi giggled beneath her drawn hood. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The beer was bad, but no worse than the cheapest brands Glenn had picked up at the local Wal-mart. The bread was filling and obviously not fresh. Kirby didn’t seem to care, and Stephi enjoyed her red wine and ordered a second goblet. 
 
    A minstrel was on the stage, with a magical light focused on him. He plucked at a ukulele and sang some rather racy, or raunchy, tunes, depending on one’s tastes, and imagination. 
 
    “Lysine’s not doing very well,” Kirby said. 
 
    “How can you tell?” Stephi asked, after sipping her wine. 
 
    “He keeps shaking his head,” Glenn said. “His lower intel score might be hurting him.” 
 
    “Or the house might be cheating, or using magic to cheat.” Kirby hopped down off his stool. “I’m going to go see, and…maybe, you know.” 
 
    Stephi’s hand froze midway through setting her goblet down on the table, causing it to slosh a little, but it didn’t spill. 
 
    “Be careful out there,” Glenn said, covering by saying, “it’s crowded out there.”  
 
    After the half-goblin thief cut into the crowd, Stephi said, “He’s gonna be difficult to keep track of.” 
 
    “That’s probably a good thing.” 
 
    “And those men in blue watching.” 
 
    Her head probably moved under her cloak’s hood. Glenn couldn’t tell for sure. Amazingly, there were a couple other people attired similarly to the tall elf, so she didn’t completely stand out. Two with a gorget and hood, and one with a cloak that completely cast his face in shadow. 
 
    Glenn knew what she meant with respect to the men in blue, watching. 
 
    Everyone who worked for the Bugle wore bright blue. Not only did the waitresses pay close attention to what was going on, but there were the ‘bouncers’ and the men managing the gambling area, and even a few men on elevated stools, almost like life guards, watching the crowd. Then, there might be people working for the Bugle, not wearing blue so they could blend in. The latter would be the greatest risk to Kirby, should he attempt to ply his trade. 
 
    Which it seemed likely he would need to. Ron shook his head again and Derek placed a hand on his friend’s shoulder. 
 
    The minstrel finished and people sitting in the benches, and some from the tables further back, tossed coins onto the stage. Most appeared to be bronze, a few iron and a few copper. 
 
    After the minstrel had gathered what he was able to find, he departed the stage and several men in blue began erecting some sort of curtains supported by poles. Musicians playing a violin, flute and drum entertained from the side of the stage while the other men worked to prepare for the next act. 
 
    “Wonder what’s next?” Glenn asked, seeing the waitress returning. 
 
    “Jax, do you think there’s a requirement to keep drinking to keep a table?” 
 
    Glenn leaned close to Stephi. “Three goblets of wine, are you feeling it?” 
 
    “No,” she said, “but we’ve only been here a couple hours.” Stephi nodded. “Here she comes.” 
 
    “I’ll order for me as well, and some bread that we can share.” 
 
    Stephi nodded as Glenn turned. He was nose to chest level with the waitress, inches away. He innocently looked up to her eyes, which she rolled playfully. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The marionette performance was difficult to follow, mostly because Stephi and Glenn split their attention, trying to keep track of Kirby. He’d returned to the table once, and handed off a half dozen bronze and six copper to Glenn. 
 
    The ‘good guy’ in the story was a worshipper of Apollo, who was working to catch the antagonist, a worshipper of Hades attempting to whisk away a baron’s daughter. A noble but naïve knight and forgetful squire added humor. 
 
    Kirby returned when the third act began. “Tough crowd,” he said just above a whisper. “And the primary visitors’ assistants, like you and me are for Marigold, make it even harder. I think that’s what they’re mainly here for. The Bugle’s watchers are good, especially those volleyball judge guys up in the seats.” He finished off Glenn’s tankard of lousy beer. “They haven’t pegged me, but I’ll have to take some chances. Have you figured out a way to make a distraction?” 
 
    “Me tumbling off my chair,” Glenn said, also keeping his voice low. “Making a big scene.” He was probably being overly cautious. It was pretty loud, all the conversation, laughter, the marionette performers having to practically shout out the lines so they could be heard. 
 
    “Dine and dash,” suggested Stephi, “but that might land us in jail. I bet they’re like dungeons.” 
 
    Kirby nodded in agreement. “The falling might help, but save it for later.” He glanced up at the second tier. “If I could make it up there, that’s where the big coins are.” 
 
    “And also where the big eyes watching are,” Glenn said.  
 
    “Well, Lysine ain’t winning. He’s only ahead maybe two gold.” Kirby rubbed his hands in anticipation. “It’s me or nothing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Being a half-goblin wasn’t helping Kirby’s efforts at cutting a purse or lifting  coins from a table here or there. Many humans seemed to naturally get an uneasy feeling when he was around, naturally distrusting him. Glenn felt it too, something that seemed instinctive, at least in this world, maybe because he was a gnome. But his growing friendship and open nature quashed such feelings.  
 
    Glenn didn’t think his friend was aware, but many eyes of folks in blue were following him. And they appeared to be watching his table, watching Glenn as he kept track of Kirby. 
 
    Ron and Derek had given up at the gambling table and moved to a tall table near Glenn and Stephi. The frowns they both wore said they hadn’t met with success. They’d failed. Ron ordered an ale for each of them and alternately kept track of Kirby as best they could while the thief wove among the crowd. 
 
    The marionette troupe finished their show, and again, viewers tossed coins onto the stage. There were more silver among the mainly copper and bronze. Most of the silver appeared to be coming from the upper level. 
 
    Glenn wondered how many coins were lost back stage or under something. Maybe that was the Blue Bugle’s take? Did they pay the entertainers, and the thrown coins were a tip? Or did the entertainers pay for the opportunity, and hope to at least break even from the thrown coins? Might Kirby have done better to sneak behind the stage and gather coins? 
 
    Deep inside, Glenn knew that wouldn’t have made a difference. It took twenty silver to make a gold, and they needed at least forty gold coins. That was eight hundred silver. No way could Kirby steal that, and the lower level customers seemed more accustomed to spending copper and bronze than silver, let alone gold. That is what they were most likely to be carrying. The party was going to fail, and Kim would remain dead. 
 
    He was afraid he might tear up and he couldn’t afford that. He had to think of something—but what? He was a short little gnome, he could heal injuries, fight with a cudgel and defend himself, sort of, and pretty much nothing else. He had a sling with a few round stones. If they started to go after Kirby, he could use that, give his friend a chance. 
 
    Stephi must’ve been thinking on the failed situation and consequence for Kim as well. She stood and grabbed Glenn by the shoulder. “Come on. You’re going to be my stage manager.” 
 
    She nearly dragged Glenn off the stool and toward the stage. Looking over her shoulder, she said to Ron and Derek, “You two, if things start going crazy, keep the major creeps and weirdos back.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Stephi mounted the stage with Glenn in tow, raising some jeers and ruckus in the benches and tables near the stage. 
 
    She told the nearest blue-clad stagehand taking down the curtains, “Leave that pole.” Then she said to Glenn standing next to him, staring out at the crowd, “I took dance as a skill, plus I took Exotic Dance for a phys ed credit my freshman year.” 
 
    “Okay,” Glenn said, staring up at her.  
 
    The uncertain stage hands retreated with the curtains from the marionette show in hand. 
 
    Stephi looked off stage to her left and shouted at the three musicians. “Play something fast with a good rhythm. 
 
     “Jax, introduce me and then collect the coins.” 
 
    Glenn stood for a second. He walked to center stage, uncertain. The magical spotlight fell upon him and the crowd’s noise abated. Not completely but enough that Glenn knew he was on. It was Stephi’s plan, whatever it was. Dancing, he thought. Exotic phys ed? 
 
    He mustered his best showman’s voice and pointed to his right, up at Stephi. “I give you Deandra, the Undomesticated Diva.” Thinking of the Apollo worshipers who’d cheered the marionette show, he quickly added, “Dancer of the Dawn!” 
 
    Stephi had just removed her rapier and set it aside. She stood, took off her cloak and gave Glenn a WTF look before throwing it at him. As he prepared to catch it, the garment billowed open like a parachute. Wide as his short arms reached, he couldn’t gather it all in and stumbled backwards onto the stage as it covered him. 
 
    A brief stint of laughter erupted, then changed to cheering, whistles and claps as the flute, violin and drum began to play a repetitive, rhythmic piece. 
 
    Getting on his feet and wadding Stephi’s cloak into a ball, Glenn turned to his right, where the magical spotlight was trained. Stephi, all six-foot six plus inches of her, was swinging and prancing, followed by hanging and spinning on the pole. All to the beat of the music. 
 
    Glenn decided he needed to at least observe some of the phys ed dance classes when he got back. 
 
    Stephi had some skill working the pole and the crowd, smiling and gesturing as she went through her routine—was this something she’d practiced for a grade? What she lacked in preparation, she made up for with her character’s coordination stat and even more with her stunning beauty. 
 
    The high kicks and gyrations mesmerized Glenn, and it must have most of the audience. The raucousness had fallen under her spell. It wasn’t exactly a spell, Glenn knew. She didn’t have anything but a Slumber Spell, and the men in the audience were anything but sleeping. They clapped and cheered every time she made a new move. Maybe a few watched dreamily. 
 
    So interested in watching the tall elven maiden do her thing, he was slow to react when whatever held the top of the pole in place snapped. Stephi had been in mid swing around the pole and brought it with her as she fell his direction. He tried to belatedly catch her and brace himself. She knocked him flat and once again, he was splayed out on the stage. 
 
    This time the wadded cloak broke his fall and kept his head from connecting with the hardwood stage. Still, Stephi’s size dwarfed him and he felt like he was being smothered, so he pressed up with his hands, realizing they were on her ribcage, meaning her epic chest was mashed into his face, but only for a second. The dexterous elf rolled off of him to the crowds’ laugher and approval, apparently thinking that the maneuver was a planned part of the show. 
 
    The same instant Glenn discovered he’d been fully aroused, Stephi did too. Her surprise, rather than turn to disgust went for humor. She rolled her eyes so that the crowd reacted, also seeing what she’d discovered. 
 
    Before Glenn could respond, Stephi got to her feet and pulled him up by the arm with her. Coins began clattering on the stage, some hitting Stephi, but seemingly by accident. A few pelted Glenn, which he knew was intentional. 
 
    “Here,” Derek said, standing at the foot of the stage in front of Kirby. He shoved an empty tankard toward him. Glenn took it and began rushing around the stage, picking up coins and dropping them into the tankard. 
 
    That drew even more laughter and a few more coins. But they were mostly bronze with an occasional copper and iron. The iron ones, he noted, were the type that had pelted him. 
 
    Quickly the tankard filled, but Glenn knew it wasn’t going to be nearly enough to help Kim.  
 
    Stephi guessed it too, as she signaled the musicians to start again. “Something a little slower, boys!” 
 
    The crowd clapped and cheering began anew. 
 
    Glenn hurried around the stage, collecting what he could find. It wasn’t exactly dignified, but he didn’t care. Near the back of the stage, boards about three inches high formed a barrier to catch the over-tossed coins. He removed his shield from his back and began to toss what he found onto it, scooting it along the back of the stage as he went. More coins, a few copper, but again, mostly bronze. 
 
    He made his way back to the front of the stage in time to see Stephi somehow yank her bra from beneath the front of her blouse in one fluid move. Apparently he’d missed something but the audience hadn’t. If the cheers and whistles had been loud before, enthusiasm drove it all decibels higher.  
 
    Stephi twirled the undergarment around her head and flung it at Glenn. 
 
    He’d unwadded the cloak and dumped the coins from his shield into it. The next thing he knew something big was flying at him from the side. He raised his shield to block, but a fraction of a second too late. One of the bra’s massive cups landed on his head. 
 
    The crowd roared laughter, again assuming it was part of the act. 
 
    This time coins rained down from the level above, many of them silver and two gold, which Glenn nearly dove on to collect. This time he dropped them into one of the bra’s cups and held it up. Each half could hold a small water melon—a lot of coins. Maybe he could encourage the crowd to fill it up! 
 
    When he looked back at Stephi, she was doing some sort of new dance, prancing and gyrating, and signaling off stage to one of the young stagehands. Shocked, the teenager didn’t move so she danced over and grabbed him by the arm and dragged the stunned youth onto the stage with her. He probably worried about getting battered by her bouncing breasts. 
 
    He wouldn’t get knocked out, Glenn thought. At worst it’d be like getting walloped in a pillow fight. Not a bad way to go down…then he realized his thoughts were getting him aroused again. Toting the bra around, he searched for more coins as a distraction. A few skittered across the hardwood stage, first at one end, then the other.  
 
    Glenn was sure they were making him run back and forth, but that was okay. He’d swallow his pride further, if it meant hope for Kim. He was sure that was Stephi’s motivation. 
 
    More laughter and cheers ensued, not as enthusiastic as before. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Stephi leading the young man around the stage, in what he recognized as the Tango. The young man’s chin repeatedly collided with her chest as he tried to keep up with the unfamiliar steps and moves. The music didn’t match the dance, but nobody in the audience cared. 
 
    A few men stood and approached the stage to volunteer, but Derek aggressively intervened and pushed them back. 
 
    Stephi ended the dance with both her and the aroused and red-faced youth facing the crowd. She bowed, and he followed suit. 
 
    A few more coins rained down from above and some from the benches and tables on the main floor. Glenn started to pick them up but turned to Stephi when she squealed, both in surprise and distress. 
 
    To Glenn’s amazement, Stephi grew. His short stature affected his perspective but, based upon the young boy next to her who’d turned to see what was wrong, she added maybe four or five inches. Being already tall, Glenn knew that couldn’t be good. 
 
    Even worse—at least in the short term—two buttons from Stephi’s blouse popped, with at least one more straining, barely hanging on. She’d grown; her clothes hadn’t. 
 
    The audience roared and clapped and cheered, thinking it part of the act. Maybe it was? Glenn just wasn’t sure. 
 
    Coins rained down from the second tier, and flew in from the benches and tables. Coppers, silvers and a few gold. An enticement for Stephi to go further, turn the act from PG 13, to R, or even X. 
 
    Glenn hurried around collecting coins, giving up on trying to fill up Stephi’s brassiere and just dumped everything onto her cloak. When he was on the far right side of the stage, he dropped a few copper and silver in front of the performing musicians. It seemed the right thing to do. 
 
    However, when Stephi bowed, hands over her blouse, making sure she didn’t lose any more buttons and she didn’t fall out, more than a few spectators weren’t interested in “the right thing to do.” 
 
    “No!” “If she ain’t stripping I want my coin back!” “Teasing elf bitch!” 
 
    Glenn had never been in a crowd that went bad, but he’d seen riots and sports brawls on TV. He was a freaking gnome. 
 
    Some men rushed the stage. Derek intercepted the first two. Ron jumped in, as did several blue-clad workers. Glenn ducked a chair hurled onto the stage. He stuffed Stephi’s bra into his belt and met her eyes. She took several hesitant steps back, unsure what to do. He gathered up the edges of the cloak, turning it into a sack. 
 
    A tankard struck the shield hanging across his back. Ale splashed across the stage. That reminded him of his tankard filled with coins sitting a few feet away. He grabbed it and looked around. Everyone was on their feet, many shouting in anger, others egging on those rushing the stage. 
 
    They were in trouble. “Run!” he urged Stephi. “Out the back.” Looking over his shoulder again, he knew there’d better be a back way out. The front door wasn’t an option. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Glenn followed Stephi backstage. She must’ve been thinking clearly as she’d grabbed her rapier. She ran awkwardly, like her shoes didn’t quite fit, but she was still hard to keep up with. He felt like one of Santa’s elves, with a sack of coins over his shoulder and a tankard packed with the same tucked under his arm like a football. 
 
    Stephi ducked around a curtain and followed a narrow path between painted boards, crates, frames, curtains and various other stage props. She turned right into an open area. She knocked aside an elderly man. He dropped butt-first on a folded tarp. 
 
    “Sorry,” she called over her shoulder. 
 
    Glenn slowed. “You okay?” 
 
    The guy, a little stunned, nodded. It wasn’t every day a guy nearly got run over by a gorgeous seven-foot elven maiden, her bouncing chest half hanging out of her blouse. 
 
    “Is there a back door?” 
 
    The old guy stared at Glenn. “Yeah.” He pointed down a narrow path to the right. 
 
    “Marigold! Back this way.” 
 
    “You can’t leave,” the old guy said, getting his bearings.  
 
    Glenn gave him a hand and helped him back to his feet. The riotous noise around the stage hadn’t abated. “We ain’t going back out there.” 
 
    The man straightened his blue vest. “Every act owes the house twenty percent.” 
 
    “Are you the accountant?” Glenn asked. 
 
    The man nodded and gazed up at Stephi who’d just come up behind Glenn. 
 
    Stephi looked down at Glenn, one hand holding her blouse closed. “I said I was sorry.” Then to the man she said, “I really am, but we gotta get out of here.” Her eyes darted back toward the stage. 
 
    “I’m Pelver Himsal, Assistant Business Manager for the Blue Bugle.” 
 
    Glenn shoved the tankard full of coins into the man’s chest. “Here’s the Bugle’s cut.” It might not have not been the smart thing to do. They needed every coin to pay the temple priest for her spell. He convinced himself that there were probably more Bugle employees backstage, in the offices somewhere. Giving him the coins might keep him from calling someone to stop them. 
 
    “Use it to improve security,” Stephi added. 
 
    Pelver Himsal held the tankard, unsure what to say. 
 
    “That way,” Glenn said, pointing toward the back door.  
 
    A rough-looking man pulled aside one of the stage curtains. Another man, wearing blue, tackled the rough man from behind. 
 
    Stephi turned and ran. “I’m outta here.” 
 
    “I’ll catch up,” Glenn assured her, not sure if it was true. What chance did a dachshund have catching up with a greyhound? 
 
    “We good?” Glenn asked the business manager. 
 
    The old man’s eyes followed the beautiful elf, a hint of wistfulness in them. Maybe it was confusion. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes.” Glenn hefted and adjusted the cloak-sack over his shoulder and trotted toward the backdoor. 
 
    Weaving between stacked crates and barrels, racks with blue shirts and vests, and broken chairs and tables, Glenn found the back door. Stephi had removed the metal bar and left it open. Opened inward?  Must not have fire marshals checking for safety. 
 
    Glenn glanced out into the alley, allowing his eyes to adjust. He didn’t see anyone, and pulled the door closed so that the interior light wouldn’t shine on him. The alley was narrow, with the wall of a tall wooden building facing him six feet away. Broken crates and other debris were scattered about. 
 
    Glenn’s hand slipped to his cudgel. The covering sock was still there. He listened. Did he hear Stephi’s footsteps retreating to the left? He tried to orient himself to the front of the building, and to where the Temple of Apollo was. Shouldn’t she be going to the right? 
 
    Chase her, or make his way to the temple? Staying in the dark narrow alley seemed like a bad idea. 
 
    The chances of catching up with the long-legged elf?  Stephi knew the rally points. Temple, he decided, and hustled right, quietly as he could. 
 
    Glenn didn’t think he had the equivalent of forty gold coins. Maybe Kirby had been able to steal some during the mayhem. Maybe Ron had won a few. Maybe he could sell his healing services to the church. 
 
    Those thoughts and concerns cluttered his mind as he made his way down a secondary street. There were street lights, and a few folks out and about. They stared at him as he passed. He did his best to walk so that the coins didn’t jingle, giving away what he carried. 
 
    After several blocks he spotted a loud group of men with swords and shields. They shoved and threatened a lone traveler. The man fell to the ground and then scampered away. 
 
    Despite the few magical street lights scattered about, Glenn figured he’d spotted them before they’d seen him. He ducked into an alleyway. Weeds sprouted near the base of the buildings that lined it but there wasn’t anything to duck behind, and one of the streetlights managed to cast a glow several yards in. 
 
    A rat scampered away as the gnome backed in deeper. Sweat began to bead on his brow. A voice, actually two came from behind him. One was higher pitched, a woman’s. Another was deep, deeper than a man’s, and louder than the woman’s, but muffled so that Glenn couldn’t understand what was being said. The higher-pitched voice didn’t sound like Stephi. He was pretty sure of that. 
 
    The aggressive, boisterous group was getting closer to where the ally opened onto the street, so Glenn retreated further into the alley. He glanced deeper through the shadows, seeking the source of the voices and spotted three individuals. Straining his eyes, he saw a woman standing in the alley. She was glaring up at some hulking brute that was pointing down at her. Next to the brute stood a smaller individual. The brute was built like Derek, big and muscular, and the smaller individual reminded Glenn of Kirby. The woman looked about average size, so it wasn’t Stephi. 
 
    Releasing a sigh of relief, Glenn pressed against a wooden wall between two tufts of weeds and waited for the group of men to pass by. While doing so, something tugged at his conscience. That woman down the alley, facing a half-goblin and something else, far bigger and probably meaner. If it were Stephi, he’d be there in a second. But could he ignore the woman’s plight? 
 
    He thought of Kim and the cloak holding the coins to get a Tether Spell. That was his priority…but could he live with himself in the morning? He held his breath as the five men strode past, loud and laughing, and shoving each other in a rough-handed manner. 
 
    After they passed, more questions shot through Glenn’s mind. He knew he should help the woman cornered in the alley. Maybe they were friends and just having an argument. In an alley? Then what was the woman doing in the alley? 
 
    He peered again down the alley. The woman had short curly hair, hanging almost to her shoulder. His cousin would call them noodle curls. She wore a blouse with the sleeves rolled up, a skirt that reached mid-calf and heavy boots. On her hip hung a scabbard holding a curved dagger, and sitting just behind her boots were two dogs, the size of terriers.  
 
    The half-goblin had a short sword on his hip and a vest of chainmail armor. The hulking individual next to him was a woman, on second glance. Vestigial tusks jutting up from her lower jaw reminded him of the ogre he and his friends had fought. Half-goblins, why not half-ogres? 
 
    This female brute had long scraggly hair and wore leather from neck to knee. Not tight fitting except for the metal-studded bands on her arms. Her boots looked like larger versions of the skirted woman’s. The woman brute held a walking stick or a staff in her right hand, both ends shod in metal. 
 
    The dogs wouldn’t be any help. Maybe they could annoy the half-goblin, until he took a few seconds to hack them up. 
 
    He tried to listen, but could only catch the harshness of the woman’s tone. Was she giving the two a tongue lashing? That was when the half-goblin put his hand on his sword’s hilt, threatening to draw it. The half-ogre finally spoke loud enough for Glenn to hear.  
 
    “I’ve broke bones for nicer words than that, Lovelace.” She shook her staff menacingly, and the woman named Lovelace took a step back.  
 
    That was good, Glenn thought. At least the human could see something in the near darkness. Her two little dogs barked several times and snarled. 
 
    Glenn set the cloak of coins between the tufts of weeds where he was standing, and placed half of a broken crock on top of it. Pulling his shield off his back, he began walking down the alley, toward the three, muttering to himself what kind of idiot would stick his nose into what was likely a hornet’s nest. He knew it was dumb, but also right, and into that hornet’s nest he was going to shove his nose. 
 
    “I’m not going to tell you again—” The woman stopped in mid-sentence as her dogs turned and growled at Glenn’s approach. 
 
    Hey, he thought. I’m on your master’s side. 
 
    That part of the narrow alley smelled like an outhouse. The wall to the two-story building behind the woman looked well maintained, with a bit of ivy clinging half-way up in parts. A stout door was set in the middle, just behind the woman and her dogs. The other building was a little taller but leaned to the right at a slight angle. The boards looked more rickety, with several cross boards hammered in place. Both had windows in the upper level. The building behind the woman’s were shuttered closed. One on the other side had shutters hanging open. 
 
    The half-goblin’s head swiveled to face Glenn as he got within ten feet. He laughed. “You summon one of your misfit little friends for backup?” 
 
    Glenn kept his shield at his side, but rested his hand on his cudgel. He mustered as confident a voice as he could. “Thought I heard a dispute, and decided to check to make sure there wasn’t any problem.” 
 
    One of the dogs trotted over to sniff his boot. Glenn ignored it, keeping his eyes on the two half-humans. Then it occurred to him, maybe they weren’t the bad guys. 
 
    That thought died quickly when the brutish female snarled, “Beat it, little gnome, before I stomp your scrawny ass into the mud.” 
 
    “I’m so done with this conversation,” the woman—Lovelace—said. The curls in her hair straightened, as she muttered something. 
 
    “What the hell?” the female brute shouted, dropping her staff. Her hands went up to her face and disappeared in a grayish-black globe surrounding her head. “You bitch!” 
 
    Glenn had only a fraction of a second to see the results of the woman’s spell, because the half-goblin drew his short sword. Glenn pulled his cudgel, flicked off the sock cover, and interposed himself between the woman and the sword wielder, shield held ready. 
 
    From behind Glenn, Lovelace said, “Roary, take your wife inside and I’ll cease the spell. If I hear from you or your unruly band again, realize my patience is at an end.” 
 
    Her two dogs crept forward, one to either side of Glenn. They growled, emphasizing their owner’s displeasure. 
 
    Glenn kept his gaze locked on the half-goblin, Roary. 
 
    After a second or two of indecision, while his wife continued a string of cursing, Roary sheathed his short sword. He walked around his wife, who was shaking her head and trying to bat away the engulfing darkness. Picking up her staff, he said, “Give me your hand, Buellean.” 
 
    “I expect that by dawn someone from your abode will be out here cleaning my wall?” 
 
    Roary grunted and nodded. “This way,” he said to his wife, kicking open the door behind them and leading her in. “Duck your head.” 
 
    Buellean was too busy still cursing to listen. Thump! Right where Glenn figured her nose would be. 
 
    After the door slammed shut, Glenn turned around. As he did so, a soft light twice as bright as a candle emerged in the woman’s hand. She was definitely a magic user. 
 
    “And who might you be, my little gnome friend?” 
 
    Glenn didn’t care to be called a “little gnome” but she’d said it in a friendly, non-derogatory manner. 
 
    He put away his cudgel and slid his shield across his back. Looking around he picked up the sock and stuck it over the business end of his weapon. “My name’s Jax. I thought you were in trouble. Sorry.” 
 
    She laughed. As she did so, curls returned to her hair. With the light he could see she had brown eyes that matched her brunette hair. She had full red lips, expressive eyebrows and faint dimples when she smiled. “You have my thanks for your concern. There is a definite lack of it in this city.” 
 
    “You’re called Lovelace?” 
 
    “By some.” She extended her hand. “But my friends call me Keri.” She looked down at her feet. “And this is Chilli, Skunks’ Bane, and Rocky the Indomitable.” The first dog she’d named had wiry hair, white with black patches. The other, smooth short hair, white, but with a half tan face. 
 
    Glenn and Keri shook hands until her attention fell to his belt. With a raised eyebrow, she said, “Either you sling some mighty stones, or you’ve recently acquired a souvenir. Or maybe a trophy?” 
 
    Glenn looked down at himself to see what she was staring at. Stephi’s brassiere. He’d stuffed it into his belt. His face went red. “Uhhmm.” 
 
    “I see, you’d rather not talk about it.” 
 
    He pulled it from his belt. “It’s not that, exactly…” 
 
    “Give me a minute,” she said, “and we can go inside. Right you are in that an alley is not a place to linger, especially after nightfall.” 
 
    She turned and walked over to the wall partially covered in ivy. Some of it glistened, and there were streaks stained in brown. 
 
    Glenn looked up across the alley to the open window. It was where the outhouse odor was coming from. “They dumped their chamber pot?” 
 
    “Pots, and not the first time,” she replied, lowering her hand that held the magical light. “That’s what happens when swamp frogs move in across the alley.” 
 
    This world had neighbor disputes? He shrugged to himself. Why not?  
 
    While Glenn was distracted, something tugged his left hand. He jump and, before he could hold tight, one of the woman’s dogs had yanked Stephi’s bra from his hand and scuttled away, dragging it by the strap. The other dog bit into one of the cups and they began a tug of war. “Hey,” he said, remembering not to shout as he stepped towards the dogs. 
 
    They snarled and tugged back and forth, rolling around in the mud. 
 
    “I need that—I mean a friend needs that.” He took a step closer and they moved away, still pulling and chewing. He couldn’t kick or club the dogs, so he dove for the bra, missing. “Give it back.” 
 
    “Rocky, Chilli, bring that here.” The two small canines stopped and looked at their owner, nubs for tails wagging. “Now, you two.” 
 
    Glenn got up as the two dogs trotted over to the magic user, who squatted down and took the undergarment from them. She examined it. “A friend, really?” 
 
    Glenn tried to brush some of the mud off his tunic and trousers. “A friend, really.” 
 
    “I probably don’t want to ask.” 
 
    “It’s a long story, and I’m in a hurry.” He extended his hand. 
 
    She frowned, which Glenn felt was an uncharacteristic look for her. “It’s going to need some mending.” 
 
    Glenn groaned. Stephi was going to be pissed. She’d had a change of clothes when they came through, but he didn’t think she had two bras. 
 
    “You look like you just swallowed curdled milk…I didn’t catch your name.” 
 
    Even more embarrassed, Glenn said, “My name’s Jax.” 
 
    “Jax,” she said and held the undergarment up again. Her eyebrows rose, but she didn’t comment. “I can have this mended,” she said, “if your friend can survive without it until tomorrow.” 
 
    What choice did he have? He couldn’t give it to her, muddy, torn, and chewed up. “Sure. You live here?” 
 
    She stepped toward the door just to the left of the ivy. “This is my boarding house. The Glade House. I can let you cut through to the street entrance.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” Glenn said. “I left something back down the alley.” 
 
    “No hurry,” she said. 
 
    Glenn turned. “Actually there is. I need to get to the Apollo Temple a half hour before dawn.” 
 
    She cocked her head. “It is nearly four hours until dawn.” 
 
    “I will have your friend’s garment repaired and will hold onto it for a week.” She held Stephi’s bra up and examined it again. “After that? I don’t know…” 
 
    “Thank you,” Glenn said, and hustled down the alley to retrieve the cloak filled with coins and make his way to the Temple of Apollo. 
 
    The Glade House? Glenn was sure he could find it. What he didn’t think he could find was an explanation that would satisfy Stephi. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Glenn discovered he could slink around in the shadows pretty well. Maybe it was his small size, maybe it was part of his natural gnomish abilities. He should’ve reviewed the Player’s Guide more carefully. 
 
    On his way to the temple, Glenn went out of his way to swing by the well house, and was glad he did. While he huddled beside the porch of a tailor’s shop, observing and catching his breath, Petie landed in front of him. The bird uttered several warbling chirps as it hopped around in a half circle. Glenn understood the bird’s meaning, interpreting it as: “Near nest of dead trees toward moon.” 
 
    He remembered Kirby saying that if she concentrated, Stephi could see through the bird’s eyes, if within a mile. Could she hear as well? He shrugged and got to his feet. “Tell her I’ll be there in a minute.” 
 
    With that, the bird turned and flew away, first landing on the eagle statue atop the well house. After Glenn scanned the area one more time, he stepped off the porch and trotted around the well house and made his way, angling to move toward the building roughly under the moon. 
 
    As he approached, he spotted Stephi. Her white blouse stuck out in the shadowy darkness as she stepped from between two buildings. One was a pottery shop, the other Glenn didn’t remember. He didn’t slow down to try to read the sign affixed above the door. 
 
    “About time,” she hissed, waving him over to her. 
 
    The streets were empty. “About time,” she said again as he came to a stop in front of her. “I’ve been to the temple and worked my way back.” 
 
    “Shhh.” Glenn looked around. The streets were quiet at four in the morning, but no sense tempting fate.  
 
    Stephi folded her arms across her chest as best she could. Somewhere she’d found a length of string and tied her shirt closed. It appeared to fit better, not ready to burst, and she appeared her normal height. “You were supposed to follow me and catch up.” 
 
    Glenn gestured, drawing attention to his legs. “Your legs are ten times longer than mine, and you went the wrong way.” 
 
    “Come on,” she said, slipping back between the buildings. “A short cut.” 
 
    The space was a little over two feet wide, making it a tight fit for both of them. Above, Glenn heard her blue jay familiar fluttering about. 
 
    “Petie doesn’t see well in the dark, but he’s watching ahead.” 
 
    Glenn high-stepped over some weeds Stephi tramped down ahead of him. “Can you hear what he hears?” 
 
    “If I really concentrate.” She stopped before exiting onto the opposite street. “It’s chilly. You got my bra and cloak?” 
 
    Glenn gulped. When he noticed she’d tied her blouse shut, he’d seen what was pressing against it, indicating that she might be cold. “I’m using it as a sack to carry the coins from the stage.” 
 
    “Uncomfortable as hell trying to run without support, you know?” She paused, looking down at him. “Maybe you don’t know, but trust me.” Then she glanced down at her chest. “Actually, maybe it was more mental. Physically, it should’ve been worse.” She rubbed her temples. “Weird laws of biology and physics in this parallel—aberrant concurrent world…. Kind of like video games with big-boobed women fighting and running everywhere, jiggling a little but doing everything, like having ginormous breasts is nothing.” She let out an exasperated breath. “Men.” 
 
    “Fine,” she continued, looking at Glenn’s makeshift sack. “Keep the cloak but give me my brassiere. And turn around while I put it on.” 
 
    “Ummmm,” Glenn said. “It got damaged—but I found someone who’ll fix it.” 
 
    She leaned down and pointed to her face. “Eyes right here, gnome. Not down there.” 
 
    When he complied, she continued. “Want to say that again?” 
 
    “Long story, sort of.” He began sweating. “We need to get to the Temple of Apollo. I can tell you there, okay?” 
 
    She stood up straight, and looked away. After huffing once in anger, she said, “You’re as bad as Gurk. He has an excuse.” She spun back around. “He’s like thirteen. You’re supposed to be an adult.” 
 
    Glenn shrugged, trying to ignore the way her chest shifted every time she moved. “It wasn’t my fault.” 
 
    “Of course not. How hard do you think it’ll be to find a new one?” 
 
    “It’ll be fixed tomorrow.” He tried not to sound whiny and pathetic. “At least you didn’t have it on when you decided to grow.” 
 
    “I decided? Wasn’t me, Jax.” 
 
    “Oh, I sort of didn’t thinks so…but someone caused it. It helped out with the coins.” 
 
    “And started the riot.” 
 
    “Well, whatever happened to you didn’t last.” 
 
    “Thank God,” she said. “Wore off a minute or two after we got out the back door.” 
 
    She closed her eyes for a few seconds. “Quiet, Petie sees some guards. They’re patrolling.” 
 
    Both backed up a few yards, going deeper into the shadows, where the magical light of the scattered streetlamps couldn’t reach. 
 
    After a few minutes Stephi said, “Come on, coast is clear. We should make it to the temple in twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Plan on thirty,” Glenn said, trying to keep up with her long strides. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Glenn and Stephi approached the side door. A small flower garden with fancy latticework largely blocked it from view, but a stone path led up to it. 
 
    “Halt,” a deep voice said from within the planted area. Glenn caught sight of a man, probably a guard, near the side door, holding a halberd. 
 
    Stephi stepped back, behind Glenn. “You do the talking.” 
 
    Glenn held his hands out, making it easy for the guard to see them. Well, maybe not if he were human, but better to be safe than hacked with the axe head of that big polearm. “We’re here for an appointment. Oarlah, Priestess of Apollo is supposed to cast a spell on a friend before sunrise.” 
 
    “On who?” the guard said, suspicion in his voice. “The tall one behind you?” 
 
    “No, sir,” Glenn replied. “My other friends are bringing the body from the Magistrate’s Courthouse.” 
 
    “Body?” The guard took a defensive stance with his halberd. “Your friend is dead, then?” 
 
    “She is, sir.” 
 
    “I don’t know what your game is, dwarf. Powerful as Priestess Oarlah is, she cannot revive the dead.” He pointed his halberd down at Glenn. “I recommend you move along and wait for sunrise, and for the temple’s doors to open.” 
 
    Glenn thought about trying to bribe the guard. Was that how things worked? But trying it might get him run through by the polearm’s spiked tip currently pointed at him. 
 
    “Way to go, Jax,” Stephi said. “You’re as incompetent as Lysine and Kalgore.” 
 
    “Lysine?” the guard asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Stephi said tugging Glenn back and standing in his place. “Afri…ah, dark-skinned warrior. Pretty smart. Goes around with a muscle-bound guy, missing a tooth and carries a sword on his back.” 
 
    “Both of you step back, out of the garden.” 
 
    As they did, Stephi whispered down to Glenn, “You forgot to name drop.” 
 
    “I mentioned the priestess.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    The guard knocked on the door, and conferred with someone within. A few moments later, Stephi and Glenn were ushered into a small room the size of a walk-in closet. A single candle burned in a sconce opposite the door. Along the wooden wall, under the candle, rested a narrow table. On the wall at the head of the table, or maybe the foot, nevertheless to the right, hung a painting depicting the same scene that included the statue in the main temple area. 
 
    After the thick door was closed, Glenn listened for any sort of a lock or bar placed across it. None that he noted. 
 
    Stephi said, “Dump the coins on the table and give me my cloak.” 
 
    Glenn complied, carefully untwisting and then unfolding the green cloak before lifting the handfuls of coins onto the polished table. 
 
    “Hurry up,” Stephi said. “Did you see the way that guard leered at me?” 
 
    Glenn thought she’d better get used to that, at least for as long as they were trapped in the alternate world. Stephi was attractive in the real world, but nothing like she was now. The effect she had was sort of magical. He, however, was wise enough, despite his low wisdom score, not to express those thoughts aloud. 
 
    Instead, as he separated coins and stacked them, he said, “You might want to get a different color cloak. Men at the Blue Bugle might see you in that green one and put two and two together.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” she said, having not considered that. “Maybe I can get one the same place I get a new bra so my boobs don’t bounce around like dueling-perve dinner bells.” 
 
    That last comment finally penetrated Glenn’s positive gnomish nature. He slammed his hand into the stacks of coins he’d been building, sending them scattering, many onto the floor. “Screw you, Marigold.” 
 
    He turned with a snarl on his lips. “Everything isn’t all about you and your troubles.” He pointed up at her, leaning against the wall in the cramped room. “You’re an elf that’s freakishly tall and freakishly beautiful. This world’s full of freaks. I ran across a half-goblin dude named Roary married to a butt-ugly half-ogre who wanted to stomp me into the mud. 
 
    “You, you—you, woe is you. Look at me.” He stood straight and puffed out his chest. “Freakishly short, dismissed and laughed at.” He turned around to face the table and stretched his hand as far as it could go. “Tell you what, I’ll pick up the coins off the floor because I can reach those. You get the ones on the normal table I can’t reach. Be sure to kick me around while I’m down, Princess ‘Only One Who Thinks It Sucks to be Here.’ You’re getting pretty damn good at it. 
 
    “And when you get a new cloak, buy a skirt too because, runty little pervert that I am, all I’ll be interested in is trying to sneak a peek up under it. You know, provide you some more righteous indignation. Something new to bitch about.” 
 
    Glenn pulled out his everlast candle and began crawling around on the floor, gathering up iron, copper, bronze and silver coins and tossing them into his shield. He heard the scrape of coins across the table, as well as sniffling. He couldn’t hold onto his anger. It felt like a stack of cinder blocks had been lifted off his chest, but left a twist of guilt in his guts. Tearing someone else down to make yourself feel better was never right. Then why did he feel half-good about what he’d said? 
 
    After checking every corner of the small room, he stood up and placed his candle and shield filled with coins on the table. “Sorry, Marigold. I shouldn’t have said that.” 
 
    Her green elven eyes were shedding tears, but hadn’t turned red. None of the puffiness associated with crying seemed to afflict her. Glenn just shook his head. “This world is weird almost as much as it sucks.” 
 
    Stephi took a deep breath. “No, Jax, you shouldn’t have said that. Just like I shouldn’t have said all those things about you.” 
 
    Glenn took her hands. “Don’t cry. I’ll try to do better.” 
 
    She smiled down at her friend. It was so radiant that he looked away. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Glenn shrugged. “You know, every straight guy that sees you will be transfixed by your smile. We can’t help it. Probably half the gay ones too.” 
 
    She laughed, hefting her breasts under her hands. “These probably help.” 
 
    Glenn laughed back. “Ya think?” 
 
    “Let’s count coins and you can tell me about how you lost my bra and almost got stomped by a butt-ugly half-ogre wife.” 
 
    “Okay,” Glenn said, trying to keep mirth in his voice. It was easy to see that there wasn’t anywhere near the forty gold needed for the Tether Spell. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kim’s wrapped body lay on the table. A fresher white covering had been placed over her makeshift canvas one. Shadows of her bloodstains showed through. 
 
    Ron and Derek had arrived with Kim’s body ten minutes after Glenn and Stephi finished stacking and counting the coins. 
 
    The warriors looked a little roughed up, bruised and scuffed. Nothing was broken and no teeth were lost. Well, none, other than the tooth Derek was already missing. 
 
    As sunrise approached, less than an hour away, Glenn offered to absorb their injuries. His spell powers would renew, so why not? Better than the two warriors walking around battered and bruised, especially when it wasn’t necessary. 
 
    Ron offered to use his two spells, but then wondered if doing so within the temple of a god he didn’t worship would be considered an affront. 
 
    Glenn told himself, and Ron, it’d be good for practice. Nevertheless, the gnome healer winced both times the throbbing and aches manifested across his body. 
 
    Rejuvenated, they counted the coins. Eighty-three irons, one-hundred and nine bronze, twenty-six copper, twenty-two-silver, and eight gold coins. Ron added his two gold coins, which Derek reminded him wasn’t a bad haul gambling for such a short time, under a deadline. 
 
    It all converted to eleven gold coins and change. 
 
    Not nearly enough for the Tether Spell, and sunrise was less than an hour away. Kirby was the last piece of the puzzle, determining if Kim lived—or had a chance to be revived—or her soul moved on. 
 
    The small room quickly became stuffy with four living bodies in it. Reluctantly, Stephi shed her cloak. 
 
    Derek’s eyebrows rose, with a sexually off-color remark ready on his lips. 
 
    “Say anything out of line,” Glenn said, “and expect to be spitting teeth.” 
 
    Derek flexed his muscles and looked down at the gnome. “Really? Seeing you try that should be entertaining.” 
 
    Glenn reached for his cudgel.  
 
    Ron forced himself between them. “Jax is in the right.” He turned to face Derek. Although Ron was a warrior, Derek was a few inches taller and a few stat points stronger than Ron. None of that deterred the warrior druid.  
 
    “Kalgore, Marigold is attired in such a manner due to her efforts securing funds to save Byeol.” Ron gestured to the wrapped body on the table. “Beyond that, as a party member, she should be afforded our respect.” 
 
    Derek grinned and laughed. “Just kidding, little guy.” 
 
    “None taken, illiterate oaf.” 
 
    Derek tried to shove Ron aside, but the warrior druid was ready for it. Everything stopped when a rapier’s tip appeared inches from Derek’s face. 
 
    “Listen, Kalgore the Courageous, or whatever you call yourself. Keep it up and I’ll Slumber Spell your ass. Then Jax and I will flip an iron piece to see if he gets to pulverize your balls with his club or I castrate you with my sword.” 
 
    Ron pushed her blade’s tip from its position in front of Derek’s face. “Threats will not facilitate a resolution to this conflict.” 
 
    “Maybe sexual harassment is built into this game,” Stephi said, “but that doesn’t mean I have to put up with it from someone outside the stupid game world who should know better.” 
 
    Derek stepped back. “Who was it who stopped you from getting gang raped by that crowd? It wasn’t Jax, or Gurk. It was me and Lysine.” 
 
    A moment of awkward silence fell among the party. 
 
    “Thank you for that,” Stephi said, sheathing her rapier. “Both of you. But that doesn’t give you the right to treat me like a piece of meat, Kalgore.” 
 
    Glenn let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “Look, Kalgore.” He held up his hands in a placating gesture. “Marigold can’t help it. Look at you.” He pointed at Derek’s biceps. “You’ve got muscles to spare. You’re at the top of the chart. If you had muscles in parity to her looks—off the chart—you’d be able to arm-wrestle a frikkin ogre, and win.” 
 
    Derek’s eyebrows scrunched down in thought. “Okay,” he said. “Marigold, I’m sorry.” 
 
    Glenn didn’t think the apology was completely sincere and knew it when Derek went on. 
 
    The muscular warrior gestured towards Stephi’s chest. “But put a bra on or something. Sweating and all, it’s like a wet T-shirt contest or something.” 
 
    Stephi turned away, embarrassed. 
 
    It wasn’t that bad, Glenn thought, but then maybe it was. Not the dampness, but the sheer size combined— 
 
    He didn’t get to finish the thought. Stephi exclaimed, “Gurk! Petie sees Gurk.” 
 
    She closed her eyes. “He’s running this way, like his pants are on fire or something.” 
 
    Ron asked, “Is anyone pursuing him?” 
 
    “I don’t think so…he’s carrying a boot.” 
 
    Ron slowly opened the door and stepped out. 
 
    “I hope he’s got enough coin,” Derek said, his words matching both Stephi and Glenn’s thoughts. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kirby dumped the coins out of the old leather boot onto the table. “I kinda don’t think I got enough. I mean, I got a gold bracelet and a silver ring with a ruby, but I couldn’t fence them.” He was talking a mile a minute. “Actually, I shouldn’t even be stealing because I’m not a member of the guild, and if they knew, they’d kill me. Plus, I don’t know where I could fence anything, but I figure for Byeol, she like saved us all so I figured I’d risk it.” He took a breath. “Stealing at the Bugle, I mean.” 
 
    He looked away from the pile, at Glenn and then up at his friends. He dropped the boot and his eyes went wide. “I ain’t complaining, Marigold, but you should probably put on your cloak before you leave the room. Or at least wear your bra—if you want to—I mean I ain’t complaining.” 
 
    Glenn put a hand on Kirby’s shoulder. “We’ve already been through that.” 
 
    Derek and Stephi laughed uncomfortably. 
 
    Ron ignored everything. Instead, he organized and tabulated the coins. “Four bronze, six copper, twenty-seven silver, eighteen gold.” 
 
    “I went for the big stuff mainly,” Kirby said. “Mostly when you distracted them, Marigold. That was great! I was able to get the ring after I cast that spell on you. You helped too, Jax. Just not as much.” 
 
    “You did what?” asked Stephi. 
 
    Derek interrupted the conversation. “We only have thirty gold, and some change.” 
 
    Everyone’s eyes fell to the stacks of coins. 
 
    “Count it again,” Kirby said. 
 
    Glenn put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “It won’t do any good. Sunrise is about a half hour away by now, and we’ll have to tell the priestess we didn’t get enough gold and beg her to cast her spell anyway.” 
 
    “If this world is like the games I’ve played,” Derek said, “charity and handouts don’t happen.”  
 
    His face looking like he’d chewed on a lemon, Ron nodded in agreement. 
 
    Glenn held out his hand. “Give me the ring, Gurk.” 
 
    Kirby sat down and pulled off his boot. He reached a finger into a small slit cut inside along the leather, forming a small pocket. “Here.” 
 
    Glenn squeezed past Stephi and held the ring above his everlast candle. It was silver and shaped roughly like a girl’s high school class ring, with prongs holding the ruby set into the ring. An etching of a rose had been placed on either side of the gemstone. His lips curled in a grin as he examined the ruby. “The ruby itself is worth at least ten gold coins.” 
 
    In normal reality, Glenn knew nothing about gemstones. But, as the gnome, Jax, he was able to deduce by the size, color, cut and clarity, what he confidently felt the value was—in gold coins.  
 
    “How do you know?” Derek asked. 
 
    Glenn tried not to be snarky in his reply. “I took Precious Stone Appraisal skill, which includes gems stones. Thought it might come in handy.” 
 
    “Giving the priestess a hot ring might be a bad idea,” Kirby said. 
 
    “Can we claim it as one of ours?” Stephi asked. “How would she know the difference?” 
 
    “They have spells that can detect lies.” Kirby looked to Ron for confirmation. 
 
    Ron nodded. “Giving false information to a priestess is rarely wise.” 
 
    “Give me back the ring,” Kirby said. “I think I can pop the ruby out of the setting.” 
 
    “You might break it,” Derek warned. 
 
    “Yeah, dude, and I might beat Marigold in a beauty contest.” 
 
    Ron said to Derek, probably to distract him, “Count out the coins, leaving the equivalent of thirty gold on the table.” 
 
    The half-goblin thief reached into his back pocket and pulled out a small leather case. 
 
    Glenn and Stephi looked from the case to him as he opened it, revealing a small file, several metal pics and a crude pair of needle nose pliers.  
 
    “Thieves’ tools,” he said. “The basic set.” He frowned. “All I could afford when I rolled up my character.” 
 
    He looked around. “I need something to hold it…Marigold, can I put this on your finger?” 
 
    She extended her hand hesitantly. “Okay.” 
 
    The thief slipped the silver ring onto her slender ring finger. “Just so you know, Marigold, this doesn’t mean we’re going steady.” 
 
    A confused look crossed Stephi’s face. “Going steady?” 
 
    Ron said, “He means not to infer that by placing the ring on your finger, that action signifies a commitment to a paired relationship.” 
 
    Kirby stared at Ron, trying to figure out what he’d just said.  
 
    Glenn looked up at Stephi. “Don’t think you and Gurk are an item, now.” 
 
    “Dating?” She laughed.  
 
    Kirby shook his head and placed her hand on the table. “‘Going steady’ is what my dad calls dating.” He examined the prongs. “Hold it still,” he urged, and went to work, one eye closed while his pointy tongue stuck out of the corner of his mouth. 
 
    Click. The ruby popped out and onto the floor. 
 
    Everyone sighed in relief.  
 
    Again, Glenn hadn’t realized he’d been holding his breath. He wiped sweat from his brow and scanned the floor. It’d taken a while, but the stuffy room had finally started him sweating too. “I see it. Don’t anyone move and step on it.” 
 
    Just as he crawled under the table, a light knock on the door was followed by an announcement as the door cracked open. “Oarlah, Priestess of Apollo approaches.” 
 
    That sounded kind of haughty to Glenn, but hey, the woman was going to cast a spell that was beyond any of them. From what Ron said, she had more levels, or ranks, than the whole party added together. 
 
    Everyone backed away from the door, with Ron and Kirby remaining alongside the table next to Kim’s body, leaving them closer to the door. Derek backed into the corner at the foot of the table and Stephi stood to his left. In front of her Glenn stood, leaning left to see around Kirby’s head. 
 
    A manservant opened the door, allowing fresh air to fill the small room. 
 
    The priestess was dressed much as before, except this time her yellow headband bore a starburst made from polished pieces of amber. 
 
    Ron tipped his head in a slight bow, which the priestess returned. 
 
    “I am glad to see you arrived before sunrise.” Her eyes fell on the stacks of coins near Derek, at the end of the table. 
 
    “We thank you for meeting with us during the preparation for your morning ceremony.” 
 
    She nodded appreciation at Ron’s words. “I trust you have the agreed upon contribution?” 
 
    Kirby must’ve handed the ruby to Ron, because he presented it to the priestess. “This ruby has been appraised to be valued at ten gold coins, minimum.” 
 
    The priestess eyed the ruby. “We do accept gemstones as contributions, especially for providing spells of a rare and difficult nature.” She held out her hand. “Normally, I would have it independently appraised, but our qualified worshipper does not arrive until noon, unless by appointment. 
 
    “But there is an obvious urgency at hand.” 
 
    She signaled to the manservant standing in the hallway outside the room. He took the ruby and the coins, verifying to the priestess that the contribution was sufficient and departed. 
 
    “Very well,” she said. 
 
    From the hallway, three other servants entered. The first, an elderly woman, handed the priestess a polished staff. The wood appeared bleached, leaving an ivory color with darker wood-grain patterns. The other two, a middle-aged man and woman began removing the cloth and canvas wrapped around Kim. 
 
    The small crystal that, other than glowing, resembled quartz, had remained strapped to her forehead. 
 
    Glenn had never seen a person’s dead body after two days, but he’d seen roadkill. She had the odor of dry blood and mildew, probably her robes, but she looked unchanged from the night she’d been killed. 
 
    Glenn wanted to cry, all the emotions of that night, and her death crashed to the front. Stephi gripped the gnome’s shoulders and pulled him back, close to her side. He reached up and put a comforting arm around her waist. 
 
    Without preamble, the priestess went straight into casting her spell. The incantation and waving of her polished staff, culminating with the staff’s tip touching Kim’s forehead, took no more than twenty seconds. For some reason, Glenn expected more. 
 
    “You may want to return the gem to the Chief Magistrate,” the priestess said. “With the spirit magically tethered, decay will not occur until the bond fails.” She turned to depart. “Before you do, however, Jezzin will take you to Schmedrey, Priest of Apollo.” She gestured to the elderly servant. “With him you may discuss the care for your associate’s body, and a potential venture to earn a Revive the Dead Spell.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    “That guy should be a used car salesmen,” Glenn said, speaking of Schmedrey, Priest of Apollo. 
 
    After their meeting with the priest, the party had moved down the street to eat breakfast and discuss the proposal. What amounted to a small coffee house, that actually only served tea or goat’s milk, or tea with goat’s milk added. While there were several small round tables within the tiny shop, most of the business seemed to be carryout, with a deposit of five iron pieces for a tin cup. Most customers appeared to be regulars, who brought their own cup for the drink, or simply traded one taken yesterday for a different one today. 
 
    To Glenn, it seemed kind of modern in its business model for the alternate, or concurrent universe, they now inhabited. The Red Brick, it was called, definitely wasn’t a Starbucks. And thinking of Schmedrey, the Apollo priest as a used car salesmen, might’ve been degrading to that profession. 
 
    “Slimy local politician,” Derek agreed, speaking around a mouthful of biscuit covered in honey. 
 
    They were the only ones in the Red Brick, seemingly at the end of the morning rush. The clerk or whatever she was called, appeared tired, overworked and forever busy. At the moment she was washing tin cups and lining them up three deep on worn wooden shelves behind the counter. At least there was some effort at sanitation, with one wooden tub filled with soapy water and another tub containing rinse water. 
 
    Kirby licked the honey and crumbs from his fingers. “Look, this is how the game works. Adventuring parties—which is what we are—go on adventures to get treasure. The dude, slimy or whatever, has offered us a way to get the Revival Spell for Byeol. If we don’t take him up on it, we’ll have to figure something else out, and quickly. We only have two weeks to get all that gold.” 
 
    “I don’t trust him,” Stephi said. “What if we get him the necklace and he doesn’t follow through, or doesn’t get their high priest to revive Byeol?” 
 
    “We could insist upon a written contract,” Ron suggested. 
 
    “Right,” Derek said. “And who’d enforce it?” 
 
    “Kalgore,” Ron said matter-of-factly, “recall, there is a magistrate within the city.” 
 
    “Come on,” Kirby said. “If word got out that they didn’t honor agreements, they’d never get anyone to do anything for them.” 
 
    “That’s if they just don’t silence us,” Glenn said. “After they get the magical necklace.” 
 
    “It sounds dangerous,” Stephi said, and then quickly took a sip of her lemon-flavored tea. 
 
    “Marigold,” Kirby said. “Anything that’ll pay almost ten thousand gold will be dangerous.” 
 
    The clerk dropped one of the cups as she was stretching to put it on the shelf. It clattered as it struck the floor. All five at the table turned to look at her. She smiled meekly. 
 
    Everyone’s eyes at the table met, and they finished their drinks. 
 
    “Do you require us to return the cups to you directly?” Ron asked. “Or leave them upon the table here?” 
 
    “Oh, at the table will be fine.” The clerk smiled and began washing the cup she’d dropped. 
 
    Ron left a bronze coin on the table as a tip and they quickly departed. 
 
    Outside, the morning sky was clear. The day might turn out to be warm. 
 
    The party walked for a few hundred yards and got off the main street, stopping at an alley entrance. Carts and soldiers and merchants hurried past, taking little notice of them. 
 
    “Well,” Glenn said, trying to fill the awkward silence. “We going to go with the offer to retrieve the necklace from the Hades cultists?” 
 
    “He hardly told us anything,” Stephi said. 
 
    “He’s not going to give us too many details, or a map until we’re committed,” Kirby said. “Word might get out.” 
 
    “Adventurers are known to be braggarts,” Ron explained. “Often overheard in taverns while imbibing alcoholic beverages.” 
 
    “Dude,” Kirby said, “who talks like that?” 
 
    Ron looked down at Kirby, startled. “Like what?” 
 
    “Why not just say, ‘Adventurers brag a lot while getting drunk?’” 
 
    “Cultists sounds like they’re dangerous,” Stephi said. 
 
    Kirby waited for a mule-drawn cart and its master to pass by. “Well, they’re followers of Hades, probably evil, or Black on the alignment spectrum.” 
 
    Glenn said, “The Hades followers probably call the Apollo ones cultists.” He wondered if that was his Neutral alignment speaking. 
 
    Kirby crossed his arms. “It’s either this or we spend time developing contacts and try to find another big-paying adventure.” 
 
    Stephi said, “Jax, you made a contact last night. That spellcasting woman with the two dogs. You know, the one you were in that dark alley with, with the ogre woman that was going to stomp you. Where you lost my bra.” 
 
    “I didn’t lose it,” Glenn said. 
 
    “It wouldn’t take much to stomp Jax,” Derek said. 
 
    “He’s got more hit points than you,” Kirby said. 
 
    “But his ‘to hit’ chart isn’t as good as a warriors,” Derek retorted. “And a worse armor class rating.” 
 
    “Every one of us is experiencing stress over this decision,” Ron interjected. “Whatever course we decide upon, it remains imperative we stick together.” 
 
    “It’s not stress,” Stephi said, turning to face Derek and glare down a few inches at him. “He’s just being an asshole.” 
 
    He squared up with her. “What did you call me, you irritating bi—” 
 
    Stephi’s blue jay swooped down and landed on her shoulder. The familiar screeched challenges with ruffled feathers. 
 
    Kirby’s hand went to his cutlass and Glenn’s fell onto his cudgel when Ron grabbed Derek by the shoulder and yanked him around to face him. “Marigold did not call you anything,” he said. “She simply indicated you are acting a certain way.” 
 
    The warrior druid leaned close. Although shorter and less muscular, he appeared impressively intimidating. At least to Glenn. 
 
    “Which. You. Are,” the warrior druid said, his words uncharacteristically blunt. 
 
    Maybe it was the anger in Ron’s face that wiped the snarl from Derek’s face. Maybe, Glenn thought, it was that Derek was outnumbered four to one. Even with a low intel score, he could count. 
 
    The warrior turned to Stephi. “Sorry, Marigold. It’s just that I’ve been on—played— adventures, and at first rank, it’s going to be dangerous. That’s got me nervous.” 
 
    “I think you owe Jax an apology too,” she replied. 
 
    “Yeah, dude,” Kirby chimed in. 
 
    After clenching his teeth for a half second, Derek spoke. “Sorry, Jax. It was a joke, just not a very good one.” 
 
    Glenn didn’t see how it could be a joke, but he figured to let it go. If they were going to face cultists, they’d need his muscles and sword as much as the party would need his healing ability. Maybe more. 
 
    Again, he thought Derek’s words over. None of it was really a joke, or an apology. Nevertheless, he decided to move on, rather than draw attention to the fact. “The owner of the Glade House, I don’t think she’d have information that would lead to thousands of gold. 
 
    “I know I haven’t played a lot of dice roleplaying games, but this seems like our only option. Either we do it, or say goodbye to Byeol.” 
 
    “We might be saying goodbye to our lives,” Derek said. He looked down and kicked a booted toe at the hard-packed dirt. “But we should try.” 
 
    That surprised Glenn, and everyone else. Maybe Derek agreed only to save face? 
 
    In any case, everyone nodded agreement, and Ron led them back to the Apollo Temple to get the details. And maybe a written contract. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Kirby, Glenn and Stephi went to find a place to spend the night, and to scout places to get supplies for the mission. Ron and Derek were going to get some paper, quill and ink to make copies of the map, and to scout for a place to get a mule to carry supplies. 
 
    Glenn led his friends to the Glade House. Since it was a boarding house, they might get a decent place to stay at a good price, and maybe some recommendations where to get supplies from its owner. Plus, Glenn figured, maybe she’d have Stephi’s bra repaired. Even through her drawn cloak he’d noticed her added bounce as she walked. Not that he tried to notice… 
 
    The Glade House was a block-shaped three story building, fronted with vertical wooden planks. They’d been painted green years ago, much of the color long faded. Wide stairs led to a stout door. To either side were two windows, with ten or so feet in between. Beneath each was a flower bed, with all manner of flowers, from purple and yellow irises and small red rose bushes, to red and orange day lilies and white and blue bachelor buttons, all in full bloom. On either side of the steps sat two benches. 
 
    The windows had actual glass, revealed by their open shutters. The door, however, didn’t. Under the latch handle was a steel lock that looked like it took old-fashioned skeleton keys, which were probably modern in the aberrant world. 
 
    Glenn climbed the steps, a little challenging with his short legs, and knocked on the door. From within two dogs barked. He recognized them as Rocky and Chilli, the culprits who’d done the number on Stephi’s undergarment. 
 
    “Those dogs don’t sound big enough to stop any thieves,” Kirby said, standing next to Stephi at the foot of the stairs. 
 
    Glenn couldn’t argue with him on that point, unless they took ahold of an intruder’s pant leg and tripped him. 
 
    The door creaked as it opened, which seemed extraordinarily loud. Everything else appeared in good order. Glenn wondered why the hinges, which he couldn’t see from his position on the porch, would be left in such need of oil. 
 
    A girl of maybe twelve, pale skin with wide eyes and nearly black hair tied back, answered the door. She wore a sackcloth skirt, linen blouse, and a tan scarf over her head. 
 
    “Yes?” she asked, a little surprised to see Glenn, possibly because he was a gnome. She spotted Kirby and Stephi at the foot of the stairs. “Are you looking for a room?” 
 
    “We are,” Glenn said. “I, well, met the owner last night.” 
 
    The girl opened the door wide and ushered them in. “I’ll go and fetch Miss Keri.” 
 
    The three stood in what seemed to be a foyer. It opened into a dining area with two long tables, painted red, as were the high-backed chairs around them. Four men and a trio of women were seated and talking. They looked up briefly, several smiled politely but one of the men frowned when his eyes fell upon Kirby. Without a word they went back to their discussions. Two appeared armed with daggers and one of the women was wearing leather armor similar to Kirby’s. The tables still had wooden bowls with spoons in them and tin mugs scattered about, with rumpled up cloth napkins. Glenn smelled oatmeal and apple juice, or maybe cider. 
 
    To their left was a stairway with an ornately carved railing. It had the head of a dragon at the bottom and scales going all the way up. The dining area had an entry way, probably to the kitchen, and what might be an opening to another room on the right. Several leather-bound books and various carvings, wooden and ivory, sat on shelves mounted on the walls. 
 
    “Look at those two little dogs,” Stephi said. “They’re so cute.” 
 
    Glenn hadn’t noticed Rocky and Chilli sitting under the nearest table, staring out at them. They watched her with curiosity, or maybe suspicion, as she hadn’t removed her hood. 
 
    A moment later, wearing a blouse, skirt and apron, Keri appeared from the kitchen. A smile crossed her face when she saw Jax. 
 
    “Elise, see to the leftovers for me,” she called over her shoulder. 
 
    “I will, ma’am,” the young girl’s voice called from the kitchen. 
 
    Keri gestured to the three. “Follow me into the parlor.” 
 
    There was indeed a room to the right, with a long window and more shelves with books and knickknacks. It held three plush chairs and a couch. Along the wall were two tables with wooden chairs. On one table was a wooden chess set and on the other, a checkerboard with gray and black checkers. 
 
    Keri pointed to the couch while she reached into a cabinet and pulled out a low stool. “Use this for your feet, Jax.” 
 
    The stool was an unexpected comfort, Glenn thought. The boarding house owner’s hair had curls in it. Last night he remembered it straightening when she’d gotten fed up with the half-ogre and half-goblin neighbors. 
 
    “And you are, Miss…” Keri asked, extending her hand. 
 
    “Oh,” Glenn said. “I’m sorry. These are two of my friends, Marigold and Gurk.” 
 
    They shook hands as she introduced herself. “You may call me Keri. I trust Jax mentioned the little incident where we met last night?” 
 
    Just before Marigold took her seat on the couch to Glenn’s right, Keri said, “Marigold, please, you’re welcome to remove your cloak—unless you’re feeling chilly.” At that, the black and white dog, who’d followed them in, began wagging her stump of a tail. 
 
    Stephi sounded hesitant when she said, “Some people find it distracting when I do.” 
 
    Keri smiled politely. “It’s up to you, honey, but I’ve seen a lot over the years and few things surprise or distract me.” 
 
    “Okay,” Stephi said and took off her cloak, folded it and set it on the end of the couch before sitting. 
 
    Keri pulled her large chair around a little to more easily face the three. “Oh,” she said. “I can see how some might be distracted.” Her face became serious. “Let me tell you, Marigold. Better to be blessed with radiance than ruin.” 
 
    Then the attention of the Glade House’s owner focused on Glenn. “It’s too early for me to have taken care of the task we discussed last night.” 
 
    Jax glanced back at her innocently. “Uhhmmm.” 
 
    Keri raised a questioning eyebrow.  
 
    “Dude,” Kirby said, elbowing Glenn. “She’s talking about Marigold’s bra you lost.” 
 
    Embarrassed, Glenn turned red. “I didn’t lose it.” 
 
    “Yeah, dude,” Stephi said, imitating Kirby’s voice. “Well, heaven and everyman that’s seen me knows I’m not wearing it.” 
 
    The Glade’s owner laughed again. “Honey, I suspected it was yours, but one never knows. Since Rocky and Chilli were the ones to damage it, I sent it out for mending at Enrique’s. He’s a local tailor.” 
 
    “The dogs?” both Kirby and Stephi asked. 
 
    Glenn sank further into the couch. 
 
    “Oh, and honey,” Keri said, looking at Stephi’s hand, “you’ve lost something else.” 
 
    Stephi pulled the silver ring from her finger. “No, it’s not lost.” 
 
    “We needed to barter the gemstone,” Kirby explained. 
 
    When none of the three explained further, Keri leaned forward and rested her hands on her knees. “You are here about a room?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Kirby said. “And maybe you could answer some questions for us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The entire party was huddled around the map in their tiny rented room. It didn’t have a window, except for slits that could be opened in the top and bottom of the only door, one of the reasons for its low cost. Two fold-down bunks that were little more than a thin mattress resting on a rope net, one mounted above the others, hung on either side of the room. When the beds were folded down, they left only two feet between them, just enough to stand and turn. Four beds meant that Glenn would sleep on the floor, on an extra mattress underneath one of the beds. For some reason, that didn’t bother him. Kirby said it was probably because gnomes often lived in cramped burrows or tree hollows, sort of like hobbits from Lord of the Rings. 
 
    The room also had four trunks that sat on the floor, one at the head and foot of each bottom bunk. Kirby and Glenn agreed to share one. It wasn’t ideal, but for two silvers a week, which included breakfast, served promptly at 6:30 am, and a tub for a bath—with soap—once a week, that wasn’t bad. The offer of a bath sold Stephi, plus there were good roosting spots on the roof for Petie. 
 
    The potential rental of a secured closet in the cellar for gear when they weren’t in town sold Kirby. Glenn didn’t know what a reasonable deal was but agreed because he trusted Keri. She seemed friendly, and left people to their business. 
 
    The room had a magical light, similar to those used in the city’s street lamps. It was located on a brass fixture attached to the door. The hinge connected the cup to the base, which allowed it to be covered, leaving the room in darkness. Glenn could reach the fixture that offered the equivalent of a twenty-five watt bulb, if he stood on his toes. At least he didn’t feel cramped like Stephi, who only had three inches of ceiling clearance when she wore her boots. 
 
    Crowded and cramped, it was a base of operations that everyone deemed acceptable and safe, even Derek. 
 
    Ron pointed to the map they’d spread open across one of the trunks they’d placed in the center of the room. “Here’s Three Hills City.” 
 
    It sat less than a quarter mile from the Snake Claw River. None of them had known about the river since they’d entered the city on the opposite side. It reminded them of how foreign the world was, and how little they actually knew. 
 
    The nearby river made sense to Glenn. He recalled from studying history and geography that most large cities, and even smaller prosperous settlements, had access to travel by water, by river, lake or ocean. Normally, however, the cities, or part of them, were situated right next to the river. Could be the Snake Claw River flooded, or was filled with some nasty monsters. 
 
    Ron ran his finger northwest to an area labeled “Dark Heart Swamp.” “Here is where we need to go. From what the priest said, it’ll take about three days on foot to reach the swamp, and he estimated no more than two to locate the Hades cultists’ subterranean outpost.” 
 
    “If it’s a swamp, how can the outpost be below ground?” Glenn asked. “Wouldn’t it flood? Like a basement?” 
 
    “They might have the equivalent of magical sump pumps,” Derek said.  
 
    “This is a game world,” Kirby said. “Regular rules like dungeons found in swamps won’t make a difference.” 
 
    Both Stephi and Glenn looked skeptical. 
 
    “Look,” Ron said. “Notice how Kalgore can wear his sword across his back?” 
 
    Both skeptics shrugged. 
 
    “He is able to draw it and sheath it without difficulty. In the real world—our world—it couldn’t happen.” Ron gestured to Glenn. “You have a strap that allows you to sling your round shield across your back without a problem, and it offers little difficulty or discomfort?” 
 
    Glenn nodded. 
 
    “Imagine attempting that in our world.” 
 
    “Dudes,” Kirby said, spreading his hands wide, or the best he could manage in such a cramped circle. “This world has magic and ogres. You’re a gnome and an elf. Just go with it.” 
 
    Ron pulled four objects from a pouch. One clear crystal the size of Glenn’s thumb and three malachite beads. The priest had explained that the crystal would turn darker as they approached the cultists’ outpost, until it was jet black. That meant they were within one hundred yards. 
 
    The deep green beads with paler stripes were supposed to be Sanctuary Stones. Magical, one-time use items. By swallowing one, allowing it to pass near the beating heart, the stored spell would be triggered. Anyone threatening or attacking the swallowing individual would no longer feel an imperative to do so, for at least ten minutes—if the protected individual took no offensive action toward those threatening individuals. Anyone who might be hostile that approached during the spell’s duration would also be less inclined toward violence against the protected individual, but the spell’s effect wouldn’t be as potent. 
 
    Glenn smiled to himself, recalling their meeting with the priest, his greasy hair slicked back and perfectly manicured fingernails. Kirby had asked, “So, if we need to use the sanctuary stones, do you want us to collect them after they go through our digestive tract and give them back to you?” 
 
    The priest blanched and replied. “No, that will not be necessary.” 
 
    Glenn’s thoughts snapped back to the present, when Ron asked, “How shall we distribute these magical items?” 
 
    Kirby said, “Me, Marigold and Jax should each get one of the sanctuary stones, and you should carry the location crystal.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Derek asked. He didn’t exactly have a sneer on his face, but his displeasure for the suggestion was evident. 
 
    “Because, dude, Lysine knows about the outdoors, he’s part druid, and will be leading us. You and him will most likely be fighting, since you’re warriors.” He glanced up at Stephi kneeling across from him. “Once she uses her spell, she won’t be much help in a battle. We need Jax to stay healthy so he can heal us, and a stone might allow me to maneuver around and steal the necklace we’re after, or get a good stealth attack. When we get the necklace, you’ll probably get that because if there are undead, having our best warrior invisible, you could mow them down. That’d be pretty awesome.” 
 
    “Undead?” Stephi asked. “That priest said the necklace we’re after renders the wearer invisible to them. What are they?” 
 
    That question took all four men by surprise. 
 
    “Apologies,” Ron said. “It had not occurred to me that you may not know.” 
 
    “Zombies,” Kirby said, “sort of like in The Walking Dead. Skeletons and ghouls. Wraiths and vampires, but if those are around, we’re in trouble.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because,” Derek said, “wraiths and vampires are a lot tougher than us.” 
 
    “They’re tougher than an ogre,” Kirby explained. “Not as big or strong, but tougher to kill. Silver and magical weapons help, which we ain’t got, except for the little bit of silver on Jax’s club.” 
 
    Stephi swallowed hard, taking in what was said. 
 
    “Those types probably won’t be there,” Kirby said. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
     “It is unlikely representatives of Apollo’s temple would provide adventurers magical items.” Ron gestured at the stones and crystal resting on the map. “And subsequently risk alerting the Hades cultists that the Temple of Apollo held knowledge of their outpost’s location, by dispatching a party of adventurers, if the venture lacked a reasonable expectation of success.” 
 
    “So,” Stephi said, “we’re counting on that sleazy priest’s assessment of us?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Kirby said. 
 
    “Actually, the priestess is probably the one who made the original assessment.” While Ron said that, he distributed a green stone to Glenn, Kirby and Stephi. He returned the crystal to his pouch. 
 
    Glenn took out his handkerchief and wrapped the sanctuary stone in it, and stuffed it in the bottom of his pocket so it wouldn’t get lost. When he looked up, Ron had another paper lying atop the map. It was smaller with a picture upon it. 
 
    “Based upon the priest’s description,” Ron said, “this is what I believe we should be looking for.” 
 
    The ink drawing showed a skull with two black eyes, black dots on the side of the skull, and two black dots where the eye teeth should be. 
 
    Ron reminded them. “It is supposed to be ivory, and those dots represent black stones, probably onyx. However, the necklace may be carved from bone and the gemstones could be hematite.” 
 
    “That’s real specific,” Glenn said. 
 
    Ron frowned. “I could select a Detect Enchantment Spell, replacing one of the two Minor Cure Spells I normally prepare. However, the spell’s range and duration is limited due to my status as a first-rank caster.” 
 
    “The toughest guy around will probably be wearing it,” Kirby said, “or it’ll be stored someplace majorly protected.” 
 
    “What if they have a fake one they use to fool low-rank adventurers like us?” Derek asked. “We grab the fake one and run.” He paused and stared at Ron. “That happened to us, remember? That game session where we tried to steal the Medallion of Mermaid Summoning?” 
 
    “This isn’t a game,” Glenn said. 
 
    Kirby said, “Actually, it sort of is.” Then he scratched his head. “You know, Jax has a skill in precious gems. It takes quality gems and materials to harness and hold an enchantment. He might be able to detect a fake.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Ron said. “When we near the outpost, I shall prepare one Minor Cure and one Detect Enchantment, and we will count on Jax for backup.” 
 
    Stephi’s eyes were wide. “Unless we figure out along the way you need to keep healing us, along with Jax.” 
 
    “Agreed, Marigold,” Ron said. “That would be prudent.” He picked up the map. “In the meantime, we need to gather equipment and supplies so that we might depart in the morning.” 
 
    Ron placed the map and drawing in his storage chest. “Tonight I will draw another map, so that we have a backup. Beyond this adventure’s use, it identifies the location of Shorn Spearhead and Anchorville. We can always insert additional locations and expand content based upon our travel.” 
 
    After closing his chest, everyone stood. “As we have retained coins in excess of what was required to secure the Tether Spell, Jax and Kalgore, you shall secure food for travel. Also, a short bow and quiver of arrows for Kalgore, since he was unable to obtain one when he rolled up his character. Marigold, Gurk and I shall secure useful outdoor gear, a mule, and possibly the services of a zero-rank animal handler. If our party has one, we might be free to act without worrying that the mule bearing our supplies might bolt.” 
 
    “Or he can be cannon fodder,” Derek said. 
 
    Either ignoring Derek, or not understanding what he meant, Stephi said, “I want to get my brassiere, and maybe a different blouse. Both of mine are ruined.” 
 
    “The undergarment, I agree,” Ron said, “But the new outfit should wait for our return.” 
 
    When Glenn saw her frown, he said, “Give me the ring. If we get time maybe I can find a stone for it—nothing like a ruby, but something nice. If I have any coin left over.” 
 
    “Why does she get that ring?” Derek asked, a hint of anger in his voice. “It’s party treasure.” 
 
    Glenn stared up at him. “Gurk is the one that stole it, and that happened only because Marigold distracted everyone.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter, we all played a part. Me and Lysine fought with idiots rushing the stage.” 
 
    “Do you plan on wearing it, Kalgore?” 
 
    Ron spoke up. “You both make valid points.” His eyes shifted between Glenn and Derek. “If there is time, and if there is more than sufficient funds, obtain a reasonable stone and have it set.” 
 
    When Derek began to object, Ron raised his hand to halt the objection. “Having a silver ring, complete with a stone, will make it more valuable than the two components separate. Marigold, you may wear it, with the understanding that should it become necessary, it shall be bartered to meet the party’s need.” 
 
    She glared at Derek. “Understood, Lysine.” She removed the ring and handed it to Glenn. “Thank you, Jax. That’ll make up for me having to walk around like slutty white trash.”  
 
    She winked to let Glenn know she was joking.  
 
    Her smile and wink made the gnome swoon just a bit. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Derek and Glenn both had sacks of food slung over their shoulder. They’d found a decent short bow with a dozen arrows for a reasonable price. They’d just left the jeweler Keri had recommended, with Glenn carrying Stephi’s silver ring in his pocket, fitted with an oval turquoise stone to replace the bartered ruby. The stone wasn’t of superior quality, but only cost four copper coins, and was better than wearing a ring without a gem or stone setting. 
 
    It was late afternoon and Glenn scurried to keep up with Derek’s long strides. The guy was moody and unpredictable, but the best warrior they had. 
 
    They moved along a secondary street that undulated around buildings and their porches that jutted out into it. Older construction, and poor inhabitants and shop owners, made Glenn wary. 
 
    “You, gnome. Stop!” a male voice shouted from behind. 
 
    Glenn’s first instinct was to ignore whoever it was and keep moving, but he turned to see who it was. What if it was one of the duke’s men on patrol? 
 
    A man wearing a fine silk shirt, black linen vest that matched his breeches and knee-height boots strode forward, eyes on Glenn. The man’s long wavy hair flowed behind and his rapier bounced on his hip. Two men, both heavy set, wearing rougher garments and worn boots followed. One had a mace hanging on his belt much like Glenn’s cudgel that hung on the gnome’s hip. The other brutish man carried what looked like a sheathed machete. The two near parallel scars, reaching from his whisker-faced cheek to his chin, afforded him an even greater “bad-ass” look. 
 
    Glenn took a few steps back, wondering if Derek was behind him. He was afraid to take his eyes off the approaching men for a second to look. 
 
    “What do you think they want?” Derek asked. “Could be they’ve mistaken you for another gnome. Maybe you all look alike to us humans.” 
 
    Glenn didn’t think so. He’d seen one dwarf, a few elves and half-elves and, besides Keri’s neighbors, only two other half-goblins among the thousands of human citizens in the city. Not one gnome. Not even a half-gnome, if there was such a thing. 
 
    “You, gnome.” The fancily dressed young man, maybe in his mid-twenties, stopped two strides away from Glenn and pointed down at him. “I want my ring back.” 
 
    Glenn got a sinking feeling but didn’t let it show on his face. “Have we met?” Glenn forced a smile. “I don’t believe we have, and I’m sure I don’t have your ring.” 
 
    “You were up on that stage,” he said, leaning down. “At the Bugle, working with that dancing elf slut.” 
 
    From behind, Derek snorted. 
 
    “I was at the Bugle recently,” Glenn admitted, “but I don’t recall meeting you.” 
 
    “I lost my ring there, that night, and just came from Jaspar’s.” He stood up straight and proud. “My uncle knows a magician, who said I’d find it there. 
 
    “Jaspar said he’d just fitted a turquoise stone in a ring that looked just like mine, silver with roses on the side.” 
 
    The two big men on either side of the accuser nodded once in affirmation. 
 
    Jaspar was the name of the jeweler they’d just left. 
 
    “He said there wasn’t a ruby in it. I want my ring back, and the ruby.” 
 
    Glenn decided upon a half truth and shrugged. “Honest, sir, I don’t have what you’re looking for. Maybe it got lost in the shuffle, but I didn’t pick up any rings on stage. If you or someone threw it, it might still be there, somewhere.” 
 
    “No, it was on the table, gnome. Covering a bet. I had a full house, kings over tens. Then it was gone.” A sneer crossed his face. “And now my girlfriend doesn’t have her ring, and there’s no reason for the magician that directed me to Jaspar’s to lie. And for Jaspar to tell me a gnome just left with such a ring, minus the ruby.” 
 
    The man grinned wickedly. “We’re gonna search you to see if you’re telling the truth. If you are, no harm. If you aren’t, you’re gonna pay in bruises and busted bones.” 
 
    “Kalgore?” Glenn asked over his shoulder. 
 
    Boots shuffling away said more than his words. “I don’t have a stake in this.” 
 
    Glenn pulled his shield, but not his cudgel. He stood no chance, three on one, with or without weapons. So why invite them. 
 
    Everyone else on the street was either watching or pretending to not notice. 
 
    “My cousin’s one of the guards patrolling this area,” the young man said. “Don’t expect help from that quarter.” 
 
    With that, the two burly men stepped forward faster than Glenn could back away, and surrounded him. 
 
    “Looks like he ain’t gonna let us search him, boys.” The young man lifted a quick glance beyond Glenn, confirming that Derek wasn’t going to get involved, then nodded. 
 
    The scar-faced man kicked at Glenn. He dropped his sack of food and blocked the kick with his shield. He spun back to fend off the young man trying to grab hold of him. That left Glenn open to a punch in the back of the head. The blow knocked the gnome forward, but he kept his feet. 
 
    Someone yanked his shield off his arm. Glenn swung a roundhouse punch, catching one of the thugs in the gut. That was the only blow he got in before boots and fists left him bleeding on the ground. 
 
    Glenn refrained from healing himself, because they’d just beat him up again. 
 
    “A couple more good kicks should knock him out, boys. Then we’ll take what he has.” 
 
    Curling up to protect himself, Glenn reached into his pocket and withdrew his handkerchief. He unwrapped it and almost dropped the green stone when a boot connected with his kidneys. But he managed to shove it in his mouth and swallow. 
 
    No more kicks or punches landed on him. 
 
    “Aww, this ain’t worth it,” the young man grumbled. “Come on, let’s go get a beer at Collago’s” 
 
    Glenn could hardly move, every muscle ached, and he was pretty sure he had a few cracked ribs, and probably a bleeding kidney. Lying on the ground, he twisted his head enough to see the three men walking away, and Derek bending over to pick up his shield. 
 
    “Heal yourself and get it over with,” the warrior said. 
 
    Glenn had already started, mumbling the incantation to release the healing energy. An eternity, or really six or seven seconds later, the warmth of healing coursed through his body, reaching every bruised muscle or organ, and every cracked bone. 
 
    “Why’d they stop before searching you?” Derek asked, offering Glenn his shield and sack of food they’d purchased. 
 
    The gnome climbed to his feet, looking at the blood and street dirt on his tunic and pants. 
 
    “Thanks for nothing, Kalgore the Courageous.” 
 
    Activity on the street returned to normal and Kalgore handed Glenn his shield and sack while leaning close so nobody could hear him. “They were after stolen property, which you’re carrying.” 
 
    “They beat the crap out of me and you watched.” Glenn didn’t keep his voice low, and started walking, not caring if Derek followed. “They were going to take everything I had.” 
 
    “I’d’ve stopped them from doing that,” Derek assured. 
 
    “Whatever,” Glenn said, not looking at the warrior pacing him on his left. 
 
    “Why’d they just stop and go for a drink?” Derek grabbed Glenn’s shoulder and spun the gnome to face him. “You swallowed your sanctuary stone!” 
 
    “What’d you expect me to do?” Glenn turned away and continued walking, almost running into the wheel of a parked wagon. He sidestepped and continued on. “You heard what they said. I was about ready to spit up a ruptured kidney, and they were going to take everything I had.” 
 
    “You’re a frikkin’ idiot, Jax. We’re gonna need that stone.” 
 
    “I need my kidney too, Kalgore.” Glenn walked faster, but realized there was no way he could outpace Derek. “They were going to take anything I had once I was unconscious, so why not use it?” 
 
    “I told you, I wouldn’t’ve let them.” 
 
    “Just shut up, you coward.” 
 
    Derek stepped ahead of Glenn, fist balled and arm cocked, ready to punch. “What’d you say?” 
 
    “You heard me.” 
 
    Derek’s face puckered in anger. He dropped his fist. “Damn spell. You’re lucky.” 
 
    “Why don’t we each find our own way back to the Glade House,” Glenn said. “We’ll both be happier.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kirby, Glenn and Stephi sat in the Glade House’s parlor. It was better than their stuffy little room. At the moment no other boarding house patrons were in there. The coal wagon train master and the ink salesman had finished their game of checkers, and went out to sit on the benches in front of the Glade’s flower beds. 
 
    The meal of salted pork and dried apples Glenn had for dinner wasn’t sitting well in his stomach. 
 
    “I should’ve just let them have the ring,” Glenn said. “Kalgore’s right. It’s stolen property.” 
 
    “Like hell,” Stephi said, putting her arm around the gnome’s shoulder. “We’re supposed to stick together.” 
 
    Kirby slammed his fist down on the arm of his padded chair. “He’s just sore being overruled about party treasure.” 
 
    “He was right, though, about those guys. It was their ring.” 
 
    “Dude, who throws their girlfriend’s ring into a pot in a poker game?” 
 
    “He said he had a full house, kings over tens.” 
 
    “I’d been watching the table, and took a few gold from it, with the ring. The dude across from him had a straight flush. Eight of clubs high. So he was going to lose it anyway.” 
 
    That didn’t make Glenn feel any better. “Think Lysine can settle him down?” 
 
    Stephi’s hands balled into fists. “I don’t trust him as far as you or Gurk can throw him.” 
 
    “They’ve played Monsters, Maces and Magic together plenty of times,” Kirby said, gesturing with his hands. “Lots of other games too. They know a party that doesn’t work together ends up dying. Derek may be a jerk, but it’ll be his life on the line if he doesn’t cooperate.” 
 
    Stephi threw her hands in the air, struggling to keep her voice down. “This isn’t a game, Gurk.” 
 
    Glenn nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I know, our lives are on the line.” 
 
    “Byeol’s life is on the line,” Stephi said. “She’s why we’re risking ours.” 
 
    Glenn’s stomach gurgled. He rubbed it and groaned. 
 
    Stephi pulled the ring from her finger and flung it onto the floor. 
 
    In an instant, Kirby was up and scrambling to grab it from beneath the chair beside him. “Don’t be like that, Marigold,” he scolded. “First, we ain’t rich. Second, if you stop wearing it, Kalgore wins.” 
 
    “You’re right,” she said. “Give it here.” 
 
    The thief tossed it to her. She deftly snatched it out of the air and slid it on her long, slender finger. “Don’t think this means we’re going steady, my little man.” 
 
    “Ha!” he said. “Keri said she left a few pieces of bread crust for Petie on the counter, remember? Why don’t you go out and feed him. Me and Jax are gonna play a game of checkers.” 
 
    After she retrieved the bread scraps from the kitchen, and the wide-brimmed straw hat Keri had pulled out of storage, Stephi went out front to join the Glade owner and several of the other patrons. She angled the hat on her head to conceal her face without totally blinding herself. 
 
    She modeled it for Glenn and Kirby. 
 
    The two men laughed before Kirby waved her out. He then went over to sit by Glenn on the couch. 
 
    The gnome stopped leveraging himself out of the soft couch. “I thought we were going to play checkers?” 
 
    “We can, if you want.” Kirby’s eyes shifted to the other room and he tipped his head, allowing his half-goblin ears, with their downward-pointed lobes, to listen. “You can trust the enemy to work against you. But there’s no way you can prepare for your friends to turn on you. Whatever you can’t prepare for, tends to be fatal.” 
 
    Glenn thought about what Kirby said. It seemed deeper, or maybe wiser than his junior high years. Maybe it was game experience talking. He nodded agreement. 
 
    “If he turns on us, through action or inaction, Jax, I’m gonna stealth attack him.” 
 
    A little vomit came up Glenn’s throat. He swallowed it down. “You’re going to kill him?” 
 
    “I get a surprise bonus on my attack roll, and double damage. But I’m a thief, with only a cutlass. He’s a fighter with a lot of hit points. It’ll knock him down to size but, unless he’s already hurt, he’ll survive—unless I get a lucky critical strike.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” was all Glenn could say. 
 
    “So, Jax.” Kirby’s eyes locked with Glenn’s.  
 
    They were dark, yellow irises around large pupils, almost the shape of a cat’s eyes. They were grim and determined.  
 
    “Ummm, Yeah?” Glenn said. 
 
    “So, if he betrays us, and I go after him—retaliate—maybe not at that exact moment…will you back me up?” 
 
    Glenn thought hard. Would that be murder? Killing wasn’t in his nature, but he’d fought and helped kill goblins and that ogre. But they were monsters, trying to kill him. There was something else, maybe his alignment from the game, and his gnomish nature. He swallowed hard, and nodded, biting his lower lip. 
 
    One of Kirby’s eyes closed to a squint. “You sure?” 
 
    “If he betrays us, I’ll attack him too.” 
 
    “He let those guys kick the crap out of you without lifting a finger.” 
 
    Glenn gritted his teeth, remembering the pain, and the betrayal he felt when Derek backed away while things were going south. 
 
    Kirby looked around again, conspiratorially. It could be his goblin heritage showing through. “Don’t tell Marigold, or especially Lysine.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “She doesn’t need to know, and she’ll back us. Lysine? He’ll probably spend a round in game time analyzing what’s happening, so we’ll have to be fast. After it’s done, he’ll reason out that it was the right thing to do.” Kirby shrugged. “In the end he won’t have a choice.” 
 
    Kirby scratched behind an ear. “There’s something shady going on between those two anyway. Something they’re not sharing with us.” 
 
    Absentmindedly, Glenn nodded and sat back in the couch. In all of his years, from junior high into college, he’d never seriously contemplated killing anyone. Not even close. He didn’t even like to get into fights. 
 
    Being an accomplice to murder? Yet here he was, agreeing to it. 
 
    “I can see doubt in you,” Kirby said. “Look, it’ll be Kalgore’s choice.” The thief stood and grabbed both of the gnome’s shoulders, pulling him forward, meeting the gnome’s eyes up close. “He betrays us once, risks our lives—heck, we might not even get the chance because his actions—or inaction—might get us killed.” 
 
    Kirby let go of Glenn’s shoulders. “He makes the choice. We’re just responding. Cause and effect.” 
 
    Ron was okay, but he just didn’t see things like he and Kirby did. 
 
    Glenn realized he would do it, not so much for himself, but for Kirby and Stephi. And for Kim. 
 
    That didn’t mean he’d sleep any easier come nightfall. The night before undertaking an adventure to steal a magical necklace from a cult of Hades worshipers, Hades, the god of the dead and underworld? And now the pact with Kirby? 
 
    Glenn felt like he might never sleep again. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    The party was up before sunrise and ready to go. 
 
    Glenn had pretty much been forced to sleep on a thin mattress scrunched beneath Stephi’s fold-down bunk. He thought the cramped confines would cause him trouble, even when weighed against sleeping on the floor between the bunks and risk getting stepped on by anyone getting up to use the chamber pot room down the hall. Much to Glenn’s surprise, he’d slept soundly. Maybe his gnomish nature had once again aided him. Or maybe he’d just been dead tired. 
 
    Stephi hadn’t really slept much, normal for being an elf, and had been the first one up. 
 
    Everyone packed their gear, and prepared their spells. The only content for the locker in the cellar was Kim’s spear, so Keri agreed to set it aside, no charge. The oatmeal wasn’t ready but the young girl, Elise, offered them a drink of apple cider and a flimsy sack filled with uncooked oatmeal flakes. 
 
    Outside the front door a bandy-legged old man approached leading a donkey. Glenn thought they were going to get a mule, but funds and negotiations hadn’t worked out. It took a smile and a wink from Stephi to secure the services of Blizz, an elderly half-goblin, and his donkey, Bristle. 
 
    Not many appeared excited about venturing into the Dark Heart Swamp. Ron had insisted in upfront honesty about that, rather than risk a revolt later on.  
 
    Blizz wore baggy pants and sandals and a tattered wool shirt covered by what Glenn would call a canvas poncho with a hood. He had a satchel over one shoulder, and several wineskins and a hand axe attached to the pack saddle. 
 
    The elderly half-goblin waved to Ron, but had his eyes and sharp-toothed grin on Stephi. 
 
    Ron directed Derek to help Blizz secure their tent, food sacks, cooking gear and wineskins filled with water to the long-eared donkey. 
 
    At least Bristle looked younger and in better condition than Blizz. 
 
    “You gonna make it more than five miles, old man?” Derek asked. 
 
    “I expect.”  
 
    Glenn noted that Blizz had the same croaking tone to his voice that Kirby did. And Roary, come to think of it. 
 
    “Least ways,” Blizz continued, “I can match steps with a gnome.” 
 
    That drew a laugh from Derek. “I like you already.” 
 
    Leaving the city was easier than entering, as the guards didn’t seem to notice or care. Once out on the road, Ron assigned an order of march. He took the lead, with his spear resting on his shoulder, and Derek at his side. Then Stephi and Glenn, followed by Blizz leading Bristle. Kirby was to bring up the rear and watch out for any surprises from behind. 
 
    Ron set a brisk walk that left Glenn trotting half the time to keep up, something no one had really anticipated. It was unlike their trip to reach Three Hills City, accomplished on horse-drawn wagons. Experienced gamers and GMs apparently glossed over disparity in travel rates, despite a gnome’s slower movement rate listed in the Monsters, Maces and Magic rule books. 
 
    Old Blizz had kept his promise and had no problem keeping pace with Glenn. Actually, he was pretty darn fit for a bald, bandy-legged old guy. By noon, at her insistence, Stephi gave Glenn a piggy-back ride for a half hour. While her strength and endurance weren’t great, her size helped. Derek should’ve been the one to help, but he didn’t volunteer and Glenn wasn’t about to ask. 
 
    “Next time,” he mumbled into Stephi’s ear while hanging on to her shoulders, “I’m going to take a skill in horsemanship, or whatever. And buy a pony.” 
 
    “Next time,” she whispered back between breaths, “I see… any place… that sells drugs… I’m getting… a bottle… of steroids… make that… two bottles.” 
 
    The second time, around three o’clock when she carried Glenn again, he really felt bad. But, guilty as he was, there was just no way he could do it. And he was on the tall end for a gnome. Heck, a gnome marathon runner would have trouble. But there was no arguing. They needed to make the best time possible. Travel in the swamp and finding the cultist’s outpost, despite the map that gave a general location, and the locating crystal, might take longer than expected. And the clock for Kim was ticking. 
 
    They met a lot of merchants and farmers and peddlers on the road, and had more than a few on wagons pass them by. But as they passed more and more dirt roads that connected with the main road, the fewer people they encountered. 
 
    Blizz kept to himself. He spent most of his time sneaking peeks at Stephi and carrying on a whispered, one way conversation with Bristle. Lunch consisted of water, salt pork and dried apples. As nightfall approached, Ron led them off the road to a meadow area. They had a cold camp because a fire might attract attention. Before dark, and after their tent was up, Ron assigned watches. 
 
    Derek was the only human, with limited ability to see at night, so he was teamed with Ron. Stephi had the best ears, and Glenn’s night vision was better than hers, but both were considered too inexperienced to be teamed with Derek. It was obvious Ron wanted to keep Derek separated from Glenn as much as possible. Even with Kirby and Stephi, he sensed a schism. 
 
    So Ron and Derek got first watch from nine until midnight. Kirby and Blizz took second watch, from midnight until three, and Stephi and Glenn watched until sunrise. 
 
    Sitting quietly, listening and watching, and trying to ignore the mosquitoes wore at Glenn’s nerves. It was stressful, knowing there were creatures out there like ogres and goblins, and worse. Yet, constantly straining to see or hear, or even smell danger was hard. His mind wandered. He thought about home, and about college and classes. He thought about Stephi, trying to replicate her elven beauty in his mind’s eye, and he thought about getting beat up by those three thugs, and Derek standing aside, watching. From loss, to interest boarding on lust, which made him feel weird and guilty, to anger and resentment, his mind wandered. And started over again. 
 
    Finally, Petie abandoned his tree limb and landed on Stephi’s shoulder as the first rays emerged over the horizon. 
 
    One more day, and then into the swamp. 
 
    Glenn gathered sticks for Ron, who used the everlast candle to light a quick fire. Kirby brought back water from a nearby stream while Derek took down the simple A-frame tent and Stephi stood watch, with Petie’s overhead assistance. Blizz saw to his donkey and to packing him. Everything didn’t run like clockwork, but nothing was too complicated. 
 
    Near the end of their watch Glenn had used a little healing, just before dawn, to get the soreness out of his legs. He healed Stephi’s soreness as well. That earned him a smile and a hug. 
 
    The smile and hug couldn’t shake off the fact that Glenn dreaded what lay ahead. Derek didn’t help when he suggested, “Jax, while we’re eating breakfast, you should get on the road and get a head start.” 
 
    Blizz started to laugh along with Derek, but saw Kirby’s sneer and Stephi’s frown and changed it to a cough.  
 
    Ron glared at the still laughing warrior. “Kalgore, knock it off.” 
 
    The day’s travel mirrored the last, except for fewer people encountered on the road. Ron’s pace began to challenge everyone. Besides Glenn, Blizz began to show fatigue, dragging his sandaled-feet and occasionally stumbling. It got worse when they veered off the road and toward the swamp. 
 
    Kirby finally spoke up from the back as they wove around a patch of birch trees. “Lysine, dude.” 
 
    Ron signaled for everyone to stop. He observed the five travelers behind him, including the donkey. “It appears a brief rest is imperative.” 
 
    “More than that,” Kirby said. “Not everyone has your endurance score. What do you have, a fifteen or sixteen?” 
 
    “Fifteen.” 
 
    “What good’ll it do if we get there but can hardly stand?” 
 
    Ron checked the placement of the sun in the sky. “The Dark Heart Swamp is almost certain to offer a more rigorous challenge.” 
 
    “Look, I’ve got a fifteen endurance too, and Kalgore probably has something close. I’ve got my goblin heritage—and they can run all night, so I ain’t tired, yet. But look at Jax, Marigold and Blizz. Even Bristle’s near beat.” 
 
    Glenn and Stephi had plopped down on the thistle-filled grass, breathing hard and passing a waterskin between them. Blizz and his donkey didn’t look much better. 
 
    “Possibly Derek can assist Jax—” 
 
    “No, dude! You’re not getting it.” Kirby stomped up to the warrior druid. “Look, we’re accepting you as the leader because you’re smart. Here and in the real world. But leading means knowing those on your team. What they can and can’t do.”  
 
    Kirby gestured to himself. “Dude, I’m not even in high school and I know that much.” 
 
    Blizz wandered over to Glenn and Stephi, and crouched down in front of them. “What’s he going on about? Scores? And high schools?” 
 
    After thinking a moment, Glenn said, “Slang.” He shrugged and took another drink of water. “You might’ve guessed we’re not from this…region.” 
 
    “Where are you from?” 
 
    The gnome scratched his head, not knowing how to answer. 
 
    “Ohio,” Stephi said. 
 
    Blizz grinned wide, probably just happy she was talking to him. “Never, ahh, never… heard of it.” 
 
    Stephi leaned close to the old half-goblin and smiled wide, causing the flustered animal handler to stutter even more. 
 
    Gotta … a must be a… ahh… astonishing… a great place, if you come from there.” 
 
    Petie swooped down and landed on Stephi’s left shoulder. “Nope,” she said, reaching up and rubbing the blue jay’s chest with her index finger. “It’s boring.” 
 
    Sensing he might’ve overplayed his welcome, Blizz stood. “Well, Miss Marigold.” He took a deep, stabilizing breath. “I’m happy you—and Jax—are here from Oh-hi-o.” 
 
    Glenn got up and wandered over to where Kirby and Ron were still talking. Derek stood nearby, scanning the countryside while listening. 
 
    “I know we can’t anticipate delays and complications,” Kirby said. “But you want to wear us out, here on the road, and us then trying to rest up in a swamp? Boggy with water everywhere. Bugs, snakes and alligators, or worse?” 
 
    Ron definitely wasn’t enthused about his leadership being challenged. He turned and addressed Glenn. “What is your opinion of the situation?” 
 
    Glenn folded his arms. “I’m tired, but probably can heal the stiffness like I did before sunrise. For Marigold too. It’s been years since I played an RPG like this—well not like this…” 
 
    Kirby said, “We know what you mean.” 
 
    “Well, I’m guessing that a swamp will be even harder for a gnome like me. The donkey too, if it gets really mucky.” Glenn fell quiet a moment in thought, trying to figure a way to avoid having to let Derek give him a piggy back ride. “Kalgore might not be able to carry me, even if you want him to.” He pointed back at Blizz and Bristle. “His muscles might be needed for helping the donkey.” 
 
    Ron nodded. “Understood. It is my hope that we will come across some form of path or route that is elevated above the water table. We may not encounter it immediately, but I find it difficult to believe an outpost would be set up without an effective network for travel.” 
 
    “This is a game world, with weird rules,” Kirby said. “Or they might have some flat boats.” He grinned conspiratorially. “If they do, me and Jax are stealing one.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Glenn was right. The Dark Heart Swamp was worse. On the third morning they entered the mucky morass. Mostly it was calf deep, which meant knee or thigh deep for him. Harmless frogs and birds, and some snakes that may or may not be harmless, mostly gave the stomping bipeds, and the single quadruped, wide berth. 
 
    There were patches of broad-leafed plants and ferns, mostly where a tall cypress or other swamp tree, or two, had fallen, letting a little additional light down. That didn’t mean it was easy to see a great distance. The trunks of the bald cypresses and tupelo trees conspired to create a wall of sorts. 
 
    Glenn was largely covered in duckweed, tiny round floating leaves. Each time he stumbled or tripped over a submerged branch, more of him was covered, like some sort of bright green gauge of misery. The more of him that was covered, the more of him that was soggy-wet. It also meant another leech, or two, probably found purchase. 
 
    Kirby and Blizz seemed the most at home, despite their relatively short stature. Stephi was still fuming from a debate, where Derek demanded Petie scout ahead for danger. Stephi refused, arguing if it was dangerous, he was only a bird and could get killed. 
 
    Ron suggested a compromise solution, which worked for Stephi, and left Derek bitter—which wasn’t anything new as far as Glenn was concerned. The blue jay would fly ahead, keeping within Stephi’s sight. That effectively doubled the party’s visual and auditory range without prematurely revealing themselves to anyone or anything they might approach. 
 
    Ron had stopped again to get his bearings, and check the crystal for any sign of nearing the Hades outpost. 
 
    Off to Stephi’s right, on a float of weeds and lily pads, a large flower bud, the size of a football, began to bloom, its petals unfolding like a series of miniature drawbridges. 
 
    “Don’t go near it!” Ron warned. 
 
    “I’m not stupid,” Stephi replied. “I’ve seen enough horror movies. Anything beautiful in this god-awful place has got to be evil.” 
 
    From a half dozen yards behind her, Kirby teased, “Does that include you, Marigold?” 
 
    She took a careful step away from the newly revealed flower. “Whatever, dude,” she replied, mimicking his voice as best she could. She took a second careful step away from the orange flower. 
 
    Kirby, who was helping Blizz lead Bristle far around the potential menace, laughed. “Whatever.” 
 
    Glenn, who was five or six feet further away from the flower, with Stephi between it and him, said, “Don’t mess around.” He high stepped over a sunken branch or root. “If Lysine says it’s dangerous.” 
 
    The tall elf was halfway through taking another cautious step away, saying, “Worry about yourself and—” 
 
    Her words transformed to a surprised yelp, before she screamed as something yanked her off her feet. She landed with a splash, ending up partially submerged. 
 
    A second later, Stephi came up, arms flailing to grab something. 
 
    “It’s got her!” Glenn shouted. Not like anyone needed that explanation. He turned and climbed back over the submerged root toward her. 
 
    Ron shouted, “Jax, stay back,” as he hurled his spear at the flower’s base. 
 
    Tube-like tendrils emerged from the water around the floating plant mat that supported the flower. They looked like nasty lampreys, with pointy toothed maws opening and closing. Every tendril within a 180-degree span stretched toward Stephi. In the meantime, something had her by the leg, and dragged her closer. 
 
    Glenn dove forward and grabbed one of her hands. All that did was take away her purchase, causing her head to go under. He planted his feet and prepared to pull back when something sickly gray, like a squid’s tentacle, came out of the water and wrapped around his forearm. 
 
    Overhead, Petie screeched in alarm. Ron shouted, “I shall follow you in, Kalgore!” 
 
    The two warriors raced through the shallow water with swords held high, ignoring the pull of mud and submerged branches. Derek hacked down two-handed into the water, again and again. He ducked and slashed with his long sword, severing a tentacle that shot out of the water and attempted to latch onto him. 
 
    Kirby swung his cutlass down into the mud-churned water just beyond Stephi’s foot.  
 
    Something attempted to tug Glenn off his feet. He didn’t have a sword or a knife so, in desperation, he bit into the tentacle wrapped around his wrist. He’d done the same thing when two guys jumped him in eighth grade. That time his teeth found a thumb, and he got one of the guys to back off. This time the target was mushy, without a bone. Slimy and tough as burlap. 
 
    Glenn’s tongue and lips went numb. He began spitting to eject any poison and ended up taking in water. But his tactic worked. The tentacle let go. 
 
    He half-floated, half crab-walked away from the flower and its entrapping tentacles. 
 
    Kirby helped Stephi to her feet, and she limped away from the battle. Seeing her safe, with cutlass cocked back over his shoulder, he rushed to enter the fray. 
 
    Ron was perched atop the plant mound, stabbing and hacking with his short sword. Derek continued slashing and hacking at any tentacles that threatened Ron, or came his way. Sometimes he severed them, other times his blade just knocked them away. Kirby’s blade tipped the balance. 
 
    In another moment, the battle was over. Both swordsman backed away, winded. Kirby sheathed his cutlass and used Ron’s spear to jab into the flower monster, making sure it was dead. 
 
    “A carnivorous bog lily,” Derek said. 
 
    Ron nodded and sheathed his sword. “Third expansion module. Published prior to the Tome of Monster’s release.” 
 
    “A third rank monster,” Kirby added. “Must’ve been an old one. Usually they can’t attack anyone more than twelve feet away.” 
 
    Glenn would’ve said something but his tongue lolled around in his mouth, like when he’d gotten shots of Novocain at the dentist. Still trying not to swallow, he hurried over to the mule, past Stephi. She stood, completely drenched in mud and duckweed, leaning heavily on her right leg.  
 
    “You okay, Jax?” 
 
    Glenn reached the donkey that Blizz had managed to keep calm and under control, and unslung one of the half-goblin handler’s wineskins. He squirted the contents in his mouth and spit it out. 
 
    “Hey, gnome,” Blizz said, and reached for his wineskin. 
 
    Glenn turned away and washed his mouth out again with the weak cherry wine, managing to hold onto the wineskin despite the slight numbness in his right wrist. 
 
    “Ouw-wy,” he said, and corked the end before handing it back to the complaining half-goblin. “Oi-i i-eye ouw.” Some of the worry retreated when Glenn realized he didn’t feel the numbness spreading. 
 
    Ron made it to Glenn, while Kirby helped Stephi hobble over to a tree so she could lean against it. Petie was already perched on one of the low branches, peering down at her intently. 
 
    “He bit the tentacle that had him,” Kirby said to Ron. 
 
    Glenn nodded. 
 
    “That was a dumb-ass move, gnome.” Derek sheathed his sword across his back. “The tentacles have poison that paralyses you.” 
 
    Glenn would’ve said, “I know that now,” but knew it wouldn’t come out intelligible, and would just give Derek another excuse to say something else. 
 
    Ron examined Glenn’s numb wrist. “A bold, if not desperate move, Jax.” He signaled for Glenn to look up and open his mouth.  “Absence of bleeding. You managed to not bite your cheek or tongue.” He smiled. “The effect’s duration is one hour, plus three to eighteen minutes. You shall be unable to talk, or cast any spells until the neurotoxin wears off.” 
 
     He put an arm around Glenn’s shoulder and led him over toward where Stephi stood. Derek was there, and she was thanking him for his bravery. 
 
    The warrior grinned, winked, and said it was nothing. 
 
    Ron commented in a matter of fact tone, “You might be wondering, Jax. You will remain unable to neutralize any poisons until you reach fifth rank. You may heal any physical damage a toxin inflicts upon a victim, such as the bite of a brown recluse spider. However, a toxin that causes paralysis affects the nervous system’s ability to function, not causing direct injury. Thus, it cannot be healed, so to speak.” 
 
    The warrior druid scanned the area to get his bearings. “There was a somewhat dry area, at least six inches above the waterline, about one hundred yards back that direction. We shall retire there until everyone is recovered and prepared to continue.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    After recovering from the battle with the carnivorous flower, the party travelled only another few hours. They discovered a sort of above water oasis formed by several trees that had fallen the same direction. A large bull alligator had claimed it as a hunting ground, until Derek’s sword and Ron’s spear converted it to dinner rations. 
 
    The bottom of the crystal started to turn black and Ron estimated only a few hours travel. Better to arrive in daylight to assess the situation than at night, tired and in need of rest, and possibly depleted of spells. 
 
    Glenn volunteered for leech duty. Ron had the foresight to pack two waterproof pouches filled with salt. Glenn would’ve never thought of it. 
 
    When Stephi’s turn came, Derek said, “If you find any too far up her leg that you can’t reach, Jax. Let me know.” 
 
    Stephi rolled her eyes, but didn’t say anything. Glenn just shook his head. 
 
    Kirby looked up from oiling his cutlass. “And they don’t need anybody to stand guard nearby, Kalgore. Petie’s got that.” 
 
    “If one of them calls for help, how will I know the difference between the gnome and the bird?” 
 
    Glenn couldn’t hold his tongue. “Because the bird’s brain is the same size as yours.” 
 
    Derek threw down his helmet. “Hey, gnome, who was it that saved your waddling little ass today?” 
 
    “You mean the ass that you’ll be expecting to waddle up and heal your dumb one?” 
 
    Ron stood up from examining his map. “Enough, gentlemen. Polite ribbing can occasionally proceed too far.” 
 
    Derek picked up his helmet. “Go bite a tentacle, gnome. I liked it better when you couldn’t talk.” 
 
    A sharp look from Ron earned a, “My bad,” from Derek. 
 
    Kirby gave Glenn an exasperated look. Derek was a jerk, but he’d raced into combat on behalf of the party without hesitation. 
 
    Stephi and Glenn made their way behind a pair of nearby fallen logs. They both checked for snakes, spiders and centipedes. Both satisfied, she sat down while he opened one of Ron’s sacks of salt. 
 
    “Keep your hands and eyes where they belong,” she teased with a playful wink, and placed her hands on her breasts. “And, of course, these are definitely off limits.” 
 
    Glenn sighed and frowned. He realized she was trying to make light of what was an uncomfortable circumstance. He wasn’t in the mood. “Boots off and we’ll start checking there first.” 
 
    “Ooh, you’re a foot man today, Jax. Kinky.” 
 
    Glenn slammed the salt sack down on the log. “Tell you what. You check everywhere you can see. Then look through Petie’s eyes for places you can’t.” He turned and faced out into the swamp. “I’ll do the watching for danger for him.” 
 
    Stephi reached out and placed a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “Jax, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing, Marigold.” He took a step forward, moving beyond her arm’s reach. “If you find any leeches you can’t get, let me know.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Before noon the next day, the black had moved up from the bottom of the crystal. A few false turns allowed Ron to pinpoint the exact direction they needed to travel. 
 
    “Less than a half mile that direction,” Ron said, his arm extended and pointing what Glenn estimated to be a little north of direct west. “This way.” 
 
    He led the group north about fifty yards, reaching another dry oasis, this one with a few tall ferns and leafy shrubs filled with tiny white flowers. “Blizz, you should be able to wait here and remain out of sight.” 
 
    “Half mile that way is where you’re heading?” Blizz stood on his toes, looking the general direction Ron had pointed a few moments before. 
 
    “Correct.”  
 
    “Don’t take this wrong, but which way should I go, Mr. Lysine, should something bad happen to you all?” 
 
    Derek snorted. Glenn was pretty sure it was holding back laughter rather than anger. 
 
    “That’s kind of morbid,” Stephi whispered down to Glenn. 
 
    Kirby came up behind them. “It’s what I’d ask if I was in his shoes.” 
 
    “Will he be safe here, by himself?” she asked. 
 
    Glenn didn’t have an answer to her question. By himself, out in a swamp with the name Dark Heart? He wouldn’t admit it in front of Derek, but at night, he’d be completely scared. He thought about the claw marks they’d spotted twelve feet up on a cypress tree’s trunk a while back. Ron said they were from a bear marking its territory. But he wasn’t able to find any bear tracks. 
 
    Kirby suggested it could be the marks of a basilisk, chimera, or even a small dragon. 
 
    Glenn didn’t know what a basilisk was, but he knew what the other two might be. Even worse, neither Derek nor Ron disagreed with Kirby’s assessment. Instead, they speculated how old the mark was, and how large of a territory such monsters were supposed to have. The Monster Guide didn’t list specifics on territorial areas. Not that any of them, except possibly Ron, could remember such minor details. 
 
    Blizz spat into the water. “Don’t worry on me, Mr. Jax. Lysine paid well for the risk. Half up front, which I left in the city. Half upon return.” He shrugged. “Been through this sort of thing dozens of times over the years.” He pointed at Glenn and smiled. “It’s you who’s walking into real danger.” 
 
    Glenn didn’t think his smile was sinister. It was tough to have a friendly smile with half a mouth full of pointed teeth. 
 
    “Two days,” Ron said to Blizz. “If we fail to return by sunrise on the third day, make your way back.” He pointed the direction, southeast. “Approach the proprietor of the Glade House to receive the balance of the fee for your services.” 
 
    “Lovelace,” he said, with his eyebrows pinching together. “Hopin’ I don’t find myself in need to do that, Mr. Lysine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Glenn was hunkered down, looking at what had to be the place. The location confirmed what the now fully black crystal indicated. 
 
    Derek was on his right and Ron on his left, peering over the same fallen conifer’s trunk. Kirby had skirted around and ahead to get a better look while Stephi sat behind them, her eyes unfocused as she used the connection with her familiar to observe through his eyes and ears. 
 
    A large mound, at least seventy feet in diameter, rose a dozen feet above the swamp. Scattered trees, twisted and stunted in their growth, and mangy-looking ferns made for a landscaper’s nightmare, unless they created something for Halloween. In the center someone had erected a stone building the size of a shed. It lacked windows from what Glenn could see. Only a doorway framed with dry-rotted wood, without a door. 
 
    That wasn’t what caused him indigestion.  
 
    He could blame it on the breakfast of raw frog legs and crayfish that Kirby and Blizz had gathered. He and Stephi wanted to at least cook the frog legs over his everlast candle, but Ron nixed the notion. The smell of fire, however small, and cooked flesh might attract unwanted attention. Glenn was going to argue that, until he remembered the claw marks of the bear, or chimera, or dragon, or basilisk—whatever that was. 
 
    The only thing that had made Glenn feel better was using his healing spells just before sunrise to cure the multitude of mosquito and leech bites he and Stephi had collected. The local mosquito population, some of which he believed had the potential to grow to the size of humming birds, had subsequently moved on them, eliminating any sense of reprieve. 
 
    Now, he looked at the two skeletons, apparently human, standing erect. Human, if his recollection of the plastic model from high school anatomy was accurate. Each held a rusty shield in one hand and a mace in the other. They might’ve been plastic models, a little on the short side, with bits of swamp moss dangling among their ribs, except for the fact that Glenn and his friends were planning to infiltrate an outpost dedicated to worshipping Hades. He was the god of the dead and underworld. If the world they found themselves in had ogres and elves, and giant carnivorous flowers, why not animated skeletons that could pulverize you with a wicked-looking mace? 
 
    After twenty minutes of silent watching, Ron signaled for a quiet retreat. Before anyone moved, however, Stephi whispered, “Wait.” 
 
    A few minutes later a pair of men wearing chainmail armor and sheathed swords approached the mound from almost the opposite direction. Each led a sturdy pony burdened down with sacks and small wooden crates. 
 
    As the men circled wide around toward the entrance, the skeletons raised their shields and maces. 
 
    Both men pointed to a necklace with a pendant and said, “Hail Hades, King of the Underworld. Ruler of the Dead.” 
 
    The skeleton guards returned to their original stance and the men began to unload their mounts. One of them then took the ponies and returned the direction from which they’d arrived. The other began carrying the sacks and supplies into the structure. Each time he approached, the skeletons repeated their threatening stance, and he repeated the declaration about Hades and gestured to the pendant. That allowed him to step past and deposit his shouldered load. 
 
    Eventually the second man returned and helped by carrying in the last crate. He, like the other man, had to go through the ritual to get past the skeleton guards unmolested. 
 
    After an hour of additional silent observation, Kirby met up with them after circling back around. And after another half hour of seeing nobody else or anything of interest, Ron whispered to Stephi, “Have your familiar remain in the trees and observe.”  
 
    He then signaled everyone to retreat. 
 
    Once well out of earshot, everyone huddled close. 
 
    Kirby was the first to speak, keeping his voice low. “They’ve got a lame stable. Four posts and a thatch roof. There’s like four ponies and two horses now. All black—go figure. And a lizard man dude. He doesn’t look like much. Skinny with ribs showing, but he’s watching the horses and ponies. There were two guys who arrived on the horses leading two ponies.” 
 
    Ron interrupted Kirby and asked him to describe the two men, and then went on to explain to Kirby what the rest of them had viewed at the outpost’s entrance. 
 
    “How do we get past the skeletons?” Glenn asked. 
 
    Kirby suggested, “Being a subclass of cleric, Lysine could repel them.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” Stephi asked. 
 
    Ron pulled a wooden pendant attached to a leather strap from beneath his ring mail armor. It depicted a mountain in the background with a tree and a river in the foreground. “Using my faith in Gaia, who, within this aberrant concurrent world, I profess to worship, I am able to repel undead creatures.” 
 
    Anticipating more questions he added, “They would retreat from my presence for a brief span of minutes. If I were higher rank, I could banish such low-rank undead.” 
 
    “That means destroy them,” Kirby interjected. 
 
    “I can destroy them,” Derek said, placing a hand on the grip of his sword protruding over his shoulder. 
 
    At that moment, Derek reminded Glenn a lot of a character from Star Trek. He bit his lip and decided to throw the guy a complement. “Worf-style,” he said, and gave Derek a thumbs–up. 
 
    Derek’s face pinched in anger. “You calling me a dog, little gnome?” 
 
    Ron put a hand on Derek’s shoulder. “Jax did not. He made reference to Lieutenant Worf, a Klingon security officer from Star Trek: The Next Generation. He was an honorable character, prone to suggesting violence as a solution.” Ron removed his hand from Derek’s shoulder. “Interpret Jax’s assertion as a compliment.” 
 
    “Oh,” Derek said, eying Glenn suspiciously. “Okay. Thanks, Jax.” 
 
    Glenn stared at Ron’s wooden pendant. Better to ignore the stupid warrior than attempt building any bridges. 
 
    Ron shook his head. “It may come to attacking them.” He steepled his fingers. “If I were successful in repelling the two skeletons, it is likely they would retreat into the outpost. Such an action could very easily alert someone within. And we may have to face them nevertheless, once we are inside.” 
 
    “They don’t seem too smart,” Stephi said. “Maybe Gurk could get on the roof and drop a sack on their heads so they don’t see us.” 
 
    “Creative,” Ron said, “but unlikely to be effective.” 
 
    “Can’t I just Slumber Spell them, then?” 
 
    “Slumber Spells do not affect the undead,” Ron explained. “They are effective only on creatures that have sleep as part of their biological routine. And only affects low-rank animals and creatures.” 
 
    “I got it,” Kirby said, grinning wickedly. “You said the guys could walk out of the entrance, without doing their hail and all, right?” 
 
    Ron nodded. “One of the individuals did repeatedly.” 
 
    “So, once we get past them, we won’t have to worry about them on the way out.” 
 
    “They seem pretty stupid for guards,” Stephi said. 
 
    “Mindless undead,” Ron agreed. “Limited in what they may be directed to do, but relentless in carrying out any instructions.” 
 
    “Wait,” Kirby said, reminding himself to keep his voice low. “Let me finish. If we get a Hades pendant, we can go in, one at a time.” 
 
    “With one pendant?” Derek asked. 
 
    “Sure, first guy goes in, saying the hail and pointing. Then tosses it out on the ground for the next dude. Repeat until finished.” 
 
    Ron bit his lip. “I believe that my serving of Gaia would prohibit such a phrase from passing my lips.” 
 
    “Or they might detect it as untrue,” Glenn added. 
 
    “No,” Ron said to Glenn. “It is unlikely skeletons would be able to discern words uttered in true belief as opposed to words recited as if from a script.” 
 
    “The dudes carried in sacks, right?” 
 
    Ron re-steepled his fingers. “That is correct, Gurk.” 
 
    “So we go back, get our tent canvas and roll you up in it, and Derek says the words and points to his pendant and carries you in. Heck, he could carry the tent back out and carry us all back in. Be less risky than tossing out a pendent for the next dude to pick up.” 
 
    “Gurk, not to piss on your idea,” Derek said, “but nobody here has a Hades pendant.” 
 
    Nobody but Ron could miss the sarcasm in the warrior’s voice, Glenn thought. And even then, he’d have to do it intentionally. Then an idea struck him. “Gurk, does the lizard man guy have one—a pendant?” 
 
    Kirby shook his head. “Not that I saw.” 
 
    “We may have to risk an immediate confrontation,” Ron said. “I could attempt to repel them which, if successful, would offer Kalgore and one more of us a free shot.” 
 
    “Attempt?” Stephi asked. 
 
    “It’s a roll of the dice,” Kirby explained. “He’s a first rank druid and skeletons are first rank monsters, so he’ll have roughly a fifty-fifty chance of success. If he worshipped a totally good—or white—god or goddess, he’d get a bonus added to his roll.” 
 
    Glenn rubbed his chin in thought. “Why don’t we stake out the place, at least until nightfall. Mainly the stables. Anyone coming or going would stop there and we could get their pendants.” He swallowed, thinking “get” probably involved killing them 
 
    “Why wait until night? I’m the best warrior and won’t be able to see, gnome. I’m human, remember?” 
 
    “And followers of Hades would be stronger in darkness,” Ron added. 
 
    “True,” Glenn said. “But we’re going to be underground anyway so day or night won’t matter. I know you have two torches that you’ve kept dry, Kalgore, and I have my everlast candle. Still, those guys we saw looked like humans. I bet they don’t go wandering around in the dark.” He looked to Ron. “Unless worshiping Hades gives them that ability?” 
 
    “Unlikely, Jax. Especially if they are low rank individuals.” 
 
    Glenn looked back up at Derek. “Plus, that’ll put us closer to dawn, when we can renew our spells, if we need them.” 
 
    After a moment of silence, Ron asked. “Any alternative suggestions?” 
 
    Nobody spoke up. 
 
    Ron rubbed his hands together. “We shall wait until just before nightfall for someone with a pendant to show up. If that falls through, while there is still daylight, we will approach the outpost’s entrance. I shall endeavor to repel the skeleton guards. Gurk and Kalgore will attack them, with Jax and myself to join in the following round of combat.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They were staked out along what Kirby discovered as a path in the swamp, leading to the four-post stable with a thatch, watched over by the rib-thin lizard man. 
 
    Stephi, Glenn and Kirby were on one side of the path. Glenn thought it was a generous description, but they were in a swamp after all. On the other side of the path, Ron and Derek lay concealed behind a fallen log surrounded by ferns. 
 
    Petie remained on the trees near the outpost’s entry, watching for anyone entering or exiting. 
 
    Ron had his spear and Derek his bow and arrows. Kirby had his darts, which were more like a cross between a spike and a throwing knife. Glenn had his sling with a few smooth stones. Stephi was a softball player in her real life, and tried to find some stones. But in a swamp, that proved to be too much of a challenge. Without any other options for a ranged weapon, she picked up a few sticks. They were about the size of a police baton, but a little thicker. 
 
    Kirby told her hurling them would be cool. Even if she didn’t hit anything, stuff flying an enemy’s direction would help distract them. Plus, she might get lucky. If things went south and the enemy was going to get away, she was supposed to sling her Slumber Spell. 
 
    “Gurk,” Stephi whispered after swatting a mosquito that landed on her cheek. Even with spatters of mud on her face, she still looked amazing. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can…kill someone.” She paused. “It was different when, well they weren’t people, and we were being attacked.” 
 
    Glenn listened closely as he’d been wondering the same thing. Asking a junior high kid about something life and death? Seemed odd. But Kirby was probably the most well-adjusted to the circumstances of the world they’d landed in. 
 
    “First, these dudes, if they worship Hades, are evil.” He rubbed his nose. “If that ain’t enough, they’re NPCs. Non Player Characters, made up by the GM. They’re not real.” 
 
    She countered, “We’re here and we’re real.” 
 
    “Byeol’s death is real then. You want her back?” 
 
    “I do, but maybe not enough to murder someone.” 
 
    “You’re part of this world too, now, Marigold. Let that part flow when the action starts. Act and don’t think, like when you used your rapier on those goblins.” He stared into her face. “You could’ve used one like that in the real world. You can here too, but even better. So just go with it.” 
 
    Glenn didn’t follow Kirby’s logic. He just knew if they didn’t adjust to the new circumstances, they wouldn’t survive. If they made it back to the real world, and he went to confession, telling a priest he killed someone while trapped in an aberrant concurrent world… 
 
    “This waiting,” Kirby said, “makes it harder. Once we’re in the outpost, we won’t have time to plan or sit around waiting. Things’ll happen fast and you’ll react.” He grinned, his eyes scrunching up. “You’ll see.” 
 
    Stephi’s face went blank. Glenn’s heartrate kicked up. He knew that meant she was in connection with her familiar. Both he and Kirby waited. 
 
    “Two men. Could be the same ones we saw earlier. It’s hard to tell. A bird’s vision isn’t like a human’s.” A minute later she said, “They’re at the stables, talking to the lizard creature—man thing.” 
 
    A moment later she said, “They’re saddling horses.” 
 
    Glenn bit his lip in anticipation. 
 
    “Riding them,” she said, “with a rope to a pony each…Coming this way!” 
 
    Kirby put a hand on her shoulder. “Shhh.” Then he stood up just enough so that Derek and Ron could see him. He pointed down the trail. Held up two fingers, and pointed at the path, then indicated the direction of the outpost entrance down the path, past their hide spots for the ambush. 
 
    Ron nodded. 
 
    Glenn slid away from the other two, since he needed a little room to twirl his sling. They were to wait for Ron and Derek to attack the last traveler if they were heading away from the outpost, and the first one if more than one was heading toward the post. If there were more than three but less than eight, Stephi was to Slumber all she could and respond accordingly. Any more than that…keep hidden so they all didn’t get killed going up against superior numbers. 
 
    Or that was Ron’s plan. 
 
    Nine or ten minutes later, Glenn spotted movement approaching them. 
 
    The horses plodded on slowly but with seemingly sure footing, apparently used to the mucky terrain. Glenn shook his head. Horses in a swamp didn’t make sense. But neither did a gnome, a half-goblin and an elf planning to attack them. 
 
    Glenn’s heart raced a thousand beats a minute, and he worked to keep his breathing steady. His hand holding the stone in the sling’s leather cradle began to cramp, so he loosened his grip. 
 
    It was the same men, wearing their armor. Ron’s spear and Derek’s arrows could probably punch through the interlocking steel rings. His stone? It might bruise them. But they weren’t wearing helmets. He might get lucky. Of course, their scabbarded swords looked pretty big and lethal compared to his little round stone. 
 
    Neither of the men spoke to each other as they rode single file, with a rope looped around their saddle horns, leading back to a pony. The pair were content to let their mounts pick the way. They weren’t exactly wary of attack, but they weren’t asleep at the wheel—or reins—so to speak. 
 
    Derek stood with arrow nocked, and drew back his bowstring. Ron cocked his spear back and hurled it forward. 
 
    Their movement caught the two men’s attention and drew it away from the opposite side of the trail, where Kirby hopped on top of the log, with dart in hand. Stephi stood and cocked back her arm to throw one of her sticks. Glenn stepped to the side, out into the open, and began twirling his sling. 
 
    In desperation the rear traveler batted away Ron’s spear, diverting its course and leaving him with a nasty gash across his palm. Derek’s arrow, however, found a home in his chest. It was probably a mortal wound, but not an instant killer. 
 
    Kirby managed to throw two darts, both hitting the front traveler in the torso, in the back, distracting more than disabling him. He turned to see who’d attacked him, just in time to duck Stephi’s hurled stick. 
 
    Glenn let go with his sling stone, and missed low and wide, hitting the rider’s horse on the rump instead. The mount whinnied and bolted forward a step, nearly causing the rider to fall off. That gave Kirby enough time to close with his cutlass drawn. Glenn dropped his sling and pulled his cudgel while making his way forward, through the mucky water. 
 
    The man shouted and tried to unloop the rope leading to the pony behind him. His horse was trying to go forward and the pony, frightened by Kirby’s swinging cutlass, pulled the opposite direction, trying to back away. 
 
    The man gave up and dismounted on the side opposite of Glenn, Stephi and Kirby. He tried to see what was happening while drawing his sword, but had to dodge another of Stephi’s hurled sticks. 
 
    Kirby ducked beneath the horse and drove the tip of his cutlass up into the man’s crotch. 
 
    The man staggered back in pain and hacked down with his sword at Kirby, who’d thought it was better to get out from beneath a panicked horse, and instead press his attack. 
 
    Kirby lifted his cutlass and parried the blow. He dodged a second while Glenn tried to get past the bucking mount to help. 
 
    The rider never saw Ron coming at him from behind with his short sword held ready. A well-placed blow between neck and shoulder ended the fight, with the man collapsing face first into the murky water. 
 
    Ron grabbed for the horse’s reins. “Excellent tactics,” he said over his shoulder to Kirby. 
 
    Glenn saw that the rear rider was on the ground too, with three arrows stuck in him. Two in the chest and one in the thigh. Derek had control of the other horse. He glared at Glenn in wild-eyed triumph. 
 
    They recovered the stowed medallions, took anything of value—including swords and armor—before stuffing the bodies under the water and pinning them beneath a log.  Then, they led the horses and ponies back to where Blizz was waiting. 
 
    Shoving the dead rider under a log while Derek held it poised to drop bothered Glenn, but not as much as he’d feared. Of course, he hadn’t been the one to deliver a killing blow. Heck, he’d only hit one of the horses. 
 
    The group’s half-goblin retainer—or henchman, depending on who was asked—saw them approaching and shook his head with a grin. “You all ready to ride out of here?” 
 
    “Ride out of here, we will,” Kirby said. “But not quite yet.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Glenn was wrapped up in a riding blanket taken from one of the captured horses. He was bent at the waist, resting on Stephi’s shoulder. She, along with Derek, had been selected to wear the Hades medallions. 
 
    They medallions were better than generic quality. Bronze, stamped with the image of a throne and a three-headed hound, each head resembling a bullmastiff’s. The throne was painted black and the mutant dog painted brick red. 
 
    Glenn clutched his cudgel, his fists pressing into her left breast as she walked. The theory was that if she had to drop him, he’d fall behind her and potentially on his feet instead of on his head. Instead of thinking about where his knuckles were, despite the two layers of blanket, he listened to Stephi repeatedly mutter the phrase: Hail Hades, King of the Underworld. Ruler of the Dead. 
 
    He also heard Derek’s sloshing deep into the mud. He hauled Ron on one shoulder and Kirby on the other. While Glenn weighed less, Kirby was thinner and more manageable, since Derek would need to point to the medallion as he spoke. 
 
    Rather than delay everyone entering the outpost, by someone having to go back out to get the third person, Derek insisted he could manage two people on his shoulders. Carrying two didn’t seem like a good risk to Glenn, but the big warrior appeared to be pulling it off. 
 
    “Hail Hades, King of the Underworld. Ruler of the Dead,” they said in unison, Stephi’s voice a little shaky. 
 
    Seven or eight strides later, Glenn was on the ground being unwrapped by Stephi. 
 
    “Dude,” Kirby whispered. “Why’d you have to drop me?” 
 
    “I almost dropped Lysine, so I had to unload you quick.” 
 
    “Shhhh,” Ron urged as he got to his feet. 
 
    Derek handed Ron his spear the same time Stephi gave Glenn his round shield. 
 
    Glenn and Stephi folded the blanket and tarp and set them against the wall to the right of the opening. She whispered in Glenn’s ear, “Walking between those two skeletons, knowing they’re like, alive, was damn creepy.” 
 
    “I bet,” he replied. 
 
    Only a few moments of sunlight remained so Glenn got out his everlast candle and opened it up. As always, the tiny flame sprang to life. 
 
    The interior of the entry was roughly ten feet wide by fifteen deep. The ground was packed and relatively dry compared to everywhere else. Ahead, near the back of the building, was a circular hole in the ground about eight feet across. Fortunately the roof was arched because the rafters were filled with spider webs, colonized by hundreds of thumbnail-sized spiders.  
 
    Spotting them, Stephi ducked a smidgen, only a little freaked out. 
 
    Kirby signaled for everyone to wait and crept forward. Derek watched behind, just in case the skeleton guards changed their minds.  
 
    Kirby tiptoed back and whispered, “It’s a stairwell. Spirals down. Wooden with metal plating on top. Sort of rusty.” 
 
    Ron nodded in acknowledgment, and appeared to be sketching with a pencil the layout of the room in a little booklet.  
 
    When he pocketed it and the pencil, Kirby whispered, “I’ll go first. Watch for traps. Assigned order after that.” 
 
    The assigned order was Ron or Kirby first, depending on the circumstances, with the other coming second. Then Glenn, followed by Stephi, with Derek bringing up the rear. Petie was to remain outside, and warn of anyone entering the outpost. 
 
    The order of the last party member was a risk, as Derek couldn’t see very well, even with Stephi holding Glenn’s everlast candle. But his perceived experience, armor and fighting ability outweighed her superior senses.  
 
    She carried the candle because everyone needed some light to see by, even those with low-light vision. She could hold it higher than Glenn. Plus, he carried his cudgel and shield, while she only had a rapier. 
 
    Kirby was about eight steps down, and moving out of sight when Ron began to descend, taking the first step. He stopped when Kirby raised a hand and signaled with a finger for them to wait. After the thief stooped to examine a step in front of him, then stepped over it to examine beneath it, he signaled for the candle to be held over the open stairwell. 
 
    After a few more seconds on his hands and knees, examining under one of the stairs, he came back up, stepping over the one in question. 
 
    “That one don’t have any dried dirt packed on it,” he whispered. “Isn’t set into the framing like the others. Underneath is a spring system, with a round hole in the wall. If anyone steps on it, probably a spike or spear tip will shoot out when the stair board collapses. The victim will probably fall, but not before getting stabbed in the Achilles tendon or something.” 
 
    Ron gripped Kirby’s shoulder. “Excellent work.” 
 
    Kirby grinned from ear to ear. 
 
    “Everyone,” Ron continued, “be sure to avoid the ninth step down. Gurk will watch for any more traps. Jax, I will assist you over that hurdle to avoid any risk of stumbling. Upon reaching the bottom, I will have counted the steps. Thus, we shall be aware of how many to climb before needing to step over the trapped step. 
 
    “Jax, I want you to count as well, to double-check my effort.” 
 
    They proceeded down. It was like entering a haunted house except, instead of a fake ghost or someone with a harmless chainsaw attacking you in that stairwell, what came out would be both real and lethal.  
 
    A total of eighty-seven steps, counting the trapped one. That meant they needed to skip the seventy-ninth step up. If they were being chased, counting accurately might be a challenge. Of course, running fast, up or down stairs, was a challenge for Glenn. 
 
    At the bottom was a square landing about eight feet wide and deep. The floor consisted of carved stones cut about fifteen inches square. They showed wear from traffic, but not a lot, just like the stairs. Glenn guessed none of the construction was more than ten or fifteen years old. 
 
    A large wooden door reinforced by steel plates stood opposite the stairs. There was a hole at eyelevel with what was probably a sliding latch on the other side. Eyelevel for humans. Glenn remembered seeing such things in old-time movies, when someone knocked and gave a password to get into a speakeasy, or something. 
 
    Kirby held a finger to his lips and crept forward, toward the door. At first he put his head to the floor, and tried to peer with one eye under the crack. Then he pressed his ear against it. He pressed lightly against the door while listening and frowned. 
 
    Kirby crept back to Ron, who remained on the final step before the landing. Glenn stood to the warrior druid’s right, one step up from him. 
 
    “Door’s barred from the other side. Some dude’s sleeping in a chair, right side, just beyond the door. Heard him snoring.” 
 
    Ron had his little booklet out, sketching again. “Any idea what’s beyond?” 
 
    Kirby shook his head. 
 
    Ron put his booklet away. He glanced down at the landing and at the door. Then he signaled everyone to retreat up the stairwell. After about twenty steps he asked. “How thick is the door?” 
 
    “A little over two inches, but the bar’s the concern. Don’t know how big it is and how well the brackets are set into the wall.” 
 
    “So you believe, Kalgore and myself combined, we would fail to knock it down?” 
 
    Kirby shrugged. 
 
    “Won’t that wake up even the dead?” Stephi whispered. 
 
    “No method to pick?” Ron asked. His voice suggested it wasn’t really a question. More of a verification. 
 
    “No crack to slide anything through to lift the bar,” Kirby said. “Anyway, it dropping, even if the stone floor ends and there’s packed earth, it would probably wake the guard.” 
 
    The warrior druid leaned on his spear. “We do not have a De-lock Spell available.” 
 
    “We can’t just wait here for someone to open it from that side,” Stephi said. “There’s nowhere to hide if somebody shows up and wants down the stairs.” 
 
    “Any way to determine the password?” Glenn asked. 
 
    “Not unless we had a Converse with the Dead Spell,” Kirby said, “And convinced one of the dead riders to share it.” 
 
    Ron said, “The options are to attempt brute force or retreat and reassess.” 
 
    “Wait,” Kirby said, spinning the tarnished copper ring on his finger. “I got an heirloom that holds a spell.” 
 
    Everyone turned to the thief and the ring he was spinning on his finger. 
 
    “Once every four days, counting from midnight, it casts a Size Alter Spell.” 
 
    “Midnight,” Derek said. “Black magic made it.” 
 
    “From my goblin heritage,” Kirby said. “I ain’t Black.” 
 
    “That is irrelevant, Kalgore,” Ron said. “Gurk, have you ever attempted to employ its magic?” 
 
    “Once,” Kirby said, staring down the spiraling steps. 
 
    Stephi crouched down and forward, knocking Glenn in the head with one of her breasts. He caught himself against the wall. Oblivious as to what she left pressing against Glenn, Stephi whispered into the gnome’s ear. “You think, when I was dancing on stage?” 
 
    Glenn stared ahead, rather than get a face full. “Probably.” 
 
    “That little—”  
 
    “Quiet, Marigold,” Derek said. “Stand back up and give me some candle light.” 
 
    “Five percent per rank,” Ron said. “It should work.” 
 
    Glenn hadn’t kept up on what they were saying, or calculating. 
 
    Ron gestured. “Kalgore, Jax, come forward.” When they did, he explained, “Gurk shall attempt to shrink the door. It will decrease in size fewer than four inches in height and fewer than two inches in width.” 
 
    “If the spell effect works,” Kirby interjected in a whisper. “Objects get a saving throw, at a bunch of minuses because the door is not being worn or in someone’s possession. But it’s got steel or iron.” 
 
    Ron nodded once in acknowledgment. “Kalgore, the enchantment’s effects should create a gap, top, bottom and sides. The hinges and whatever is anchoring them should become loose. However, through observing metallic rivet patterns, I believe the bar rests within one brace to either side of the door and one attached to the center of the doors.” 
 
    He paused, in apparent thought. “When Gurk unleashes his heirloom’s spell, you and I, Kalgore, shall grip the top of the door, where it has receded from the frame, and pull down with all strength we might muster. That should provide sufficient leverage to pivot the door, such that Jax might scramble beneath.” 
 
    The warrior druid turned to Glenn. “Your task is to incapacitate the guard.” 
 
    Glenn’s eyes went wide. 
 
    “Gurk shall follow and assist when he is able, but it is imperative that you render the guard incapable of raising an alarm.” 
 
    Derek said, “Beat his lights out with your club, gnome.” 
 
    Ron made eye contact with everyone. “If an alarm is raised, and we must retreat, the rally point remains where our henchman awaits.”  
 
    After another moment of whispered consultation between Kirby, Ron and Derek, the warrior druid sighed. “It is agreed, the proposed plan of action is the best available. Unless you, Marigold or Jax, have something.” 
 
    Both gnome and elf shook their heads. 
 
    Ron took the everlast candle from Stephi and said to her, “If the plan’s initial efforts fail, use your Slumber Spell to silence the guard and anyone else within. The spell offers an area of effect, so center it beyond us, such that we are not affected. If Jax falls under the effect, Gurk, you will retrieve him if we must retreat.” 
 
    Kirby nodded while Glenn readied his cudgel and his shield. His eyes were wide and his heart raced ten miles a minute. He caught Stephi’s hopeful gaze. 
 
    “You can do it, gnome,” Derek said, walking next to him down the stairs. 
 
    Ron quietly set the candle on the floor near the door so that Glenn was guaranteed to have some light. The two warriors flexed their muscles and got ready. Both nodded to Kirby who began muttering the words to activate and direct the ring’s enchantment. 
 
    Glenn leaned forward, like he was waiting for the whistle in gym class, for a race to start. 
 
    Wood groaning and a few clicks said something snapped, and signaled the spell was having the intended effect.  
 
    Both Derek and Ron reached up into the gap and hauled downward. The two seconds it took for the door’s bottom to rotate up enough for Glenn to scramble beneath felt like an eternity. 
 
    The gnome healer shot forward, head ducked, and emerged in a wide hallway. A man leaning back on a wooden chair reached for the lamp on a hook to his right. The wick had been turned down so that it emitted barely an ember of light. 
 
    It wasn’t enough light for the human guard, but it was plenty for Glenn. 
 
    The guard wore mail armor and had a mace leaning against the wall next to the chair. Before he could lift the lamp, Glenn closed and loosed a roundhouse swing. His cudgel connected, deflecting off the crown of the man’s skull. 
 
    The guard was stunned, but not out of it, so Glenn responded with a backhand swing. The sickening thunk and crack said he’d busted the man’s jaw. 
 
    The slumping guard began to topple out of his chair. Glenn rushed to catch him, lest the sound of his fall attract attention. 
 
    Before Glenn knew it, Kirby was next to him, helping to lower the unconscious guard to the ground. Glenn was pretty sure the man wasn’t dead—until Kirby jammed one of his darts into the man’s eye. 
 
    Glenn looked away, down the hall. He wondered if Stephi saw Kirby do that. For a half second he felt like vomiting, but the urge passed as he got to his feet. The thief didn’t have to say a word. His intense gaze and head nod said: Dude, you did good. 
 
    Kirby checked the man for anything, and came up with a ring holding three skeleton keys. 
 
    Ron closed Glenn’s candle and gave it back to him. He handed the glowing lantern to Stephi. 
 
    Derek gave Glenn a silent fist pump. 
 
    With that, Ron took the lead, spear held ready. The rest fell into order behind him. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    About thirty feet down the eight-foot wide corridor the lantern’s light revealed two doors opposite each other. Irregular-shaped stone slabs formed the floor, like some sort of jigsaw puzzle patio layout. The walls, Glenn wasn’t sure of. Some sort of porous stone formed them and the ceiling, which was low—low for Stephi at least. If she stood erect, she’d bump her head, so instead she walked a little hunched over.  
 
    Glenn remembered seeing pictures of early 1900s coal mines, where miners had to travel lying on carts or crawling at times. This wasn’t nearly as bad, but the timber bracings along the walls and ceiling reminded him of a coal mine. The walls leaned in at a slight angle, probably allowing the wood framing a better chance to hold. 
 
    The doors were set into the walls and framed with wood. Unlike the entry door that Kirby had shrunk and Derek had removed from its frame and leaned against the wall, these appeared of shoddier construction, without metal sheets to increase sturdiness. 
 
    Kirby approached the door on the right and examined it. It swung inward, with a simple latch and no locking mechanism. 
 
    Ron signaled for Derek to come forward, sword held ready. He signaled Kirby, and on three, the thief lifted the latch and pushed the door open. Ron rushed in, followed by Derek. Stephi moved forward to offer light, while Glenn watched the other door and down the hallway for trouble.  
 
    Thuds, grunts and a stifled scream, sounding like surprised pain more than a warning or alarm emerged. Stephi looked away and handed the lantern to Kirby. The thief went into the room. 
 
    A moment later Derek stepped out, wiping blood off of his sword with a rag he’d picked up. Curiosity overtook Glenn and he decided to peek inside. 
 
    It looked like a big dorm room, but a dismal cellar version. There were four cots with gray and tattered blankets and shredded straw mattresses. On two of them lay two dead men, blood soaking through the straw mattresses and pooling onto the floor. Kirby searched through one of the two trunks along the wall, next to a table, and two stools. Someone had been in the middle of a card game, eating a raw potato. Looking at the two dead men, and thinking of the one in the hallway he’d helped to kill, no one would ever finish that game, and the half-eaten potato would rot. 
 
    The realization pulled at his gut, but somehow, maybe a darker side to his gnome nature, or something about the aberrant concurrent world that overrode his moral revulsion, he didn’t rebel at what he saw, what he was participating in. 
 
    If he somehow managed to get back to his world, his life, would what he did in the parallel world taint him? Taint his soul like a sticky residue? 
 
    Glenn snapped out of it when Kirby lifted three Hades pendants from the trunk. “Think we’ll need these?” 
 
    Ron said, “Store them in your satchel.” He looked down at Glenn. “Who is watching the hallway for potential danger?” 
 
    Glenn was going to say, Stephi, but she was still in the doorway, or partially, holding the lantern. “Kalgore.” 
 
    “He is human and lacks low-light vision, Jax.” 
 
    “Right,” Glenn said. “Sorry.” 
 
    Ron didn’t acknowledge Glenn’s apology. He said to Kirby, “Proceeding slowly invites added risk.” 
 
    The same procedure went for the door across the hallway. Glenn got to peek in before Kirby pulled the door closed. The room held piled sacks of grain, stacked crates, and several large barrels. One of the opened crates held potatoes, and a large rat nibbling into one. It shied from the light but held its ground. 
 
    Ron sketched a diagram in his booklet before leading the way down the corridor, which curved to the right as the floor slanted down at a thirty-degree angle. Its spiraling descent lasted for three or four circuits, reminiscent of a cramped parking garage in the dead of midnight. 
 
    The width of the corridor narrowed to about four feet and its peaked ceiling topped out at seven or so feet. It was perfect for Glenn and Kirby, but a little claustrophobic for everyone else. The need for wooden supports must have disappeared, since there weren’t any. The walls and floor had become grayish stone, chiseled out and not quite smooth. A boatload of man hours went into the tunneling. 
 
    Hunched over while looking back over her shoulder, several times Stephi bumped into Glenn when Ron suddenly stopped to watch and listen. The first time or two, her breasts knocking Glenn’s head forward embarrassed her. Glenn too.  
 
    After the third instance, Derek hissed, “Stop flirting with the gnome and pay attention.” 
 
    The unnecessary noise caused Ron to stop and turn, earning the muscle-bound warrior a sharp look of disapproval from their leader. 
 
    A few slow strides later, when Ron again stopped to listen, Glenn found Stephi’s breasts resting on his head. Derek released a brief, exasperated huff, one that earned him a sly smile from Stephi and another disapproving look from Ron. 
 
    Glenn smiled to himself, relishing Stephi’s beautiful grin as she yanked Derek’s chain. As far as Glenn was concerned, the sexy elf’s action provided him a win-win. If he died within the next few minutes, he’d die happy. Well, probably scared, he thought, but remembering something both entertaining and satisfying. 
 
    The floor leveled off and the corridor widened to about six feet, and the ceiling’s peak topped out at around eight, giving the humans, especially Derek and Stephi more breathing room. 
 
    Ahead, to the left was an opening, like an entryway leading to a room. A faint glow of light and an odor of rot emanated from it, like someone had dumped three pig carcasses and a barrel of raw sewage onto a compost pile. If Stephi hadn’t been holding both a lantern and her rapier, she’d have plugged her nose. As it was, Glenn lifted his shield to just below his eyes, useless as that action proved to be. 
 
    Ron gripped his spear and signaled for Derek to move forward. Glenn and Stephi stepped aside to let the warrior in his armor, with sword and shield, move ahead. In the meantime Kirby crawled toward the entryway to see what the room beyond might hold. 
 
    Groans and whimpers preceded a hissing voice saying something in a language Glenn didn’t recognize. 
 
    Ron and Derek charged in. Kirby followed. Both Glenn and Stephi ducked out of the hall into the entryway, which extended for only four feet before opening into a long, rectangular room. 
 
    Stephi watched for danger from the hallway while Glenn proceeded in. 
 
    Sound of metal on stone and thuds against flesh—Glenn’s party was in a fight. 
 
    Ron had charged forward and tried to skewer what Glenn decided was a lizard man. This one was tall, taller than Stephi, muscular but with a bloated gut, sort of like a beer belly. It wasn’t anything like the rib-skinny one Kirby described watching the horses. It had clawed hands, a nasty maw like a miniature T-Rex, and a sturdy tail for balance. 
 
    This one had plenty of muscle to swing its weapon, a mace, but one with a spiked metal ball on the end. A morning star. The business end of the lizard man’s weapon caught Ron in the ribs, knocking him aside. 
 
    Derek crashed into the green-scaled monster with his shield. Despite the lizard man being driven back, and punctured by the shield’s spike, it managed a swing, the spiked ball deflecting off of Derek’s helmet. 
 
    Undeterred, Derek thrust his sword at the lizard man, and missed.  
 
    Glenn looked around to make sure there weren’t any more lizard men. All he saw was a long row of bars, like a big prison cell. Behind the bars, held against the wall by manacles, was a row of goblins. Some were sprawled out on the floor at impossible angles. Dead. The others didn’t look too far from joining their companions. 
 
    The lizard man released a gurgling hiss that sounded like hot lava draining into a deep well. 
 
    Ron charged back into the fray with his short sward drawn.  
 
    The lizard man sank its teeth into the shoulder of Derek’s sword arm. The muscular warrior slammed his shield’s rim into his foe’s head. Kirby shot forward with his cutlass and slashed the enemy’s calf. Ron attacked left-handed. He hacked off the monster’s clawed-hand at the wrist, freeing Derek’s shield from the monster’s grip. 
 
    Another smash, where Derek drove his shield’s spike deep into his foe’s ribs ended it. 
 
    Broken and bleeding, the big lizard man collapsed to the floor. 
 
    “People are coming, Jax, Kalgore,” Stephi warned. “They have swords.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Glenn stepped past Stephi and looked down the hall.  
 
    Five men were approaching, apparently uncertain, until they saw Glenn. The man in the back ordered, “Intruders. Slay them.” 
 
    All five charged forward, shouting, with swords raised. Except for the leader in back. He carried a nasty-looking battle axe. The five guards wore breastplate over chain mail, and conquistador-type helmets. A round picture, like that of the Hades pendants, was emblazoned upon each breastplate. 
 
    Yep, Glenn thought, as if it wasn’t obvious by their appearance in a Hades outpost, those were bad guys. Due to the stone corridor’s narrow width, only two abreast could come at Glenn. He raised his shield and hefted his cudgel. Over his shoulder he shouted, “Slumber them.” 
 
     Apparently Stephi had already decided upon that course of action because three out of the five dropped like marionettes whose strings had been cut. The trailing leader, who looked the biggest and meanest, and one nearest to him leading the charge were unaffected. 
 
    Glenn saw the swordsman’s downward hack coming at him, so he raised his shield and swung a low round house with his cudgel. The sword strike reverberated through the shield and into his arm, but he survived. The man received a glancing blow against his shin. In the back of his mind, Glenn thought: Great. I hit, but rolled a one for damage. 
 
    He’d hoped for a crippling blow so he could intercept Axe Guy, the leader. No luck. Either both would team up on him or, worse, Axe Guy would go after Stephi. Her rapier against an axe and well armored opponent? Not good. 
 
    Glenn sidestepped and ducked a thrust attack. “Get help, Marigold!” He swung his cudgel, but the sword wielder was too quick and jumped back. That gave Glenn the opportunity to see the leader’s attack. He deflected the heavy blow with his shield, but that left his arm numb and nearly useless. 
 
    Axe Leader didn’t expect his smaller opponent to charge. Neither did the sword-wielder, and Glenn raced between them, bouncing off the leader’s hip. Glenn didn’t attempt an attack, feeling fortunate his effort knocked the axe-wilder off balance. The swordsman’s slash was hesitant, being so close to his partner, and came a second too late to hit the gnome. 
 
    Glenn thought about using his healing to get his arm back into shape, but his opponents didn’t give him the opportunity. Axe Leader pursued Glenn as he backpedaled along the wall, avoiding the slumbered men on the floor. The swordsman left the gnome to his friend and charged toward Stephi. 
 
    She held her rapier ready in a basic guard stance, its tip shaking, revealing her uncertainty. 
 
    Glenn was satisfied to see the surprised swordsman impaled on Ron’s spear before Axe Leader began a flurry of attacks. 
 
    Somehow, Glenn knew from training, that an opponent giving ground was more difficult to take down. The problem was, Glenn couldn’t retreat faster than the Axe Leader could close. And his cudgel wasn’t made for parrying attacks. 
 
    Glenn was just thinking, Where’s the cavalry, when Kirby arrived behind and delivered a stealth attack. He caught Axe Leader in the right hamstring with a devastating slash. The man went down, dropping to one knee but not ready to give up. Derek, following close on Kirby’s heals, joined the fray. Axe Leader deflected Derek’s sword thrust, making it go high, but that gave Glenn an opening. 
 
    He swung his cudgel with all his might, and whiffed, somehow missing the crippled man. Kirby ended the fight by stabbing the leader in the neck, his cutlass’s tip biting deep, just below the reach of the man’s helmet. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Kalgore positioned his long sword, preparing to draw it across the throat of the nearest slumbering guard.  
 
    “Wait,” Kirby said. “We can try to interrogate them for information.” 
 
    Kalgore tensed, preparing to follow through with what he’d intended, then thought better of it. “We need rope or something.” 
 
    “Dude, there’s a jail back there. With chains and all.” Kirby wiped his cutlass clean on the pants of the dead leader. “Jax, get back there. Lysine needs your help.” 
 
    Glenn nodded once, his arm starting to get some feeling back. 
 
    Lysine was leaning against a wall, Marigold standing in front of him. “Here comes Jax,” she said. 
 
    “That lizard man fought well,” Ron commented. “One should expect that of a second rank monster.” 
 
    Stephi’s eyes were wide. “He’s hurt pretty bad, Jax.” 
 
    “In game terminology,” Ron said, “I estimate having at most two hit points.” He forced a brave smile, but winced. 
 
    Before he realized what it would entail, Glenn dropped his cudgel and shield and began his Minor Heal Draw Spell. In a moment, Glenn gasped, then groaned as he gripped his side. But, within a moment, his magic began to heal the damage he’d drawn upon himself. 
 
    “That you, Jax,” Ron said. Standing straight and picking up his spear. “I express that, realizing the party’s healer encompasses a frequently thankless job.” 
 
    Glenn nodded and slid down the wall into a sitting position. He knew he’d feel better in a minute. That didn’t make him any more excited when he asked Ron, “Didn’t that lizard man bite Kalgore?” 
 
    “His armor proved effective against our foe’s teeth.” 
 
    Glenn nodded in relief, not so much that Derek didn’t get hurt, but that it meant he wouldn’t have to take on his wounds. He could heal double his own hit points in personal damage sustained at any time. But, until sunrise, he only had one spell left to transfer wounds onto himself. 
 
    “Marigold,” Ron said. “Stand guard in the corridor while we deal with the guards and decide what to do about the goblin prisoners.” 
 
    Glenn looked up, realizing he’d forgotten about the goblins locked in the cell. 
 
    There were twelve of them. Nine alive and three dead. They were sitting against the wall, their legs in some sort of iron shackles bolted into the stone floor. A long iron pole ran through holes in the shackles above their ankles, trapping their bare feet in place. 
 
    Actually, upon closer inspection, there were two iron poles, each locked into place, trapping half the prisoners. 
 
    The goblins that were alive were barely so. They looked like POWs Glenn had seen videos of, the ones who’d been starved and mistreated. 
 
    Ron and Derek dragged the guards, dead and alive, into the front half of the room.  
 
    “Gurk,” Derek said, undoing the shoulder buckles to the dead leader’s breastplate. “Help me put this on.” 
 
    Kirby’s long nose scrunched up a little and he frowned. “You know it’s got a big Hades symbol on the front.” 
 
    “I’ll scrape it off when we have time. Come on, free armor. We probably have a big fight ahead.” 
 
    After helping Derek, Kirby used one of the skeleton keys he’d lifted from the body of the guard near the entrance to open the door to the jail half of the room. 
 
    Glenn wasn’t sure why the goblins needed to be shackled to the floor. The iron bars looked far too thick for even Derek to bend. 
 
    Kirby spoke to several of the healthier goblins using a language Glenn didn’t understand. Probably whatever goblins spoke…Goblin-ish? 
 
    Something deep inside Glenn stirred an intense hatred for the imprisoned creatures in front of him. It had to be his gnomish nature rearing one of its ugly sides. He got to his feet and made his way into the cell. Several of the goblins looked up at him and hissed, hatred in their dark, cat-like eyes. 
 
    Kirby turned around. “Ummm, Jax, goblins and gnomes don’t mix.” 
 
    Glenn shrugged. “Me and you don’t have a problem.” He took a drink of water from his wineskin. “We’re not going to kill them, are we?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Kirby said. “I’m trying to get information out of them.” 
 
    “Here.” Glenn handed Kirby his wineskin. “They’re probably thirsty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The goblins were on their way out of the outpost, those that were alive. Slow and weak, they moved on adrenaline once they realized they were free. Krirby told them about the storeroom with food, along with directions, including to count the steps to avoid the trap. 
 
    “An undead master of undead,” Ron said. He, Derek and Kirby stood in the corridor, trying to determine the party’s next move. They consulted Ron’s sketchbook. 
 
    Glenn stood in the doorway, listening to the whispered conversation while watching three blindfolded guards now in the jail and shackled to the floor. Derek had less than gently informed them that making any noise or speaking when not spoken too would be unwise. Only one had lost a few teeth. None had been willing to volunteer information about the outpost when given the opportunity, even when promised freedom. 
 
    “Undead master of undead?” Derek asked. “Kind of vague.”  
 
    “That’s what they told me,” Kirby said. “They were prisoners. Not pals with anyone running this place.” 
 
    “Time is not on our side,” Ron said. “I do not believe the captive guards will prove very forthcoming.” 
 
    “There’s torture,” Kirby said, uncertainty in his voice. “I did read a book on medieval torture, and like the Inquisition once.” 
 
    Ron’s face pinched. “Even if I were inclined toward such action, I do not believe it would prove fruitful.” 
 
    Derek crossed his arms. “Why not?” 
 
    “Dude, they’re really scared shitless of the undead master guy. More scared of him than they’ll ever be of us. Even I can see that.” 
 
    Derek sighed. “I ain’t for killing them,” he admitted. “But just leaving them locked up might come back to bite us.” 
 
    Ron rubbed his hands together. “Any thoughts, Gurk?” 
 
    “I’ll stuff some rags in their mouths and gag them. Then Kalgore can club’em in the knee cap with that friggin huge morning star.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    The corridor continued on at least eighty feet, widening to almost eight feet with the ceiling’s arched peak topping so that it was as tall as it was wide. That made Stephi and Derek happy, but the width would enable more than two attackers with swords or axes to simultaneously attack the party. 
 
    Then the corridor made a hairpin turn, swinging around left. Around the turn a new set of stairs began. There only looked to be fifteen or so. Ron made a quick sketch while Kirby tested each step. He examined each carefully, along with the walls and ceiling before descending. 
 
    Glenn didn’t think the odds were high for a trap. The stairs were carved from the bedrock, just like the walls and floor. The other stairs had been wooden. 
 
    Just after the stairs ended, an alcove on the right contained a big wooden door. This one was open with a flickering light coming from within. Kirby snuck close and peered in. He whispered back over his shoulder, “Looks like where those guards came from.” 
 
    The guards they’d fought hadn’t brought light with them. They looked human. Maybe they knew the passages by heart and wanted to surprise any intruders. The lantern Stephi held announced the party’s presence. Luckily there’d been turns and stairs aplenty to minimize the light telegraphing their approach. 
 
    “Bypass it,” Ron whispered, signaling for Kirby to leave the room. 
 
    No one disagreed. That told Glenn things could get dangerous—more dangerous—at any moment. 
 
    As usual, Kirby was the only one who appeared excited about the situation. Ron and Derek held determination in their visage, but maybe with a little apprehension in their eyes. Stephi’s eyes were wide, but she managed to hold both the lantern and her rapier steady. 
 
    Ahead, on the left, was another door. Wooden, like the others, but this one opened into the corridor. 
 
    Kirby visually examined it before putting his ear next to it.  He shrugged and placed a hand over the latch. Derek moved to the front, nearest the door, with Ron backing him up, spear ready. 
 
    On three, Kirby lifted the latch and pulled the door open. Derek rushed in, but immediately slammed on the brakes, then backed out. Fortunately Ron hadn’t been right on his tail. 
 
    Ron took the lantern from Stephi and peered in the doorway. Curious, Glenn nosed forward to get a look. 
 
    The cavernous room, cavernous as in deep and wide, not necessarily tall, held skeletons, animated like the ones guarding the entrance to the outpost. 
 
    The yellowish white undead with their hollow sockets for eyes and permanent sharp-toothed grins didn’t fill the room. About a third of it toward the door was open. Glenn guessed hundreds of them were crammed all the way to the back. No fancy rows or manner of organization. From those visible near the front, they all held some sort of weapon in hand. A short sword, club, spear, scimitar, or mace. A few had shields. Like the ones guarding the entrance, these were short, a little shorter than Kirby. 
 
    Then it struck Glenn. They were animated skeletons of goblins. They looked pretty much the same as human skeletons, at least based on his recollection from high school anatomy class. Of course, the fact that shadowy lantern light played across them instead of bright fluorescent bulbs, and that they might come alive at any moment and attack, was more frightening than any exam Mrs. Harshbarger ever devised. 
 
    Some necromancer—Glenn was pretty sure that was the proper terminology—had been busy creating an undead army. 
 
    Along the wall to the left of the door sat several piles of weapons, mainly clubs, scimitars, swords, with a few spears. Again, no attempt at organization. More like someone just threw them into piles. Otherwise, nothing else was in the room, except for the faint odor of decay. 
 
    Derek reached in and pulled the door close. 
 
    “Thoughts?” Ron asked. 
 
    “Avoid them,” Derek said. 
 
    “Why didn’t they attack?” Stephi asked. 
 
    Ron explained, “They have not been provided with specific directions like the ones near the entrance.” 
 
    Kirby pointed at Derek’s chest. “Or maybe he has that Hades thing on his breastplate, and they saw that.” 
 
    “But they don’t have eyes,” Stephi said. 
 
    “They’re created from magic,” Kirby explained. “Some statues are animated by magic. Their eyes are stone, like the rest of their body. But they can still follow you by sight.” 
 
    That answer didn’t satisfy Stephi, but she didn’t press the issue. 
 
    A sinking feeling struck Glenn. “What if they get summoned and come up behind us?” 
 
    No one had an answer for that. 
 
    “It is unwise to remain immobile,” Ron said. “There is every chance that whatever alerted the guards we defeated sent word down to whatever person, or creature, is in charge of the outpost.” 
 
    Kirby’s eyes widened the same time his eyebrows shot up. “Kalgore, go in there and get one of those spears. The door opens out. If you break the shaft into pieces.” He drew his cutlass. “I can hack them into door stops and shove’em underneath.” 
 
    “It is unlikely that’ll hold under a concerted effort.” 
 
    Kirby shrugged. “Any other ideas?” 
 
    “Well,” Derek said, “they didn’t attack me the first time.” He strode in like he owned the place and retrieved two spears. 
 
    While Derek did that, Stephi whispered into Ron’s ear, “I saw through Petie’s eyes, the goblins left the outpost. The skeletons ignored them.” 
 
    After a few moments of labor, six makeshift doorstops had been jammed into place and the party continued onward. 
 
    The party took nearly five minutes to advance one hundred feet. They stopped at a pit. It was ten feet across, ten feet deep, and stretched from one wall to the other. Along the bottom, two-foot tall iron spikes, with barbs, pointed upward. Unless someone was a contortionist, it’d be impossible to fall in and not get stuck by at least one. 
 
    Kirby pointed across the pit, along the right-hand wall. “Planks,” he whispered. 
 
    “But they’re over there and we’re over here,” Derek mumbled. 
 
    Ron ran a practiced eye over the barrier’s dimensions. “While Marigold and I could clear the distance in question, the ceiling poses a concern for the arc a successful jump requires.” 
 
    “They use the boards to cross,” Glenn said. 
 
    “That’s obvious, gnome.” 
 
    Stephi turned on Derek. “Don’t be an ass.” Her whisper sounded more like a hiss. 
 
    “Dudes, toss me across.” 
 
    “Why not the gnome?” Derek asked. “He’s smaller.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m a thief. Got more agility.” 
 
    Ron asked, “Do you believe you will be able to lift the planks and extend them across the pit?” 
 
    “They don’t look thick enough to support us,” Stephi said. “I’m thin for the most part, except for these.” She gestured to her chest. “But I’m also like, really tall.” 
 
    Ron studied the boards. “Possibly three-fourths of an inch thick, eight inches wide, and maybe twelve feet long. The three of them aligned next to each other would enable skeletons to cross.” 
 
    “But not us,” Derek said. 
 
    “I’ll stack’em,” Kirby said. “That’d make it thicker.” 
 
    “And thinner,” Derek said. “Who here’s a tightrope walker?” 
 
    “If it’s the right type of wood,” Glenn said. “Low-grade pine? Probably not.” 
 
    The big warrior removed his helmet and scratched his head. “Better wood means it’ll be heavier to lift.” 
 
    “Dudes, standing here debating won’t get us across. Toss me.” 
 
    “I ain’t crossing first,” Derek said. “…I mean, I’m probably the heaviest, with armor—and no way I’m giving that up.” 
 
    Kirby handed Glenn his cutlass and scabbard. “You come across second, and bring this. 
 
    “Sure,” Glenn said. 
 
    With that, Derek took Kirby’s legs and Ron took his arms. They inched to the edge of the pit and swung him like a pendulum. On the third count they tossed. 
 
    Kirby arced across, twisting in mid arc to land on his hands and feet and skidded into a roll. If it were a dive, Glenn would’ve given him an 8.5. 
 
    The thief sprang to his feet, looking down the hall for danger. Sensing nothing, he lifted one of the boards. It wasn’t too heavy for him to carry. Leveraging it across the pit, on the other hand, was another question. 
 
    “Kalgore, grip my belt,” Ron said, preparing to lean over the pit to reach the board Kirby was trying to lift across. 
 
    “This ain’t pine.” 
 
    With Derek’s assistance, and a little luck, Ron caught ahold of the end of the board. Together he and Kirby settled it to span across the pit, leaving about two feet extending onto each side. Glenn wondered how they got the boards down the spiral staircase. 
 
    Then, Kirby rested the end of the next board on top of the one spanning the pit, and slid it across. Ron helped align that one as well as the third board. 
 
    “Very dense wood,” Ron said. “I believe a type termed ironwood, possibly hornbeam.” 
 
    “Whatever, dude,” Kirby said. “That wood clattering got someone’s attention.” 
 
    Ron clamped his hands to hold his end of the stack together. “Hurry across, Jax. Look forward, toward the end, not down.” 
 
    Glenn remembered walking the balance beam in elementary school. This board was wider, and his feet were the same size. But, if he fell, it wouldn’t just be embarrassing for those watching. It might be fatal. 
 
    Holding the cutlass in his left hand, with arm extended, and cudgel in his right, he stepped on the board and walked across. It proved far easier than anticipated. 
 
    He’d barely put his right foot down and handed the cutlass and scabbard to Kirby when he heard clicking and scraping coming from down the corridor. Glenn’s eyes told him what his gut already knew. Skeletons. 
 
    “Damn,” Kirby said. “Edged weapons only do half damage, and my darts aren’t worth a crap.” 
 
    “Come on,” Glenn said, hefting his cudgel and holding his shield in front of him. “We gotta keep them away from the boards. Give everyone room to get across.” The words sounded braver than he felt. 
 
    “We can keep them busy until the warriors get here,” he continued, trying to bolster his own courage. “Maybe Lysine can repel them.” 
 
    There wasn’t any more time to talk. Except for the clatter of bone on stone and an occasional click as the bones of the magically animated skeletons moved and rubbed against each other, the only other sounds they made were when their swords struck shield or cutlass. 
 
    Glenn’s first swing hammered hard against his foe’s shield. His foe did nothing other than add another combat scar to Glenn’s shield. 
 
    Kirby managed to parry his enemy’s blade, and landed a punch with his weapon’s steel cup guard. The cracked shoulder blade didn’t slow the undead creature. Kirby continued exchanging blows. Kirby hit home with a hack, and took a thrust in his left arm. 
 
    Glenn’s mind flashed to an old stop-action film where the hero, Sinbad, fought a magically animated skeleton. That was sort of campy and cool. This was more real than any movie or video game, and fraught with infinitely more peril. 
 
    Glenn finally got a hit in, a solid blow that actually rattled and staggered his undead foe. Before he could follow up, Ron came up and slammed the shaft of his spear into the creature, causing it to fall to the ground, becoming a skull amongst a scattered jumble of bones. 
 
    Derek arrived to assist Kirby. A sword strike glanced off of the muscular warrior’s breastplate. Holding his sword by the blade, he, in turn, slammed the undead creature with the hilt, shattering its skull. It collapsed into a spread of bones as well. 
 
    Stephi made it across the pit and ran up to Kirby. “You okay, Gurk?” 
 
    Ron joined her. “I have two Minor Cure Spells. Now would be an opportune moment to use one.” 
 
    Kirby held out his wounded arm. After Ron completed his spell, the thief asked, “Why didn’t you try to repel them?” 
 
    “That would send them back to their master. Better to face those two in isolation than in conjunction with whatever else awaits.” 
 
    Kirby nodded, the wound on his arm closing. “You’re thinking is why you’re party leader.” 
 
    Ron smiled and gripped Kirby’s shoulder. “You have performed your part.” He looked around. “Each of you has.” He turned to face down the dark corridor. “Now, let us finish this.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    The party marched forward. Ron, Kirby and Derek seemed to believe the end of the adventure was at hand, that they were about to confront the animator of all those skeletons, the person—or creature—that the captured human guards feared more than potential torture or death. They were willing to face those rather than spill any information. 
 
    The goal was to get the necklace that rendered the wearer invisible to the undead. It was the price the priests serving in the Temple of Apollo required. Once they had the necklace their high priest would cast a Revive the Dead Spell upon Kim. 
 
    Glenn kind of wondered why a creator of undead would want a magical item that would make him undetectable to the undead.  Glenn didn’t think the virtually mindless skeletons created could turn on the spell caster that animated them. Interesting as that question might be, Glenn didn’t have the time to focus on it. 
 
    Ron and Derek were in the lead, followed by Kirby. Glenn and Marigold brought up the rear. The pace forced Glenn to trot if he wanted to keep up. 
 
    The party approached a set of stairs carved into the stone, fifteen going up. The width and depth of each succeeding step was six inches greater than the step below it. At the top was an opening framed by black marble, the top of which formed a parabolic arc. Light emanated from the entryway, the soft glow of magical light Glenn had become familiar with. 
 
    Derek and Ron didn’t slow down for Kirby to check for traps. Glenn thought that was foolish. What had compelled them to move more quickly? 
 
    Glenn asked Kirby, “Why the rush?” 
 
    “Don’t give the enemy time to prepare.” 
 
    There wasn’t time to ask anything else before Ron and Derek reached the top. They continued forward, stepping under and past the black marble arc. 
 
    “What is that?” Derek asked. 
 
    Ron cocked back his arm to hurl his spear. “Husk mummy.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Glenn was two steps from the top when Ron hurled his spear. The gnome continued forward, taking in the scene. 
 
    The room ahead was grand compared to anything else they’d seen within the outpost. Rather than having a chiseled look, the gray stone walls were smooth. The room was deep, possibly sixty feet, and half as wide. The ceiling was curved with two support pillars halfway in, set ten feet apart. Those were painted jet black. To the right and left stood shelves filled with books and scrolls. Each of the three tall shelves had a magical glowing light centered on top. On the left hand side in front of the furthest shelf rested a polished wooden box. Glenn recognized it as a coffin tipped on its side. The coffin’s lid appeared to have been tossed a few yards away. Within was a skeleton half falling out. The whole thing would’ve been dumped out except for a wooden stake in the chest that held the torso inside. The skull of the dead creature sat on the floor, facing the stairwell with empty sockets and pointed teeth. Glenn was used to seeing that in the mindless animated skeletons, except that this skull bore a set of inch-long canine teeth. 
 
    Glenn’s experience from horror movies suggested someone had staked and beheaded a vampire. A goblin vampire? 
 
    Along the far wall sat a dais. Three steps led to the top where a large black throne rested, carved from onyx. A smaller wooden throne painted black sat at the bottom of the dais, offset to the onyx throne’s right. 
 
    In the lower throne an undead creature sat—what Ron named a husk mummy.  
 
    The undead monster looked like a woman who’d died in a desert, where hot winds quick-dried her body, leaving a desiccated corpse. Her russet colored leathery skin reminded Glenn of a cicada’s husk. Her gray hair was long and brittle, like straw. And her gray robes hung tattered with age. 
 
    The two most disturbing things were the husk mummy’s eyes and fingers. Her eyes were like black pools that absorbed all light. And her fingers ended in long yellow claws, more wicked and lethal than any grizzly bear’s. 
 
    Ron’s spear flew true. The husk monster didn’t attempt to evade, didn’t move, as the spear’s tip bit into her chest. Instead, she laughed, a dry, hoarse laugh that sounded like coarse sandpaper on concrete. 
 
    With an air of unconcern she gripped the shaft with one hand and slowly pulled the metal tip from her chest. Through the tattered robes everyone saw the puncture wound close up. 
 
    Derek turned to Stephi. “Give me the lantern!” 
 
    She thrust it toward him without question. He grabbed it and prepared to hurl it at the undead monster. 
 
    During the lantern exchange, the husk mummy had been muttering an incantation. Both Derek and Stephi froze in their tracks, unmoving, like statues. 
 
    “Arrest Movement Spell,” Kirby said, drawing his cutlass and moving wide to the right. “We’re in big trouble.” 
 
    Ron took three bold strides forward and displayed his symbol of Gaia. “In the name of Gaia, I compel thee to withdraw.” 
 
    Glenn remembered hearing Kirby—or someone—say that Ron only had a fifty-fifty chance of repelling skeletons. This husk mummy was the one who created the skeletons. Being able to do that, and ignore a spear attack, meant Ron’s chances were small. Arrest Movement Spell didn’t sound fatal for Stephi, although how she managed to not topple over at that forward-leaning angle definitely required magic. Glenn decided to follow Kirby, hoping the experienced gamer had a plan. 
 
    The husk mummy stood, unaffected by Ron’s attempt to repel it. 
 
    “Your powers are feeble, druid.” The husk mummy murmured another spell. Ahead of Glenn, Kirby froze in mid stride. Glenn felt a wave of agitation, where his muscles tightened and joints began to lock. But the feeling faded. He must’ve made his saving throw versus the Arrest Movement Spell. He remembered saving throws from his D&D gaming back in junior high. 
 
    It appeared he was the only one unaffected by the magic, as Ron stood immobile as well. 
 
    Glenn decided to fake being affected. He guessed the undead creature had more spells on hand. Plus, she had those nasty claws. Maybe, if the undead creature turned her back, he might get in an attack or two with his cudgel. It had silver, which was supposed to affect magical creatures. The undead monster was dry and brittle. Maybe it couldn’t handle much more damage than a skeleton. 
 
    That’s what Glenn told himself. Deep down, he feared taking on the horrific creature all by himself. But, that’s just what he might have to do. 
 
    The husk mummy crossed the room, heading toward Ron. The creature’s gait was steady, although somewhat rigid. Glenn noticed equally nasty claws projecting from the monster’s sandaled feet, although they were broader and shorter. Wearing boots was definitely out of the question. 
 
    Glenn nearly shook his head to clear stupid thoughts. He was afraid that he was so scared, he was losing the ability to think straight. At least he had the sense of mind not to move. 
 
    The creature reached Ron and stopped in front of him. “Feeble druid, what made you believe you were a match for me?” 
 
    Then she stepped around the warrior druid, to Derek and Stephi. “Ah, warrior, your powerful skeletal structure will be a nice addition to my army. And you, my fair elf maiden, lovely as you are…” The husk mummy ran the claw of her index finger along Stephi’s cheek, down her neck and around her chest, keeping its arm away from the lantern she’d handed Derek. “I shall use you as a recruitment tool, to secure more living followers, and keep them happy.” 
 
    Neither the statement nor the touch elicited a word or reaction from Stephi. She, like Ron and Derek, were truly frozen—stuck…arrested. The same was likely of Kirby. 
 
    How long did the spell last? A few minutes? Hours? Forever, until the husk mummy undid the enchantment? If the magic didn’t end soon, it was up to Glenn to save himself, and his friends. No way he could outrun the creature, even if it moved stiffly. Clawed feet or no, she looked faster than his short legs. Plus, she probably had more spells. Like a bullet, those moved faster than anyone could run. 
 
    Glenn regretted using his sanctuary stone back in Three Hills City. Derek had been right. They’d need it. Stephi and Kirby hadn’t even gotten the chance to use theirs. 
 
    Kirby and Glenn were next. The husk mummy made her way over to them. Her interest fell upon Kirby first and, as she strode past, she showed Glenn her back. 
 
    It was now or never, he thought. Without a word—a shout or battle cry would betray his ability to move—Glenn swung his cudgel with all his might. 
 
    Crack! Ribs beneath the tattered robes and leathery skin shattered. Silver worked! 
 
    The husk mummy staggered a step to the side and turned to face Glenn as he swung a second time. This blow caught the creature in the shoulder. But the mummy had braced herself, accepted the damage. She thrust her clawed hand forward and clamped down on Glenn’s throat. 
 
    Glenn tried to dislodge her grip by slamming his shield upward. That failed and the grip tightened. He swung his cudgel, but the monster was ready, and caught the haft, below the silver, in her other clawed hand. Apparently the shoulder wasn’t nearly as damaged as Glenn had hoped. Probably rolled another one for damage. 
 
    She lifted Glenn off his feet, bringing him to eye level. He saw, dangling around her neck on a gold chain, an ivory skull with black diamonds for eyes, and chipped bits of onyx on the side, where ears would be. 
 
    Glenn barely had time to register what he’d seen—the magical pendant they were looking for. The mummy’s eyes were pitch-black pools filled with menace and hate. The teeth, sneering between desiccated lips frightened him. What if she bit off his nose? 
 
    Instead of that, the husk mummy began to tighten her grip, squeezing off his air. 
 
    Almost on instinct, Glenn muttered the short incantation to heal himself. 
 
    The mummy flinched, expecting a spell to strike her. When none came, she hissed laughter and clamped down tighter, working her claws into the flesh of Glenn’s throat while trying to crush his windpipe. 
 
    Glenn’s magic flowed, stiffening and repairing his windpipe, and the superficial neck wounds. 
 
    “You are a healer, little gnome. How unexpected.” 
 
    Glenn tried to wrest his cudgel from the mummy’s grip, to no avail. She was far stronger with more than enough leverage. 
 
    His magic flowed, but he knew it wasn’t a bottomless well. He felt the power of his magic nearing its end. 
 
    He slammed the monster in the head with the rim of his shield. The husk mummy took it like Sylvester Stallone getting punched by a toddler. He wasn’t nearly as strong as Derek and his shield held no magic or silver. 
 
    From down the corridor came an echoing, screeching cry. High pitched. The mummy looked away to see what approached, but kept her grip on Glenn’s cudgel and tightened her clawed fingers around his throat. 
 
    Petie flew into the room, circled and then dive-bombed the husk mummy. The blue jay’s beak was even less of a threat than Ron’s spear or Glenn’s shield. There were no eyes to jab or vulnerable flesh to tear. 
 
    As his spell strength ebbed, inspiration struck Glenn. He let go of his cudgel, and reached into his satchel, beginning to feel the pain in his throat, and the complete loss of air. 
 
    Petie dove again and swooped away, still crying out. Glenn could understand the bird’s warning. “Away! Go away. Away. Go away!” 
 
    His foe distracted by the bird and starting to utter a spell, Glenn saw his chance. He released his shield and removed the cap of his everlast candle. Before the husk mummy recognized her peril, Glenn put his left arm around the creature’s shoulder for leverage and punched his fist holding the lit candle into her ribs, right where his cudgel had shattered them. 
 
    With speed that astonished Glenn, the husk mummy hurled him away, but not before he let go of his candle, leaving it inside the monster’s hollow torso. 
 
    Gasping for air, Glenn got to his feet and charged the husk mummy. 
 
    She ignored the gnome, ignored the dive-bombing blue jay, and tore her cruel claws into her abdomen. “What treachery have you attempted, gnome?” 
 
    Already the effects of the magical candle’s flame were apparent. Wisps of fiery light and tendrils of sooty smoke rose from within the shattered cavity. 
 
    Glenn couldn’t allow the creature any time to extract the candle. He went in low and took the mummy down like a stubby cornerback cutting out the legs of a lanky linebacker. The mummy fell to the ground and Glenn found himself next to his discarded cudgel. 
 
    He picked it up and turned; the mummy had pulled his candle from within her gut and hurled it away. Flames licked across the leather skin of the opening, like a blow torch had been fired up within a creature made of paper mache. 
 
    Glenn slammed the business end of his cudgel down on the mummy’s head as she screamed and tried to roll and smother the flames. The monster’s shrill cry sounded like a dull band saw trying to cut into a steel gas can. He ignored the chilling cry that rang in his ears, and chased after the monster. He slammed his cudgel down and missed, hitting the stone floor. It nearly jarred the weapon from his hand, but he kept after the desperate creature, swinging his weapon again. His swing clipped the burning creature across the shoulder. 
 
    Then he saw it. The gold of the necklace. With the mummy preoccupied with the flames, Glenn took a chance. He reached in and snatched the necklace from around the monster’s neck. 
 
    Heat from the flames singed Glenn’s hands. He tossed the necklace away from the mummy and stepped back. The undead creature looked like a roaring campfire. He backed away further, fearing she might lunge at him—latch onto him with her clawed hands. If that happened, the dying mummy wouldn’t let go. Together they’d burn to death in a final, spiteful act.  
 
    Not wanting any of that, Glenn scooted further away. 
 
    Glenn coughed. The sooty smoke stung his throat and smelled like burning manure mixed with plastic. Suddenly he was afraid the smoke released by a burning undead creature might be toxic, deadly. Who know how the game world worked? 
 
    Glenn nearly had a heart attack when Kirby’s hand patted him on the back. “You did it, dude!” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    The massive hug from Stephi almost made challenging husk mummy on his own worth it. Almost. Really, it’d been nothing more than a desperate bid for survival. 
 
    The spell holding his four friends immobile dissipated less than ten seconds after the fire had destroyed the mummy. Several feet from the ash remains, Glenn’s everlast candle continued to burn.  
 
    Ron complemented Glenn on his resourcefulness. Derek even had a good word for Glenn, saying, “Good job, gnome, you really lit that undead bitch up.” 
 
    After Ron retrieved the ivory necklace and verified it was magical using a Detect Enchantment Spell, Kirby said, “We should look for treasure. Kalgore, you and Lysine should check out the thrones.” 
 
    Ron frowned. “I should have withheld,” he said while sprinting over to the dais. He failed to reach the onyx throne and examine it with his enchantment-detecting sight before the spell duration expired. 
 
    Kirby stood right behind Ron. “No problem, dude. We got what we came for. Anything else is a bonus.” 
 
    Ron sighed, and gestured toward the thrones. “Proceed, Gurk. But you and Kalgore demonstrate caution. Neither I nor Jax has the ability to heal injuries.” 
 
    Kirby nodded before he and Kalgore began conferring. 
 
    Ron pulled out his booklet and pencil, and said, “Jax, you and Stephi examine the coffin and surrounding area. After I sketch this room, I shall seek potential secret doors and compartments.” 
 
    Stephi, with her familiar on her shoulder, followed Glenn to the coffin. 
 
    “I think it’s a vampire,” he said. “Staked and beheaded.” 
 
    “From what Lysine and Gurk said, vampires are dangerous. Not to insult your effort, Jax.”  She tousled Glenn’s hair. “A vampire’s got to be a lot more dangerous than that husk mummy.” 
 
    Glenn elbowed her in the hip. “No insult taken.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I was wondering why an undead necromancer priestess would want something to make her invisible to undead. I bet it allowed her to get the drop on the vampire, and kill it.” 
 
    “Isn’t a vampire already technically dead?” 
 
    Glenn stepped closer to the coffin. “Yeah.” 
 
    “This is kind of creepy,” she said, kneeling in front of the vampire’s remains. Her familiar flew from her shoulder to land near the steps. 
 
    “I think creepy is something we’ll need to get used to, Marigold. At least until we’re able to get back home.” 
 
    Glenn began prodding the coffin with his cudgel. “What exactly are we looking for?” 
 
    Stephi said, “Something like this?” She picked up a gemstone the size of the nail on her little finger. “It changes color, when I turn it.” 
 
    Glenn said, “Let me see. I took a gemstone appraisal skill when rolling up my character.” 
 
    She handed it to him and he took a careful look. “Alexandrite. Very high quality. More valuable than most diamonds its size.” He handed it back to her.  
 
    A massive grin split the elf’s face. “Creepy or not, let’s keep looking.” 
 
    After several minutes examining in and around the destroyed vampire’s bones, but leaving the stake in the rib cage, and making sure the decapitated skull kept away from the rest of the bones, they moved, tapped and prodded the coffin. 
 
    “You probably wanna be careful, Kalgore.” 
 
    Kirby and Derek were atop the dais. Derek had his hands on an arm of the throne. “It’s too big to haul out. If it breaks, who cares?” Flexing and heaving, he toppled the onyx throne from its perch. It crashed down the dais onto the stone floor, the brittle stone breaking into several large and a number of small pieces. “Oops.” 
 
    Ron, examining one of the pillars said, “Caution rather than recklessness.” 
 
    “See,” Kirby said. “Told you there wouldn’t be anything.” 
 
    Glenn turned back from the two on the dais, gestured to the coffin and asked Stephi, “Think we missed anything?” 
 
    “What about the water dripping down the wall?” 
 
    “Water?” Glenn asked. Several tiny rivulets were streaming down from where the ceiling met the wall. He hadn’t seen any water seeping through the stone the entire time they’d been in the underground outpost. That wall had been dry a moment before. “Hey, Lysine. Marigold found water dripping down the wall here. I think it just started.” 
 
    Ron glanced their way, then examined the wall nearest him. “I observe the same here.” 
 
    “You know,” Glenn said, loud enough for everyone to hear, “we’re under a swamp.” 
 
    “It is possible,” Ron theorized, “when the undead priestess was slain, a consequence was the termination of an enchantment keeping the water at bay.” 
 
    “Or,” Kirby said, thumbing over his shoulder at Derek, “muscle brain, here, did it when he broke Hades’ throne.” 
 
    “What? You don’t know that.” 
 
    Kirby looked up at the ceiling after feeling a water drop land on his head. “I do know, unless we figure a way to breathe under water, we don’t want to be down here long.” 
 
    Glenn agreed. Already the size and number of rivulets had doubled. He started hustling over toward the steps. “I’m for leaving now!” 
 
    Everyone followed the gnome without question. 
 
    “Kalgore,” Ron said. “Once we get past the pit, carry Jax.” 
 
    Everyone made it across the stacked planks. Glenn didn’t hesitate to swallow his pride. Being carried was better than drowning at the bottom of an outpost dungeon. 
 
    Derek didn’t bother with a smart remark. He knelt down. “Climb on.” 
 
    Glenn climbed on his back, piggyback style. He reached around the scabbarded sword with his right hand and stuffed the fingers of both hands in the gap between the breastplate and chainmail along the back of Derek’s neck. “Go!” 
 
    He didn’t need to tell the muscular warrior twice. Ron led the way, followed by Kirby and Stephi, who carried their lantern. 
 
    There wasn’t any need to refer to Ron’s diagrams in his little book. By the time they reached the jail room, the water was already up to their ankles. The injured men shouted for help. 
 
    Ron took the keys from Kirby. “I’ll catch up.” 
 
    “Whatever, dude.” Kirby led the way. 
 
    Glenn tossed Ron his everlast candle. 
 
    By the time they reached the spiral stairwell and began counting steps, Ron had caught up to Derek and Glenn. 
 
    “Goblin’s can’t count,” Kirby shouted down. 
 
    The meaning was clear. One of the released goblins had stepped on the trap stair. Some force had driven a hollow shaft with a razor-sharp tip through the goblin’s leg, just above the ankle. What would’ve been a crippling wound for a healthy person—if the bleeding could be stopped—proved fatal for the goblin. He’d bled out. 
 
    No one stopped to confirm the actual cause of death. Everyone except Glenn was breathing hard from exertion. The steps were slick with water and required everyone’s concentration. 
 
    Outside, near the entrance, sat two piles of bones with rusty shields and maces. 
 
    Derek lowered Glenn to the ground and the four runners took a moment on the small hillock to catch their breath. 
 
    “Do you want to see if that skinny lizard man is still around?” Kirby asked. “There might be some horses and treasure there.” 
 
    Ron’s face pinched in thought. He looked up at the night sky. “It is barely midnight,” he said. “Six hours until Jax, Marigold and I can replenish spells.” 
 
    “That’s a ‘No,’” Stephi interpreted. “Let’s find our—what do you call him—henchman? Get out of this swamp and back to town.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    The ride out of the Dark Heart Swamp was faster than the trudging march in. For much of the journey, Kirby and Glenn rode on a pack pony, guided by a rope attached to Ron’s horse. Derek did the same for Stephi, whose long legs looked ridiculous. She, Kirby and Glenn agreed that training for the skill in horse riding and handling was important. If their henchman Blizz could manage it, so could they. 
 
    Along the way, Derek reminded everyone, especially Glenn, that the gemstone Stephi found was party treasure. It was not the property of one individual, especially to be set into a ring or made into a necklace. Nobody argued. The quality was such that the alexandrite gem could fund food, housing and improve the weapons and equipment everyone had. Even purchase Stephi access to learn more spells, offering more than a single option. 
 
    Luck was on their side as they made it back to Three Hills City without incident and with days to spare before the timeframe to revive Kim expired. 
 
    An hour before noon, the group made it to the Glade House. Ron paid Blizz the balance of his fee for services, six silver. The half-goblin animal handler smiled, having earned his danger pay.  
 
    “You all ever need another handler, I’m your man.” Before turning to lead his donkey away, he peered up into the shadow of Stephi’s hood and winked. 
 
    Ron took their new mounts to the stable across the street from the boarding house. Derek accompanied him. Glenn, Kirby and Stephi went to check in with the Glade’s proprietor, and drop off most of the party’s gear.  
 
    The young maid, Elise, answered the door, with the two dogs standing behind her. Rocky and Chilli yipped and barked a few times.  
 
    Walking into the foyer, Kirby knelt down to pet the two canines. “Doggie dudes, glad to see you too.” 
 
    Their stubby tails wagged in delight. 
 
    “Miss Keri is this way.” Elise led the three to the left, past the dining benches and into the sitting room. The proprietor set aside a large leather-bound book. She smiled, stood, and clasped her hands. “I am so glad to see that you have returned, Marigold, Gurk, and Jax. Did you and all of your party fair well?” 
 
    Glenn nodded. “We were successful.” 
 
    “Everyone made it,” Kirby said, adding with a sly smile, “even Kalgore the Courageous.” 
 
    Stephi slapped him across the top of his head in playful disapproval. “We just came to drop off some of our stuff before going over to the temple.” 
 
    “That will be fine,” Keri said. “I hope all goes well.” 
 
    Something inside Glenn stirred. Why would she think it wouldn’t? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Walking over to the temple, Stephi asked Ron, “Will I need to give them back their sanctuary stone?” 
 
    “No way,” Kirby said. “The priest never said anything about giving them back.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you use yours, Gurk?” Glenn asked. “I was following you, figuring you had a plan to take out the husk mummy.” 
 
    Kirby grinned. “Not really a plan to take her out. Once Lysine ID’d it as a husk mummy, I knew we were screwed. Nobody had any magic weapons to kill it and Lysine’s attempt to repel it failed. No way was I going to attack. 
 
    “I was reaching for my sanctuary stone when I got froze. I was aiming to get behind her, sneak up and use my stealth attack to try and grab the pendant from around her neck and run like hell.” 
 
    “Lot of good that would’ve done us,” Kalgore said, anger in his voice. “Left behind, frozen in place.” 
 
    “Dude, I figured she couldn’t attack me with a spell, so she’d have ta chase me.” He gestured wildly with his hands, drawing attention from peasant laborers and tradesmen on the street. “Give you time until the Arrest Spell’s duration ended.” 
 
    The temple was within sight and Ron unconsciously picked up the pace. It didn’t bother anyone but Glenn, who had to trot to keep up. 
 
    “A reasonable plan, Gurk, under anything but advantageous circumstances,” Ron said. “We shall not mention the sanctuary stones. And if they are brought up, I shall attempt to negotiate for us to retain possession.” 
 
    A flunky acolyte gave Ron the redirect runaround when he asked to meet with High Priest Rullio. Finally the acolyte allowed the party to meet with Schmedrey, the used car salesmen of the Apollo priesthood. Once Ron explained that they’d secured the pendant which rendered one undetectable to undead, word was sent up the chain immediately. 
 
    The party was ushered to a waiting room, with a plush cot, presumably for Kim’s body, and a bench against the wall with padded seating for the five to sit upon. There was a narrow window high up on the wall opposite the head of the cot. It was opened, some sort of pivot rotation, and allowed circulation of air—unlike the previous waiting room they’d been ushered into. 
 
    “Not exactly a five start room,” Kirby said, “but a lot better than that cramped little one last time.” 
 
    Derek smirked. “Like you’ve ever stayed in a five star hotel.” 
 
    “It was a figure of speech, dude. You know, like dumb as a box of rocks?” 
 
    Derek stood, fists balled. 
 
    Ron got between the thief and warrior. “It would not benefit our cause for us to be engaged in a brawl upon their arrival.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t last but a moment,” Derek said, staring down at Kirby. “Then the gnome could heal up his broken ass.” 
 
    “If Marigold elected not to Slumber you, and Jax failed to aid his short-statured compatriot,” Ron said.  
 
    “I most certainly would,” Stephi said, hands on her hips. “Your derogatory comment started it.” 
 
    The warrior druid’s gaze narrowed as it focused on Derek. “Your actions, along with your brother’s, initiated this chain of events, which we shall explore, once the sixth of our number is again among us.” 
 
    Derek huffed and sat down, leaving a large space on the bench between him and Ron. 
 
    Stephi put her arm around Kirby, and squeezed him close. “If there’s a five star tavern and inn in this backwards city, my little man, we’ll find it. After all this, we deserve room service and a king-sized bed.” 
 
    Glenn wasn’t sure Stephi meant the suggestion one of the ways it could be interpreted. He spotted stirrings of arousal in Kirby and looked away at the floor. 
 
    “We’ll see,” Kirby said, lifting her arm off his shoulder. He would’ve been blushing, if his half-goblin complexion allowed. “I think I hear someone coming.” 
 
    “Good,” Derek grumbled. “I was afraid Marigold was about ready to put on a big purple robe and start singing that Barney song for her little friend.” 
 
    Glenn thought they’d turned a corner in the outpost. Bonded or something. He’d had enough and stood up. “Shut up, Kalgore.”  
 
    “Whatever, gnome.” 
 
    The warrior druid stood, partially blocking Glenn’s view. “Cease, Kalgore.” 
 
    He pointed a finger down at Derek. “Not one of us is enamored with our situation. Attempting to alleviate your dissatisfaction and frustration through endless derogatory comments aimed at fellow party members is destructive to each of us as individuals, and to our party as a whole.” 
 
    “He’s worried that when Kim’s back she’ll—” 
 
    Ron spun and pointed at Gurk, but didn’t have time to say anything, as a manservant knocked twice and opened the door. 
 
    “The High Priest Rullio,” the elderly servant announced, and stepped aside, bowing his head. 
 
    In walked an elderly man, at least in his eighties, with a wispy white goatee beard and matching hair, what he had of it, for he was mostly bald. He wore the customary yellow robes, denoting him as a follower of Apollo, and a fist-sized symbol of Apollo, a chariot drawn by four steeds, carrying upon it the sun. The symbol, like the chain holding it around his neck, was made of gold. 
 
    The priest leaned heavily on a staff, one that was smooth and white. While he appeared frail, his green eyes were both intense and alert. He extended a liver-spotted hand. “May I examine the item you retrieved?” Like his eyes, the high priest’s voice carried an intensity that didn’t match the frailty of his years. 
 
    Ron pulled the ivory pendant from his pocket and handed it to the priest. 
 
    The old priest handed his staff to the manservant. He then placed his right hand over his left, clasping the magical item in between. He closed his eyes and his face went blank, as if he had fallen asleep standing up.  
 
    “I sense an enchantment,” he said with confidence. “Of a powerful and permanent nature.” 
 
    The old priest’s eyes snapped open. He said to Ron, “It requires testing to verify that this magical charm is what both you and I believe it to be.” 
 
    “May I and my associates accompany you to observe this verification?” 
 
    The old man examined the group. For the first time his eyes fell upon Stephi. They widened and he smiled, then shook his head ever so slightly. He held up three fingers as if to emphasize his words. “No more than three.” 
 
    Ron bit his lip, trying to decide. “Kalgore and Marigold, accompany me. Jax and Gurk, you will await the delivery of Byeol.” 
 
    Kirby frowned and crossed his arms. Glenn was curious as to the test, but wasn’t sure he could add anything should the testing prove questionable. His gut said the old priest was serious, and probably honest, and that he’d been through the process plenty of times. 
 
    “We’ll be here,” Glenn said. 
 
    The priest took his staff back from the servant and kept the ivory pendant. He slowly walked out of the room, attended by the elderly servant. 
 
    Marigold squeezed Glenn’s shoulder and followed Ron out of the room. Derek followed her, bumping into Kirby on the way past. Glenn was ninety-eight percent sure it was intentional, especially when the warrior said, “Sorry, dude.” 
 
    After the door was closed and it was only Glenn and Kirby, the thief asked, “Can you figure that asshole out?” 
 
    Glenn shrugged. “When we were in the outpost, for the most part he was reasonable. I just don’t get it.” 
 
    “Jerks are always jerks. They don’t need a reason. They just are.” Kirby sat down with a huff. “Trust me.” 
 
    Glenn sat next to him. “I think maybe he’s jealous that Marigold prefers to hang with us and has no interest in him, despite his big macho muscles.” 
 
    Kirby laughed, then got serious. “What I mentioned before?” 
 
    Glenn nodded, eyes a little wide. 
 
    “Well, he didn’t cross the line. I am not sure he will. In the dungeon—or outpost—and with that carnivorous bog lily, he was right there with his sword. Doing things like a good party member. He might’ve learned something after he let you get beat up.” 
 
    Glenn scowled, remembering that incident, recalling the boots connecting with his kidneys. He involuntarily winced.  
 
    “Sorry, dude. Kalgore’s a good party member when on an adventure, and a jerk when we’re not.” 
 
    “Lysine’s a warrior. Why doesn’t he do more to stop him?” 
 
    “In a fight, Kalgore would probably beat him pretty easily. I think Lysine figures as leader, he can…” 
 
    Glenn finished Kirby’s thought, saying, “Rein him in only so far.” 
 
    Kirby scratched behind his downward pointed ear. “What was that with Lysine talking about Kalgore’s brother?” 
 
    “You know his brother?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kirby said. “Well, not really. He was the GM for us. Well, I only played under him a few times. His brother was sick that night you and Byeol and Marigold showed up, for your college paper.” 
 
    “There’s something Kalgore and Lysine aren’t saying. Did Kalgore’s brother know that GM that sent us here?” 
 
    Kirby shrugged. “I don’t think so. First time I saw him was that night. Kalgore thought he recognized the guy, at first, and was a little upset. Then told me it wasn’t who he thought it was.” 
 
    “Once we get Byeol back,” Glenn said, “we’ll confront Lysine when Kalgore’s not around.” 
 
    Kirby said, “Someone’s coming again.” 
 
    “You hear pretty well.” 
 
    “Not as good as Marigold.” Kirby’s eyebrows rose and he grinned sheepishly. “Trust me. She can hear a mumble a mile away.” 
 
    Glenn slapped his friend on the back. “Don’t forget, she can hear through Petie’s ears, when she wants to.” 
 
    “Do birds have ears?” Kirby smiled wickedly. “Tough question. Probably should ask Kalgore.” 
 
    They both laughed, then fell silent when someone knocked. 
 
    Two servants dressed in a yellow jerkins and brown trousers carried Kim’s body in on a stretcher. Without making eye contact with either Kirby or Glenn, they placed the stretcher on the plush cot, leaving Kim’s head nearer the door and with her feet closer to the window. They then exited the room, pulling the door closed behind them. 
 
    Kim wasn’t wrapped in the crude canvas tarp or any cloth. Instead they’d clothed her in a white, thick cotton gown. Her hair was clean and brushed and her eyes and mouth were closed. She could’ve been asleep. 
 
    The sight of her brought back the battle against the goblins and ogre. Glenn gripped his knees as he sat silently, thinking. It seemed like years ago, instead of fewer than two weeks. 
 
    “You know,” Kirby said, “with the Tether Spell working, that means her soul is probably in the room.” 
 
    Both the gnome and half-goblin looked around. 
 
    “Of course,” the thief continued, “if me or you was a high priest, we could probably cast a spell to talk with her. Might even be able to see her.” 
 
    “Let’s just hope that high priest can cast the revive spell,” Glenn said. 
 
    Kirby let loose with a grim laugh. “Let’s just hope they don’t try to screw us over, and claim we got the wrong magic item.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Without knocking, High Priest Rullio entered the room. Glenn jumped in his seat, but Kirby didn’t. He’d heard them coming. 
 
    The priest shuffled over to stand at the head of the cot. After Ron, Derek and Stephi filed into the room and took their places along the bench, the servant entered and closed the door. 
 
    “Is he gonna cast the Revive the Dead Spell?” Kirby whispered to Ron.  
 
    The warrior druid nodded and put his finger to his lips. 
 
    Stephi ignored Ron’s gesture. She crouched down and whispered, “He’s letting us watch, only if we’re quiet and don’t interfere.” 
 
    The priest glanced her way then back down at Kim. He handed his staff to the manservant, lifted the gold chain holding the symbol of Apollo from around his neck and held the medallion in both hands. 
 
    Staring out the open window, he began to speak. 
 
    Glenn couldn’t figure what he was saying. It sounded like gibberish, like a mix of French and Russian. The healer reflected that people probably didn’t understand what he said when he performed an incantation. Really, it was a sequence of syllables that he had to say with precise pronunciation, inflection and timing. 
 
    The high priest went on for over two minutes. Made sense, Glenn thought, why he needed silence and to not be distracted. One stutter or inappropriate pause could ruin the spell. 
 
    Then the old priest placed his right hand on Kim’s forehead and the gold Apollo symbol on top of that, and then pressed his left hand atop the symbol. 
 
    He uttered a few more unintelligible phrases and lifted his hands. 
 
    Kim’s eyes opened and she sucked in a breath. 
 
    And then, she gasped, stiffened, and began shaking, like she was suffering a seizure. 
 
    The priest watched, a frown crossing his face. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Stephi asked, grabbing her friend’s right hand. 
 
    Kim’s body ceased moving, and her eyes closed. 
 
    Kirby looked up at Ron. “Failed system shock survival?” 
 
    “What?” Stephi asked. 
 
    Ron struggled to get the words out. “Sh-sh-she failed her Sys--system Shock Saving Throw.” 
 
    Stephi spun on Ron, then looked back at the priest. “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    Kirby took Stephi’s hands, lifting them from her friend’s, tears filling his yellow eyes. “She didn’t make it.” 
 
    Along Stephi’s right thigh, a burst of light appeared, like a muted flashbulb, then faded. 
 
    Kirby jumped back. “Dude!” 
 
    Glenn was stunned, trying to comprehend that after all they’d done, they still failed Kim. He tried to settle in his mind that she was truly dead…because of some random number generation game rule tied to this world. 
 
    She was dead. 
 
    The old high priest’s eyes widened. He was caught in the middle slipping the gold chain over his head when the light burst occurred. 
 
    Stephi gently tapped her pants, then reached into her pocket and withdrew the Alexandrite gem. In the sunlight it sparkled a blueish green. 
 
    The high priest stepped around the table. Both Ron and Kirby stepped back, giving him room to approach Stephi. He held out his right hand. “May I examine your gemstone?” 
 
    Confused, caught between grief and surprise, Stephi nodded and handed it to the old man. 
 
    He murmured an incantation and held the gem clasped between his hands. After a few seconds with his eyes closed, he lifted it to his right eye, and looked at, or into, the three-eighths inch gemstone. 
 
    He turned and examined Kim’s pale face and then he peered once again into the gem. 
 
    “Odd,” he said, and held up a hand, signaling for the five people staring at him to remain silent. 
 
    He mumbled another incantation. After another moment, he pursed his lips, then licked them. Apparently coming to a conclusion he said, “It is fortunate, or unfortunate, depending on your friend’s perspective, that you, my fair elf maiden…” He glanced up at Stephi. “That you were in possession of a vacant soul gem.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    The five party members sat huddled in their cramped room at the Glade House. 
 
    “I don’t care,” Derek said. “Next time there’s anything of value for party treasure, I’m carrying it.” 
 
    “Dude,” Kirby said, hunched down across from the muscular warrior. “Byeol is Marigold’s friend. It’s lucky for her that she possessed it.” 
 
    “What, dude,” Derek retorted. “You saying she wouldn’t like me?” 
 
    “I do not believe that is the case,” Ron said, seated on the floor to Derek’s right. “One of my characters possessed a soul gem, and from what Marigold has shared, the one she possesses functions much the same way. 
 
    “Unless Marigold dies, or we hire a priest to cast an Exorcism Spell upon the gem, Byeol’s soul is bound to Marigold, the possessor of the soul gem when her friend entered it. That arrangement cannot be altered. Thus, what kind of friendship you might have established is useless to debate.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kirby said. “And as long as Marigold possesses the soul gem, she gets Byeol’s hit points added to hers. She’s a first rank magic user. You’re a fighter. Who needs them more?” 
 
    Ron nodded. 
 
    “Plus,” Kirby continued. “She’ll be able to fight like a warrior monk. You’re already a warrior. You don’t need that.” 
 
    Derek scowled. “Hey, as a fighter, that means I’ll be up front. Taking damage. Those hit points could make a difference when the chips are down. And all we have is the elf’s word on what Byeol says, or wants.” He shot a finger at Ron. “Wait, let me finish.” 
 
    Ron tipped his head, indicating for Derek to continue. 
 
    “If we managed to capture the soul of a powerful magic user or cleric, we could use their power to help us get home, or at least find a way.” 
 
    Stephi, sitting cross-legged next to Glenn, began to breathe pretty hard, building up a head of steam. 
 
    Glenn laid a reassuring hand on her leg. “Remember what the high priest said, Kalgore?” Glenn said. “He communicated with Byeol. He said she chose to enter the gem.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Stephi said, practically snarling. “Byeol has a fiancé. She said if she goes back with us, she’ll be alive there, with us.” 
 
    “She doesn’t know that,” Derek said. 
 
    Stephi rolled her eyes. “How do you know what she does or doesn’t know?” 
 
    Kirby’s croaking voice cut in. “What I want to know,” he said, slamming his fist on the floor, “is what you, Lysine, and you, Kalgore, know about why we’re here.” 
 
    Glenn met each of the warriors’ eyes. “Me too. You guys know something you’re not sharing.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Stephi said. “Knowing why we’re here might help us figure out how to get home.” 
 
   


  
 



Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Kirby tossed his fishing line into the Snake Claw River. The string, cork bobber and hook hadn’t cost him more than a few iron coins. The pole? He hacked it from a tree with his cutlass, a tree not too distant from the willow he, Glenn and Marigold were resting under. The party had buried Kim under that willow tree, opposite the river. 
 
    The Apollo high priest had blessed Kim’s body so that no cleric or magic user wielding necromantic spells could animate her corpse. They dug deep and lined the grave with stones, and covered her body with stones before topping it with soil. Ron used his druidic knowledge and spellcraft to hasten the growth of flowers and grass to conceal the unmarked grave. 
 
    They, the five, transported from another world, were the only ones who knew its location. Everyone except Derek had kept a lock of Kim’s straight, dark hair. 
 
    The grave and designated fishing spot was less than a half mile from Three Hills City. Stephi said Snake Claw was a stupid name for a river. Nobody argued. Except Kirby said it was a cooler name than Three Hills City. 
 
    “I got two worms left,” Kirby said. “No more for your bird.” 
 
    Stephi smiled beneath the broad brimmed, straw hat she’d borrowed from Keri. When the abnormally beautiful elf tipped it just right, she could hide most of her face, and avoid stares. Well a lot of stares. There wasn’t much she could do about her abundant chest that didn’t require something long and heavy. The day was too nice for that. Too hot, especially without the willow tree’s shade. 
 
    The blue jay whistled and chirped. 
 
    Stephi smiled. “He says—” 
 
    Glenn cut her off. “He’s saying I should dig more worms.” 
 
    Without taking his eyes from his bobber floating in the weak eddy that had carved a small pool into the river bank, Kirby said, “You should’ve gotten a parrot or myna bird for a familiar, so people besides you and Jax could understand him.” 
 
    “The GM rolled and…” Stephi’s voice trailed off as she bit her bottom lip. “Do you really believe Kalgore’s story?” 
 
    Glenn wasn’t so sure. According to Derek, his older brother stole a bank deposit bag from behind the counter at the occult bookstore near campus. Derek was just there with his brother, looking at crystal necklaces for a girl in his biology class, and didn’t know what his brother was up to. 
 
    The GM looked a lot like the owner of the bookstore. Ron surmised an older sibling, and they, meaning him, Kim, Ron, Derek, Glenn and Kirby, were thrown into this aberrant concurrent world for payback. 
 
    That didn’t make sense to Glenn. The main culprit wasn’t among those sent to this world. Ron said he and everyone else, except for Derek, was collateral damage. 
 
    Derek said he and his brother spent the money on spring break, and they were both pretty much broke. 
 
    Glenn plucked a broad blade of grass and began tearing it into shreds, trying to decide if he believed Derek’s story, or at least his version of it. “Sending a bunch of people to an alternate reality or world,” Glenn said, not able to remember exactly what Ron called it. “Just for stealing some money. Seems pretty extreme.” 
 
    Kirby shrugged, still watching his bobber. “My dad’s a cop. He says people kill other people for a lot less than what Derek’s brother stole. Sometimes for ten bucks worth of drugs, or for being disrespected.” 
 
    “I think Kalgore was in on stealing the money more than he admits,” Stephi said, rubbing Petie’s throat with her finger. Her familiar’s favorite perch seemed to be on her left shoulder. 
 
    Glenn asked Kirby, “Do you really agree with Lysine, that a Transport Spell won’t work?” 
 
    “Yeah, dude. That spell transports you from one place to another place instantly, sure. But not from like one plane of existence to another.” He shrugged. “Even if it did work, think about it. We’d probably just be transported back like we are. Same if we got someone to Plane Walk us back—assuming we could find someone who could find our world.” 
 
    Kirby laughed. “Me and you, Glenn, could become carnies, or get a job in a freak show.” He glanced back over his shoulder, up at Marigold, leaning against the willow tree’s trunk. “You could probably be a movie star, Marigold. Being an elf, you’d be young for centuries.” 
 
    “Do you see these?” she said, lifting her breasts. 
 
    Kirby looked back at his bobber, his head ducking a little. 
 
    Stephi laughed. “Movies? Probably in the porn industry.” 
 
    The three sat in silence.  
 
    “Freak show or not,” Glenn said, “at least we’d be home.” 
 
    Kirby shrugged his shoulders. “I know you all are really focused on it, and I’ll help anyway I can, but…” 
 
    Glenn knew. Kirby wasn’t happy with his life back in the real world. Maybe it was because he was a young teen, and in the alternate world he was an adult, and free from whatever problems he had. If he was willing to exchange that life for this one… 
 
    Stephi pulled off her boots and socks, and stretched out her long legs. “I wish we knew if Derek’s brother will repay the money he stole—if that’s the reason for us getting stuck here.” She sighed. “If It’d get us back.” 
 
    “What’d you say?” Kirby asked, his voice sounding distracted. 
 
    I said, “I wish we—” 
 
    Kirby yanked back on his fishing pole, hooking a fish. “That’s it!” 
 
    Glenn discarded the shredded piece of grass and got to his feet. “Good work.”  
 
    “No,” Kirby said, standing and lifting the fourteen-inch catfish out of the water. “Wish! A Wish Spell!” 
 
    “The game has those?” Glenn asked. 
 
    “Sure,” the half-goblin thief said, the excitement draining from his face and his voice. 
 
    Stephi was on her feet too. “What is it, Gurk?” 
 
    “Well, wishes, they’re like pretty much impossible to get.” 
 
    “Pretty much impossible?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, I think you need to be like a twentieth rank magic user,” he said, “to even have a chance of casting one. And it’s probably a rare spell. Anyone who has it won’t share.” 
 
    Stories and movies, even kids’ movies, came to Glenn’s mind. “What about a jeanie in a bottle?” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose,” Kirby said. “But creatures like that, they’re not really on your side. They’ll twist whatever you wish for.” 
 
    Undeterred, Glenn pushed aside thoughts of the horror movies he’d seen with wish spells as a driving plot element. “What if we think it through and word the wish carefully?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Kirby said. “I think the Game Master Guide has rings of wishes too.” 
 
    Marigold lunged forward, grabbed Kirby and embraced him in a crushing hug. “You’re so brilliant, my little man!” 
 
    Kirby dropped his fishing pole. The catfish flopped on the ground several feet from the water. His hands braced against the buxom elf’s stomach as he tied to push away. His muffled voice complained, “I can’t breathe.” 
 
    “Grab your fish,” Stephi said to Kirby after releasing him. “Jax, you’re riding piggy back.” 
 
    “What for?” Glenn asked, not thrilled with the idea. 
 
    “Because, Jax, I wanna get back to town and see what Lysine thinks.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed Outpost, try Flank Hawk, book one of the First Civilization’s Legacy series. 
 
      
 
    Want to keep up with news about Terry’s work? Sign up for his newsletter and get free fiction when you confirm your subscription! 
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