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PROLOGUE










The old church was busy this night. It was being used as a makeshift shelter for the orphaned and homeless, as well as a place for the clerics to tend the wounded. The raids had been taking place for the past three nights and the townsfolk were scared. The town guard had suffered great losses trying to stop them.

One such orphan was sitting by herself in the corner of the church. She normally liked company and had been helping the other children, but tonight she wanted privacy as she was going to pray for help. She had never prayed before and thought it was silly; in fact, she had never even been inside the church before these attacks. Knowing however, that her uncle Steve had been killed in the first attack and that she had nobody else to look after her, the guard Captain had left her here. She had watched many people praying to Lord Bob to save them, but the raiders had still come and kidnapped people nonetheless.

She had been thinking to herself that praying to a god was stupid. "God's don't save you, people save you. However, Lord Bob may well know some people who can help them."





CHAPTER 1




Dark Plans

Igor shuffled along the plushly carpeted corridor as fast as his mangled leg would allow him, to his Master's viewing chamber. His Master had been anxiously waiting for his most hated enemies to resurface for weeks now, and Igor had just received word from their network of spies that The Group had indeed reappeared again. The method in which The Group kept disappearing and reappearing in new locations around Dragonia was as concerning as it was impressive, he had to admit begrudgingly. It was not a teleportation spell, that much was certain. His Master had cast a spell of spying on them many times before and the trace would have remained on them if they had teleported.

No, this was definitely different. Sometimes they seemed to be gone for several weeks at a time. Their initial assumption was that they had created a secret pocket dimension in space somewhere, but these could only be small and would be incredibly taxing on a wizard trying to maintain a liveable environment, so that could not be the answer. Their enemies seemed to be able to disappear and reappear anywhere at will. It was a secret, Igor and his Master were desperately trying to solve before they inevitably cross paths again. His Master liked to plan everything down to the finest detail and he did not want any surprises to threaten their grand scheme.

Igor finally arrived at his destination, the Viewing Room. The door appeared simple enough, just a basic wooden door with a small square panel in it at head height. However, this door was protected by deadly magical traps that would kill any uninvited visitor in the most painful ways imaginable. He pressed the button on the wall next to the door apprehensively and awaited permission to enter. He had once made the mistake of blundering in unannounced into his Master's study, back in the early days of his apprenticeship, and was almost killed for his rudeness!

That was over fifty years ago now, but he still remembered the lesson. After a few minutes his Master told him to enter, Igor placed his hand on the panel in the centre of the door and waited for the familiar vibration as the magic door verified his identity. He shuddered involuntarily as he recalled the time that Darth, his Master's previous apprentice had accidentally touched the same door many years ago without permission, the smell afterwards was horrendous and it took weeks to dissipate. The carpet had to be changed in the end, no amount of cleaning could remove the stain. Darth's misfortune ended up being Igor's good fortune though, as he was promoted to the role of Main Apprentice following the melting incident. Igor was immediately pulled away from his happy memory of tripping Darth, as the door opened and he walked apprehensively into the room.

The Viewing Room was one of his Master's most amazing accomplishments. At first glance, you could be forgiven for thinking that it was open to the world on one side, but in fact, his Master had created a screen that would allow him to view almost any place in Dragonia. Igor and his Master had placed scrying spells on dozens of small rocks and had scattered them in various strategic position around Dragonia. They could then attune the view screen to whatever location they chose and it would show them the current events that were occurring in that precise area. It was a brilliant piece of magic and gave them a huge tactical advantage over their enemies.

His Master, the dark elf necromancer called Boris, was sitting at his desk writing notes on the map that he had been working on for weeks. At a quick glance you could be mistaken for thinking that Boris was a young dark elf, but if you were able to look at him long enough, without him killing you for staring, you would see that he was considerably older than he first appeared. His face had several lines around his dead, vacant eyes. His skin was not as taut around his face as it was a few hundred years ago and his white hair had thinned out enough to reveal a small bald patch. Although visually Boris was an old dark elf (650 years old if the rumours were to be believed), mentally and physically he was more formidable now than ever.

Igor was also a dark elf necromancer, but the similarities between the Master and apprentice ended there. Igor was much younger, a mere one hundred and fifty-seven years old. A boy compared to Boris, but you wouldn't think it to look at him. He was horribly scarred over a lot of his body, especially his face. His left leg was twisted and left him with a very pronounced limp, which was not complemented in any way by his hunchback. All injuries which had occurred during a previous encounter with The Group.

"Master I have located them again," said Igor triumphantly.

"Seeing as it was during your incompetent watch that you lost them, I see no reason for your delight Igor," replied Boris, his voice dripping with scorn.

"Yes Master, I apologise, but I am pleased to say I have located them for you now."

"Well? Where are they then? Hurry up you moron!" shouted Boris.

"Yes Master, they are at the base of Mount Doom, sir. They suddenly appeared in the campsite a few minutes ago" Igor said quickly so as not to aggravate his master any further.

"How the bloody hell did they get there without us seeing them approach?" Boris exclaimed in disbelief. "I've been studying these foul creatures for over twenty years now, and I still don't know all of their secrets! Quickly, adjust the view screen you idiot!"

Igor limped over to the crystal ball on the shelf by the side of the view screen, placed his scarred hand on the sphere and thought of the camp-site at the base of Mount Doom, where the Dragon had its lair. The screen blurred and refocused on a group of five people happily laughing and joking around a campfire eating a meal as if they were safely at home, not within a mile of the lair of the great red Dragon, Blaze. Their arrogance was offensive to Boris, he was determined to make them pay for it eventually - if Blaze didn't punish them first.

As Boris thought about The Group, his mind wandered as it often did, back to the times he had fought them before. Twice, in the last thirty years, he had encountered this cursed group of do-gooders. Twice he had barely escaped with his life. They had destroyed or dispersed his glorious undead army on both occasions with pitiful ease, nearly killing Igor in the process. It was an embarrassing defeat for him on both occasions. Nobody had managed to best him before, but this band of adventurers were different. They were organised, loyal and utterly efficient in battle.

This time he had the measure of them though. This time he had a devious plan. For little did they know that he had invented a way of watching and listening to them (apart from when they seemingly vanished into thin air). He had discovered much about each of them over the last few years, and he knew that victory was ultimately going to be his. He knew that this was going to be The Group's last quest; they were getting old, and this was their swan song.

Either they would be destroyed by the Dragon, or if they defeated the beast then they were going to retire, allowing Boris to carry out his master plan to destroy as many of the foul humans and elves of Dragonia as possible. This time he would win whatever the outcome.





CHAPTER 2




Early Encounters

Igor watched his master whilst he studied the screen. Boris had always been so intense and serious, but he had been even more on edge since The Group had vanished into thin air, again! But now his usual cold, calculating demeanour was coming back and Igor was pleased. They had been patiently planning and increasing their power base for the last twenty years, since their last disastrous encounter with The Group.

Igor had been sorely injured during that battle. Although his master was a great wizard, he was not a cleric of Lady Edna and did not have the power of healing. He would forever be cursed with his injuries. Igor suspected that Boris hadn't used his strongest potion of healing on purpose either. It made him less of a threat. Options were slim for Igor when it came to healing, it wasn't as if a dark elf could walk into a temple and ask a cleric to heal him! Lady Edna didn't have as many clerics as Lord Bob. She considered it a sign of weakness to heal people, rather favouring a survival of the fittest mentality.

Boris and Igor learned from their battles though and after their humiliating defeat last time, they had begun setting in motion the events that would eventually see the dark elves take their rightful place as the dominant species in Dragonia.

Boris had been creating several storage spaces within pocket dimensions, all around Dragonia, filling them with undead soldiers. Just waiting for the opportunity to strike. Maintaining these places wasn't particularly taxing on Boris, as they didn't need to worry about feeding the occupants, or indeed keeping them alive, seeing as they were already dead of course! It was a long-reaching plan that was still in it's early stages and far from completion. In fact, it wouldn't see fruition for many more decades yet, but both Boris and Igor had plenty of time to wait and to execute their plan precisely, given that dark elves could live for over a thousand years. Invariably though, another dark elf would kill them before they get anywhere near that age. In fact, Boris was probably one of the oldest dark elves alive today.

Lady Edna has brought the dark elf race into being a thousand years ago, along with various other species during the time of creation. This period in Dragonia's history was when The Dragon War had raged across the land. During this time the gods created many races to fight for them. Lord Bob created the elves, dwarves, halflings and humans, whilst his sister had countered his actions by making dark elves, orcs, and goblins. After The Dragon War ended, when the gods themselves took to the field and nearly destroyed the world in the process, Lady Edna's forces had largely retreated underground. In the case of the dark elves, very deep underground; safely away from the gaze of the surface dwellers, the dark elves thrived. Accomplishing many feats and discovering new dark magics, which they called Necromancy. There had been many necromancers over the centuries, but none were as great as Boris. Igor was petrified of him, but also proud to be his apprentice.

Boris looked intently at the viewing wall, fully aware that Igor was studying him. No doubt looking for a sign of weakness but he wouldn't find one. Boris had had many apprentices over his long life, and a few had been stupid enough to try to kill him. They had failed miserably and Boris had been forced to destroy them. This was the way of his race, he thought with a sigh. So short-sighted, no sense of the big picture. His race could easily rule the world if they could just work together, instead of seeing everyone as a threat to be eliminated. Although, he had to admit to himself that he was a bit of a hypocrite in that regard because he hadn't healed Igor fully from his injuries, purposefully in order to stop him from becoming a threat a few decades ago.

The dark elf society structure became primarily about power, and whomever had the most powerful magic would lead them. They were an incredibly ambitious race but their tendency to fight each other stopped them from achieving greatness. Boris was a notable exception to this rule, he had no desire to rule the dark elves, politics bored him. All he cared about was the magic; oh, and of course killing everybody living on the surface of Dragonia!

Boris's speciality was Necromancy, although he was more than capable in all magic to some degree. He had been challenged many times and had defeated all of his enemies, with the notable exception of The Group on the view screen of course. Oh how he despised them!

The first time he had encountered The Group was when they had invaded his underground lair just below the surface of Dragonia, some twenty nine years ago. As his long life had already spanned many centuries, the memory was still fresh in his mind and he could recall the disastrous events of that cursed day perfectly. He was building his glorious undead army and had been sending out a number of his skeletons, zombies and ghouls at night to attack the nearby town of Camberley Green, high up on the surface. He wasn't aware of the adventuring party in town until it was already to late.

In truth even if he had of known he wouldn't have been worried, he had seen off many such adventurers over the centuries. In fact several of his own undead army had even once tried to kill him at one time or another, to no avail! But this band were different, they were organised, young and full of energy. They had killed many of his advance group easily, and had then tracked the stragglers back to his underground lair.

The particular area that he was using for this advance group was little more than a large open cavern. Boris hadn't expected to be mounting a defence here and had been poorly prepared. The Group had a human cleric of some power with them, who seemed to excel at destroying the zombies and skeletons. He would do so by holding aloft his holy symbol and chanting to Lord Bob, immediately turning the undead to ash. The more powerful members of his army managed to resist the clerics destructive power but couldn't survive against the onslaught from neither the human wizard or the magic weapons the other fighters used.

Before he knew it the party had dispensed with the majority of his force and were now advancing on his only defensive position at the back of the cavern. He hadn't been challenged like this in many years and for a split second he had considered teleporting away to safety, but quickly cleared that thought from his mind, preparing to fight. He wasn't overly worried as he was confident that he had enough protection around him to kill this annoying band, or so he had thought.

The human wizard unleashed a blast of lightning from a wand he carried, but the blast had just fizzled on Boris's defensive magic shield. Boris returned in kind as the fighters ran to his position. The three invaders charging at him were an elf, a dwarf and a halfling (that sounds like the beginning of a good joke he thought to himself with a sly smile on his face). He hated all these races, but hated dwarves more so than any other, so he aimed directly at the dwarf and let rip! To his delight the foul creature was blasted back several feet with a huge smoking hole deep in his chest. One down and two to go Boris thought.

This was going to be fun he thought to himself and he laughed as both the elf and halfling stopped, running back to their fallen friend. His laughter was cut short however as several Magic Missiles slammed directly into him, knocking him on his back; evidently, his magic shield didn't work on that spell! He would have to adjust it next time he thought, still confident in his ability to win this battle. Boris rose slowly to his feet just in time to receive a Fireball to the face. This time his shield took the brunt of the attack but some of the heat got through and burned his face badly, as the magic protection shield began to fail. For the first time in his life Boris was worried, his shield was down, he was badly hurt and he could see the fighters running at him once again while the cleric prayed over the dwarf's lifeless body. Boris's survival instincts took over and he teleported away in shame, to his back up lair where Igor was preparing his second wave of troops. At least I killed that stinking dwarf! Or so he had thought.

It had taken many years for Boris to come to terms with his first defeat. He regrouped and rebuilt his army, a necromancer can always build an army with ease and Igor was also becoming adept at raising zombies, he had to admit. He would have to keep an eye on Igor, just to ensure that his powers do not grow beyond his own, thought Boris. The second attack on his lair had happened before he had even had the chance to start sending out the forces to cause chaos and mayhem on the world above. Boris was on a ledge overlooking the cavern with his two new vampire bodyguards, Bart and Arnie. He had decided, after THAT defeat, that he would need some extra protection, just in case.

His rivals (including Igor) might have taken the defeat as a sign of weakness and attempt to kill him. Vampires made excellent bodyguards, as long as his mind-control link could be maintained. It was of course essential to supply them with a steady supply of victims to feed upon. Bart and Arnie were compliant enough, and they took their job very seriously; although, they seemed to do everything together, including sharing a double coffin!

The invaders had emerged from a tunnel on the far side of the cavern. Boris recognised The Group immediately, even from his position on the opposite side of the lair and didn't know how they could have found him. Unless it was a coincidence, but he didn't believe in coincidences. Boris knew his main soldiers would be destroyed in short order, and sure enough the blasted no good cleric raised his holy symbol and prayed to his stupid god, Lord Bob. The cavern was suddenly so bright it hurt his eyes.

When the light faded his force was a pile of dust, even the ghouls and wraiths had been utterly destroyed! Bart and Arnie seemed unaffected, although they certainly didn't like the bright light. The cursed cleric had clearly grown in power over the past nine years! Igor then emerged at the mouth of the tunnel beneath Boris's ledge, a wand at the ready.

"Let's destroy them Master! Make them pay!" Igor called

"Indeed" replied Boris. A smile creeping onto his face as a wand had magically also now appeared in his hand. The dark elves pointed their wands at The Group taking aim. The invader's leader had shouted "spread!" and with surprising speed the five adventurers split up, the cleric and wizard moved diagonally backwards, the elf and halfling went diagonally forwards, leaving only the seemingly resurrected dwarf in the middle.

"Clever gits," Boris had thought, "can't get them all in a single spell now. But at least that manoeuver meant that their wizard couldn't get an attack off immediately."

The dark elves cast their spells, Boris sent a Lightning Bolt towards the dwarf again and Igor sent a Fireball towards one third of the group "hah!" Igor had shouted as the spells hit. The Lightning Bolt hit the dwarf full in the chest, killing him AGAIN! The Fireball then engulfed the wizard and cleric along with the dead dwarf, just for good measure. Boris had waited for the smoke to clear. He heard swearing, coughing and shouting and had smirked to himself.

He remembered looking down to Igor and said, "Let's finish these pathetic worms."

"Indeed," Igor had replied with a gleeful look on his face.

But as they turned back towards the attackers, and before they could raise their wands, a Fireball had hit them both. The spell had fizzled on Boris's magic shield, however, Igor and the vampires weren't so lucky.

Igor had screamed in pain as he frantically rolled in the dirt trying to extinguish the flames. Just when it couldn't get any worse for Igor the rock ledge above collapsed onto him, burying him in rubble and charred vampires. Boris had also fallen down onto the floor below but this in itself was actually fortuitous, as just after he fell, a lightning bolt had slammed into the rock wall where the ledge had previously been. This however led to more debris falling on both of them.

Boris had known they were in trouble; Igor was down, Bart and Arnie didn't look in good shape (although they were already technically dead before) and the invaders were rapidly advancing on them. As much as he hated it, he had to once again retreat. With a sigh and a heavy heart he had grabbed hold of Igor's ankle (it was the only part of Igor he could see) and teleported them away.

Bart and Arnie would have to make their own way back.

Over the years, since that fateful day, Boris had been busy spending his time plotting, rebuilding, creating pocket storage dimensions and researching into The Group almost obsessively, and had indeed found out a great deal about them. Although to be fair, it wasn't hard to find out a great deal of information about them as they were now becoming legendary, wiping out all that they faced with impunity.

They were led, it appeared by a half-elf ranger called Clive. He looked like any other ugly surface elf, as far as Boris was concerned. All blonde hair, blue eyes and cheekbones.

Clive was taller than most elves though at six feet tall, no doubt a trait from his human heritage. Boris knew that he was a master tactician, despite his views on his stupid appearance. Boris had overheard someone saying that Clive was over one hundred years old, which was considered middle age for a half-elf. From a distance, Clive was deadly with a bow and favoured two long swords in close combat, which he was equally lethal with. Boris had observed many battles where Clive had been involved, and on the rare occasion an enemy managed to strike Clive, the sneaky fine chain mail armour he wore under his cloak deflected all blows.

What a detestable creature thought Boris.

Equally detestable was the human wizard who was largely responsible for his earlier defeats, as well as Igor's injuries. His name was Arthur. A diminutive figure for a human, he was only about five feet six inches tall, but he certainly wasn't lacking in power. He had more magic items about his person than Boris had ever seen.

Boris had once cast a Detect Magic spell on Arthur and was almost blinded!

At fifty-five Arthur was also old enough to be considered past middle age for a human. He looked older though, as years of constant magic use had evidently taken its toll on him. He was almost completely bald with a long white beard. Boris thought he looked a bit of a wizard cliché, to be honest. He was the hardest to gain information on though, as he was incredibly secretive. Boris had however listened in on many conversations between The Group, and found out that Arthur had created a pocket dimension for them, which they called Haven. Boris had tried to locate the entrance portal to Haven many times but had failed. It was a source of frustration because he couldn't believe, in his arrogance, that this human wizard could be more competent than him. To create a magic living space was impressive indeed and a feat far beyond that of any human.

Although, Boris had stolen the idea for himself and had created several of his own, more basic versions of these secret places for his plan.

The third member of The Group was a female halfling thief called Tina. She lied about her age, but Boris thought she was likely in her early fifties. As a halfling, Tina was obviously the shortest of the band at three feet nine inches, but she wasn't to be underestimated. She hadn't really featured in the encounters between Boris and The Group, but over the years since he had observed many of The Group's other battles, and she seemed a surprisingly formidable opponent. Often she would seem to disappear and reappear behind a target and strike a deathblow with her two daggers, killing her foe instantly. Tina was more like a dark elf assassin thought Boris, which in his mind was a huge compliment. She wore a fine set of leather armour that possessed very strong defensive magic and Boris had never seen an enemy actually land a blow on her at all.

The next member of The Group was Dave, the dwarf. He was in fact the same dwarf that Boris had killed twice previously. Dave, it seemed, apparently had a knack for getting himself killed, repeatedly. Boris had watched Dave die in all manner of ways over the years, including stabbing, several spells, trampling by horses, beheading, poisons and Boris's own personal favourite, being smashed like a golf ball into the side of a mountain by a frost giant!

He came back to life every time.

Largely this was due to the cleric bringing him back from the dead. This was certainly true in the early years, but recently Boris had noticed something very curious about the dwarf. He seemed to come back to life of his own accord now. In fact, the cleric didn't even bother going to him when he died anymore. It was almost as if Lord Bob had given up on him. In a way, he appeared to be immortal. To Boris, he appeared to look like every dwarf he had ever had the misfortune to encounter. Ridiculous beard, and short and smelly. Boris wondered if dwarves were born with beards? Even the females had beards! That's just wrong, thought Boris with a shudder. When he was alive Dave liked to use a battle-axe, although as far as Boris could tell he rarely killed anything and his axe was the shiniest weapon he had ever seen, almost as if it were brand new.

That left the last of this cursed group, the human cleric named Geoff. At six feet four inches he was the tallest of the group and whilst he looked calm, kind and peaceful, Geoff was perhaps the biggest threat to his army of the whole group. As a cleric he could call upon Lord Bob's power to destroy the undead. This Holy Power had become more potent and could reach further distances as the cleric gained in years, strength and experience. As Boris had witnessed the last time they met, Geoff was a significant threat indeed and he had grown in power even more considerably since then. Geoff though, like the rest of The Group was aging, now at around fifty-five, Boris thought that he would soon be retiring too.

As Boris watched The Group on the view screen, he had to admit that despite being his most hated of enemies, and the only enemies to ever best him, he had the utmost respect for them. As an adventuring band they were unbeatable. They just got more powerful with every encounter. Every time they defeated a bigger Dragon, for example, it meant they gained bigger treasure rewards.

Yes, they gave a large amount of the money away, but they kept the most powerful magic items they found, which in turn made them more powerful. In the end, Boris had come to the conclusion that the best thing to do, was to use the one advantage he had over them. His dark elf age. Even though he was over six centuries old (he stopped counting decades ago) he would still outlive every member of The Group. This was his ultimate plan, let them have the glory and the treasure and then let them fade into legend.

When the time was right he would unleash his undead army all over Dragonia and there would be nobody left to stop him this time.





CHAPTER 3




The Last Campfire

The Group were settled around the campfire enjoying each other's company. They hadn't actually done this for many years, not since they had created Haven. But as this was going to be their last adventure as a party, they had decided to do this quest the old fashioned way. It had been a week of mixed emotions for the old friends, as they had been together for over thirty years now and were more like a family. They had given their lives to adventuring (quite literally in Dave's case) and had no real family to speak of, but they had each other. They were unique as an adventuring party, as they still consisted of the same original five members, even after all this time. They were the stuff of legend now, but even legends fade away and their time to fade was getting close. By their own admission, they were getting too old to battle like they once did and they wanted to end on their own terms.

This last quest that they had decided to undertake, was to rid the world of the great red Dragon, Blaze. The beast had recently awoken from a particularly long sleep and had been terrorising the area around the town of Newtown for days. Large parts of the town had been burned down, many were dead. As well as the Dragon causing problems, there had been stories of repeated raids on the town and many people had been reported as missing. The Group had heard about the disaster and had come to put an end to the beast, whilst investigating the raids to see if the two incidents were linked.

Newtown was situated in a valley near the base of Mount Doom. Blaze's lair was located within the heart of the mountain itself. The entrance that The Group would use to gain access to the lair was about halfway up the mountain. The main passage the Dragon itself used was much higher up, but was inaccessible without flying or teleportation spells.

The Group had decided to travel to the smaller entrance, despite the fact that it was almost certainly guarded and trapped.

Dave and Tina had drawn the short straws and were tasked with preparing their evening meal. They didn't really mind though as it gave them the chance to chit-chat. Of the five friends, Dave and Tina had built the closest relationship; they thought of each other as siblings, and always enjoyed each other's company.

"Hey Tina, when was the last time we actually all sat around a campfire and ate a meal?" asked Dave while he stirred the stew pot.

"Ooh, not for a few years now. Not since the poisoning incident probably," smirked Tina as she gathered the bowls and spoons.

"Oh, ha-ha," said Dave sarcastically, "I'll have you know that poison gave me terrible wind for days, once I came back to life of course!"

"Don't we know it!" said Tina, giggling.

Dave looked cross for a moment, before he too began chuckling.

Arthur came over then and sat down beside Tina, "Stew smells good, what are you two finding so funny?"

"Dave dying from poisoned mushrooms the last time we camped out," Tina replied before having another fit of giggles.

"Ah yes, I remember that one," said Arthur with a smile. "Was that before or after he fell down the well and broke his neck?" he added, filling his bowl as he sat down next to them.

Tina couldn't control herself at that comment. Dave's unfortunate record of deaths was a constant source of hilarity for them all and especially for her.

"Oi Grandpa!" said Dave, pointed a stubby finger at Arthur. "My deaths aren't for your amusement you know."

"Sure they are," Geoff joked as he sat down alongside Dave, grabbing a bowl himself. "Remember the time you got thrown from your horse and hit your head on that rock? We all then hid while you came back to life and you couldn't find us. That was a funny one wasn't it?"

That started Tina and Arthur off again.

Clive joined them in their meal, "Not as funny as the time when Dave was killed by a crossbow, but was so groggy when he came back to life he fell off that cliff! That's my personal favourite."

Tina spat out a mouthful of food as she fell about in hysterics.

"You're all bastards, you know that?" huffed Dave. "You'll miss me when I'm gone."

"You'll never be gone!" said Arthur. "You're bloody immortal!"

That set them all off again including Dave this time.

It was at this moment that Boris had started watching them. Seeing them laughing and joking angered him greatly.

After several minutes the laughter had subsided and Arthur whispered "You guys feel that? We are being watched again."

"Ah, our mystery fan is back I see" replied Clive, looking over his shoulder despite the fact he knew it was a magic spell and nobody was actually there "I wonder what he'll do with his time once we retire? He'll have to get a job. Is it still the same person watching us?"

"I believe so yes" replied Arthur as he ate another mouthful of food. "This stew is really good Dave. You may be rubbish at staying alive, but you're one hell of a cook."

Dave shook his spoon at Arthur in mock anger.

"Can you track where the spell is coming from this time?" asked Geoff.

"No," replied Arthur, "I've tried many times in the past as you know, it's like he's watching us from somewhere akin to Haven. I'm guessing he's in a pocket dimension somewhere, where we can't see him. Of course, that means he can't really bother us either."

"Do we need to be concerned?" asked Clive.

"I don't know who it is so I cannot say with any certainty," replied Arthur, "but I know that whoever it is, they've been watching us on and off for years now." He got some more of the meal Dave and Tina had prepared.

"You know," remarked Dave, "for a little old man you sure can eat a lot."

"I like stew," Arthur stated with a chunk of carrot stuck in his beard.

"I don't like it," stated Clive

"The stew?" replied Arthur with a surprised look on his face.

"No! Not the stew. The spy, you daft old man. I don't want any problems on our final mission. Can you block it?"

Arthur frowned, "I don't know, to be honest. I could cast a Silence spell around the camp so they can't hear our conversations, and might I remind you that you're the eldest."

"Do it please," said Clive with a smile. "Let's not give whoever it is watching us any advantage, in case they decide to show themselves tomorrow."

"OK, no problem," said Arthur as he spoke a simple incantation. "There, that should do it, try going a few feet outside the camp and see if you can hear us."

Clive wandered off and as soon as he walked ten feet from the campfire all the sounds stopped. Perfect he thought as he went back to the fire to grab some dinner, before Arthur ate it all.

Later that evening The Group were sitting comfortably around the campfire when the topic of conversation turned a bit more serious, as inevitably it turned towards the future, and what it meant for them.

Geoff raised the subject by asking what they all planned to do now that they had agreed to disband The Group.

Arthur was first to reply, "Well, as you know, I was never very comfortable around people, present company excepted of course. So I've decided that I'll see out my days in Haven. I do hope you guys will still drop by occasionally?"

Geoff frowned and said, "That sounds very lonely Arthur. Haven has been amazing for us but surely there has to be a more sociable place to live. Settle down, start a family maybe?"

"Apart from Clive, I think it's fair to say we're all too old to settle down now, Geoff," Arthur replied. "Besides, I won't be alone in Haven, we have all the staff there," he smiled.

Tina butted in, "I hardly think the golems you created to do the cleaning count as company Arthur," Tina was genuinely concerned for her friend, "what about real people to talk to? You'll go mad there on your own."

"I'll be fine don't worry," said Arthur, "I will still venture outside for supplies, of course, you know we can't grow food there."

Tina wasn't convinced, but decided to let it go for now.

"Well," said Tina, "I've been thinking about what I'm going to do next and I reckon that after I check on Arthur," she turned to wink at him, "I'm going to go back to my home village of Wimbledon Common, and maybe start a training school for aspiring female opportunists like myself."

Dave coughed. "You mean a thief's school?"

"No Dave! An opportunists' school. I'm not a thief!" Tina admonished sternly.

"My mistake," Dave chuckled.

"Best you remember that!" scolded Tina as she returned the coin purse that she had 'borrowed' from him earlier.

"Hey!" exclaimed Dave. "For an opportunist, you're a bloody good thief you know?"

"I know. The 'opportunity' presented itself!" laughed Tina as she gave Dave a wink. "What about you? The poor penniless dwarf. What are your plans? Starting a restaurant perhaps?"

Dave stuck his tongue out at her, "I thought I might go back home as well. I've not been back to Crankey Bottom for over fifty years now," he said.

The other four friends began laughing at the mention of the name of Dave's hometown.

"I love that name!" laughed Clive as he wiped tears from his eyes.

"You know full well that only dwarves can pronounce our place names. Crankey Bottom is the closest translation in the common tongue," Dave said, gruffly.

"Actually," said Geoff, who was smoking his pipe, "I asked Lord Bob to translate your town name a few weeks ago, and apparently the closest translation is Scraggy Arse." As he burst out laughing with everybody else joining in, including Dave.

"Damn! Really?" asked Dave with a grin, once the laughter had subsided. "That's even worse than Crankey Bottom! Well that's enough laughter about my Scraggy Arse. So what about you then Clive? Any plans to go home?"

"No, I don't think so," answered Clive. "I might go south, back to Worlds End. You guys remember the First Minister I'm sure? After we cleared out the surrounding area of weird creatures the last time, he asked me to be the General of the new garrison they are forming. The deadzone is pretty active down there apparently and they need guidance."

"Wow," mocked Dave, "General Clive, eh?" and snapped off a salute.

"Has a nice ring to it," said Clive proudly, returning the salute.

Clive turned to Geoff, "That just leaves you, my friend. What do you plan to do?"

Geoff shook his head, "Lord Bob has indicated he has plans for me. He hasn't told me what they are though."

"Don't you get a say in the matter?" asked Tina. "After all your years of service?"

"Of course I'll have a say, but I'm sure whatever it is, it'll be glorious!" Geoff beamed.

"Well," said Clive, "after all the followers you've brought over to his faith over the years, and the churches you have helped construct, I hope it's something good."

"You know it will be Clive, when has Lord Bob ever let us down?" Geoff replied.

"True enough," said Clive.

The rest of The Group nodded.

Tina couldn't help herself from interjecting, "Let's not forget him bringing Dave back from the dead a million times!" as she collapsed into another fit of giggles.

Dave shook a fist at her in mock anger, "Will somebody stab her please?"

"Seriously though, personally I'm grateful to Lord Bob, after all, he created Haven for us," Arthur said. Then something disturbing occurred to him. "I've just had a thought, he won't take it back once we've finished adventuring will he Geoff?"

Geoff shook his head. "Don't worry about that my friend, Lord Bob has said Haven is eternal now, and he has no plans to take it, or the tokens back."

"Phew! That's a relief. I'd hate to find somewhere else to live," said Arthur, although the rest of them were relieved at the news too.





CHAPTER 4




The Origin Of Haven

Haven had been their home for many years now. It hadn't always been called Haven, in fact, it started out as little more than a glorified cupboard to store The Group's loot following their adventures in Dragonia. As they grew in fame and fortune it was getting harder to find somewhere safe to sleep at night, let alone store their well-earned treasure. Then, when they killed the ancient evil black Dragon Billy-Bob many years ago, they had found a spell book in his hoard containing some rare magic, including one that taught Arthur how to create a pocket dimension. The spell enabled the caster to create rooms within the space that were habitable. These could be furnished and used for whatever they required; Dragon's would use this magic to increase the size of the lairs, to house their hoards of gold and treasures. Arthur quickly learned ways to manipulate the dimension effect and increase it, so that he could create a building inside which would house the whole group, as well as their possessions.

The spell came with a number of restrictions however, such as how there was no natural light, no food, no water supply and no heat, so each one of these also had to be created by magic and this was very taxing for Arthur. Another big problem was that the pocket dimension had to be tethered to the material world somewhere. This was a magic connection and could be dispelled by an enemy if they found out about it, so it was risky to stay in there for prolonged periods of time.

This all changed one day, when Geoff decided to use his small area of the pocket dimension to create a chapel in the building. Because, to Geoff's immense surprise, while he was praying to his god, the platinum Dragon Lord Bob, he suddenly appeared right in front of him in his human form. Geoff at first thought he must be hallucinating, and it wasn't until Lord Bob shook his hand and spoke to him that Geoff realised he was really standing before him. Geoff was speechless, there were no records of the god ever appearing in person, not at least since the Dragon War.

Lord Bob appeared to Geoff as a middle-aged man, fairly average looking to be honest, with a neatly trimmed beard and short platinum coloured hair. He was wearing a plain suit with a shirt and tie, as well as fine black leather shoes. It was a look that had become a new trend in the ruler's courts.

"Hello Geoff," spoke Lord Bob, his voice, whilst powerful and commanding, was silky smooth to Geoff's ears.

"Eh..." Geoff was dumbfounded. What do you even say to a god? Sure, he prayed to Lord Bob every day but he rarely got, nor expected a response, other than being granted the spell effects needed during battle, such as healing.

Lord Bob just smiled at Geoff, "Don't worry, you'll remember how to speak soon enough. I love what you've done with the place." Said the god as he looked around the chapel, "bit dreary though," he noted as a window suddenly appeared in the wall before them. "There, that's better." Lord Bob went over to look out, "hmm, not a great view though, oh well."

Lord Bob turned back to Geoff, "You found a voice yet? I haven't got all day you know. Well, that's not strictly true as time is all relative to me really," he said with a smile.

Geoff tried muster up courage to speak before Lord Bob tired of the non-conversation and decided to bugger off. "My-my-my Lord!" he stammered, "I can't believe you're here. I'm so honoured by your presence!" Geoff dropped to his knees in prostration.

"Oh for my sake man, stop grovelling on the floor, it's filthy!" smiled the god as he lifted Geoff to his feet with one hand, as easy as if he was picking a daisy.

"Sorry my Lord, but this is kind of unusual isn't it?" he asked.

"What?" asked Lord Bob, "Getting dressed up and appearing before my favourite cleric, in his new chapel located in his secret pocket dimension?" The god chuckled. "Yes I suppose it is really. I don't get out much, to be honest, it's nice to stretch my legs."

"Can I ask why you've visited me?" enquired Geoff

"Of course you can. Ask away," encouraged Lord Bob, winking.

Geoff smiled nervously at Lord Bob, he realised that his god was trying to help him relax. It wasn't easy though, people weren't supposed to meet their god, at least not until they died!

"OK, what can I do for you, my Lord?" asked Geoff.

Lord Bob smiled. "That's better. You have done more than enough for me already Geoff. New follower numbers are up and the presence of evil is diminishing every day, as you and your wonderful companions have been cleaning up the neighbourhood quite nicely. I couldn't be happier, so I thought I would show you my gratitude personally."

"Thank you, Lord Bob, that means so much to me," Geoff was smiling so much he feared his face would stick that way. Geoff's curiosity got the better of him and he asked the god, "Surely we aren't the first group of adventurers to do this though? I don't recall reading anywhere that you have appeared in person before."

"That's because I haven't before. Us gods aren't allowed to visit people anymore," replied Lord Bob.

Geoff was worried then, "does that mean that you are you breaking some god rule to be here?"

Lord Bob winked at Geoff again. "Technically no. I'm using a loophole to be honest. Did you know that Lady Edna and I are forbidden to touch Dragonia?"

"I didn't realise it was a rule" Geoff said, "but I suppose it does make sense."

Lord Bob was intrigued, "Why do you say that Geoff?"

"It's to stop another war between the gods I imagine," replied Geoff.

"Exactly!" Lord Bob nodded approvingly, "Not only can we not appear in the world, we can also only see and influence events within a certain proximity of our symbols."

"That I didn't know," said Geoff raising his eyebrows in surprise.

"It's not something we advertise," admitted Lord Bob, "but it leads me back to why I am visiting you today."

"Ah! I see now," realisation suddenly dawning on Geoff. "You can come here because we aren't on Dragonia and I just created a chapel."

Lord Bob beamed. "Exactly my boy! Well done! So as I said before, I've come to say thanks to you all and reward you for your efforts. Let's go find your friends shall we?"

"OK, if you say so," said Geoff "but they won't believe it's you."

"I'd be amazed if they did!" laughed Lord Bob.

Geoff opened the door and led the god out into the corridor.

This area was dark, cold and made of stone with six doors. Five of the doors led to a room belonging to each of the Group and the other door was the exit. Lord Bob took one look at the corridor and said to himself "Oh, no, no, no, this won't do, it's so grim."

"Sorry" apologised Geoff, "it's not much at the moment, but Arthur is trying his best to improve it."

"You gather them up and I'll go wait in the garden" Lord Bob said, smiling.

"We don't have a garden I'm afraid" Geoff replied sadly.

"Sure you do," Lord Bob said, as he opened a door that wasn't there before. The corridor was immediately filled with sunlight from the suddenly created garden. Geoff followed his god outside onto a patio area with an ornate looking wooden table and six chairs. Beyond the patio were fields of grass as far as the eye could see in every direction.

"This is amazing my Lord!" exclaimed Geoff.

"Well, what's the point of being a god if you can't show off once in a while?" said Lord Bob. "The grass is an illusion at the moment of course, but the day is still young. Stop gawking lad and get the others, chop-chop"

Geoff snapped out of his amazement, "Sorry my Lord" he said, as he ran off to get the others.

"Mortals" said Bob to himself, "so easily impressed."

"Hey guys" Geoff shouted, "we have a visitor in the garden!"

Dave opened his door first. "What garden?" he asked.

The others all emerged from their rooms with similar questions and dumbfounded looks on their faces.

"Come quickly" said Geoff as he urged them to hurry "I'll show you" leading them through the door to the garden.

Lord Bob stood up as The Group emerged into the garden, "Ah there you all are; come, sit, sit."

Arthur, Clive, Dave and Tina all turned to Geoff and began firing questions at him all at once.

Geoff held up his hands, "Guys please, let me introduce you to Lord Bob."

They all turned to look at the old man in disbelief.

Dave looking unimpressed was the first to talk, stating, "I thought you'd be bigger."

Lord Bob retorted in amusement, "You can talk Dave!"

Arthur walked over to their visitor, "Other than the fact that we are standing in a garden that didn't exist a moment ago, how do we know you're a god?" he asked.

"Hmm, Ok," he replied, "how about this?" The smartly dressed man suddenly moved back a short distance and instantly changed into an enormous platinum Dragon.

The Group fell about themselves as they backed away in utter surprise and amazement.

"Convinced yet?" the Dragon's voice rumbled deeply.

"Eh, yeah pretty much!" yelped Arthur as he dragged himself to his feet.

The Dragon disappeared again and the smartly dressed man was back. "My friends, please, sit" he requested as he himself took a seat. Geoff immediately sat down, the others were a bit warier but each pulled up a chair.

Lord Bob smiled "It's so nice to finally meet you all in person, I've been watching your adventures with great interest for many years now and wanted to thank you all for your service."

Clive had recovered a bit of his composure to speak, "You're very welcome Lord Bob. Forgive me, but why are you here?"

Lord Bob nodded to Clive, "Direct and to the point I see, I can appreciate that. I've already given Geoff some of the background details, of which he can fill you in later. Suffice it to say that as a sign of my appreciation, I am eager and willing to help you develop this safe haven of yours. If you're happy for me to do so that is?"

Tina was the first to ask, "What did you have in mind?"

"Well" said Lord Bob, "for a start I thought I could expand your pocket dimension for you. How much area would you like?" he asked as he clapped his hands together.

Arthur was immediately worried, "The spell to maintain this place is already taking so much of my energy."

The god smiled "Let me take the strain, Arthur."

The wizard felt his strength increase as the power he was using, now no longer required to maintain the spell, was returned to him.

"Is that better?" the god asked courteously.

"Yes, much, thank you!" Arthur nodded.

"You are most welcome. I am proposing to permanently expand this place so you can walk outside in the lovely fresh air" gestured the god to the open fields around them. "Also, just so I can visit again and stretch my wings next time." As he said this, mountains suddenly appeared a mile or so away. "They are illusionary of course, but mark the edge of the spells area. Would you like a river? I always liked creating waterways."

A river appeared running from the mountains on one side, passing right by the patio and on towards the other side of the spell limits.

The Group were astonished as the world changed around them, they all stood up with mouths agape, taking in their new surroundings. Lord Bob was in his element now, changing the landscape however he wanted. Trees appeared out of thin air and flowers sprouted out of the ground. For several minutes the landscape changed around them, the house itself moving several times to fit in better with its new surroundings. When he finished, Lord Bob turned back to them for their approval "Well? Do you like it?"

They all nodded and mumbled thanks, they were all a bit overawed with the spectacle of a god creating a small world from scratch.

"I haven't done that in ages! Not since we created Dragonia. I love making stuff" announced Lord Bob proudly. "Now, what about a nicer place to hang your hat? What do you fancy? A castle? A manor house maybe? Or even a cathedral, eh Geoff?" he said with a wink.

The Group looked at each other, not sure how to proceed.

Geoff turned to his god and said, "Sorry my Lord, but I think I speak for us all when I say we are a bit overwhelmed and unprepared to answer that question."

"No, it's me who should apologise. I get carried away sometimes. I'll let you think about what accommodation you would like and I will return tomorrow to create it for you. How's that sound?"

Geoff answered for them, "That is most gracious my Lord, thank you."

"You're very welcome. Until tomorrow then!" he said as he waved to them all and then vanished before their eyes, as though he had never been there at all.

Tina was the first to speak, "Well there's something you don't see every day."

They all laughed, which broke the nervous tension they were feeling. People weren't supposed to meet gods, they weren't designed for it.

The Group stayed outside on the patio for several hours discussing the events of the day, as well as what kind of building they were going to ask for in the morning.

When Lord Bob returned the following day, the friends were all outside eating the breakfast that Dave had prepared on a camp-fire to the side of the patio.

"Something smells good," announced Lord Bob as he materialised in the chair he had been sitting in the day before.

They all jumped in surprise at the sudden appearance of the god.

Dave questioned hesitantly, "Er? Would you like some? Do gods even eat?"

"Not really Dave no, but thank you for your kind offer," replied Lord Bob. "Have you had a think about what kind of building you'd like me to create for your home?"

"We have my Lord," said Geoff, "we would just like a simple house, nothing flash, just big enough for us to each to have a separate area for ourselves. Plus I would like a chapel obviously, and Arthur would like a separate workroom away from the main building to avoid blowing us all up with his spells!"

"OK, no problem!" Lord Bob laughed.

The patio they were standing on remained stationary but the house began to form alongside it. Sprawling out on both sides and upwards as it rose to two storeys. Windows and doors appeared in the brick walls and smaller walls formed a training area that ran alongside the house. On one side of the training area a wizard tower grew out of the ground and, on the other side, a small church appeared.

Lastly, as Lord Bob spun around slowly, pathways and flowerbeds joined all the structures together. The friends stood with mouths agape for the second day running, stricken with amazement at the power of their god.

"There you go. How's that?" asked Lord Bob as he spread his arms wide, gesturing to his handiwork.

"How can we ever repay you my lord?" questioned Geoff in awe.

"This is just a small token of my appreciation." Lord Bob replied. "Ah, talking of tokens that reminds me," he said as the god put his hand in his jacket pocket and pulled out five identical tokens. They were about an inch in diameter and had the image of Lord Bob on them (as a Dragon that is, not as an old man) "Here you go, there's one for each of you." He stated as he handed one to each of the adventurers. "Now these are very special because I have severed the link between the material world and this place. These tokens will only work for you and you alone. Just think of Haven, that's what I've called this place, and you'll be transported straight here. Any questions?"

Arthur was quickest, "How do we leave?"

"I knew you'd ask that," said the god as he stood back flourishing his arms like a performing street magician, "now for my next trick," he said, and suddenly they weren't outside anymore. They were all standing in what appeared to be a library. The walls were filled with bookshelves, some of which had books on, but the vast majority were empty. "I took the liberty of putting away your books for you, I'm sure you'll move stuff around as you want it. However, what I wanted to show you was this" he said as he pointed towards a large blank wall, "This is how you leave, Arthur."

The wizard was confused, "So, do we just walk into the wall?"

"I imagine that would hurt, Arthur," replied Lord Bob. "I'm only teasing. Yes, you walk through it, once you've set a destination. Please observe," Lord Bob walked over to the wall.

Just to the side of the blank area, there was a large map of the world. "This drawing shows my current influence in Dragonia. Anywhere that is shining brightly on this map is where you can go. Tina would you be so kind as to touch a place where you'd like to visit?"

Tina found her hometown of Wimbledon Common and pressed her finger on it. The wall vanished and the town's market appeared. They could see and hear people walking amongst the stalls, haggling over the price of goods. They could even smell fresh bread being baked. "This is incredible!" squealed Tina. "Can they see us?"

"No it's just one way," Replied Lord Bob, "with this device you can go anywhere you like, whenever you like. You can observe and scout situations to give you a tactical advantage or just use it to pop to the market. It's up to you. The only limitation is the same one that I have, it can only show you an area that falls within a mile or so of one of my church's; which is, in no small part on your efforts, most of the towns on the surface world. This is why I'm so grateful to you all."

Clive said, "We can't thank you enough Lord Bob, this is all amazing."

"Nonsense, it's the least I could do" the god said, "now I'm sure you're all anxious to explore Haven, so if there's nothing else I'll be on my way?"

Dave moved forward to speak, "Before you go I have a question, can you remove this curse from me?"

"What curse? Your beard?" joked Lord Bob, winking at Dave.

"No not my beard! How rude!" the dwarf laughed. "My immortality?"

Lord Bob pulled up a chair, "You do know you're not really immortal, don't you? It's just that you've been healed so many times that your body is constantly full of my Holy healing magic. When you die, which by the way is ridiculously often! The residual energy just automatically repairs the damage and brings you back. I'm sorry, but if I removed the energy you would die immediately, for real this time; Is that what you want?"

Dave shook his head, "Um, no thanks, I think I'll just continue to be a source of amusement to this lot."

Lord Bob patted him on the shoulder as he got up, "You are to me too," he laughed. "If it's any consolation, you are still ageing at the normal rate though, so eventually you will die of old age; does that help?"

Dave nodded "Actually that does help, thanks."

"You're welcome, see you around kids!"

And with that, Lord Bob vanished.

Dave turned to Geoff, "You know for a Dragon he's actually all right!"

"I think so too," agreed Geoff with a smile.





CHAPTER 5




The Cult Of Blaze

The morning of their final adventure was here. The campsite was fairly quiet as Clive and Tina had gone ahead to scout the mountain, whilst Geoff was performing his usual morning Prayers to Lord Bob and Arthur was studying his spell books. There was a smell of bacon in the air as Dave was cooking breakfast.

"That smells good," commented Tina over Dave's left shoulder.

"Bloody Hell!" yelped Dave as he practically leaped into the air with a fright. He turned to Tina "I wish you'd stop that, you'll give me a bloody heart attack one day."

"You'll live I'm sure" reassured Clive from right behind Dave again, this time on his right shoulder.

"For crying out loud! Not you too!" moaned Dave, jumping again.

Clive and Tina laughed loudly.

"I'm going to miss these little chats," she chuckled.

"My heart won't miss them" Dave replied, "anyway now you're back I can serve up the grub."

After they'd all eaten and packed up their gear, Clive gathered them around to talk tactics for the upcoming encounter with the red Dragon. "OK, Tina and I went up to where we were told the entrance was and we have a small wrinkle."

"A wrinkle?" Arthur queried. "I'm not sure I like the sound of that."

Clive held up his hands in a placating manner, "It's a potential problem, but I think we can turn it to our advantage. The entrance is guarded by cultists."

There were groans from Geoff, Arthur, and Dave.

"Not cultists" grumbled Dave, "I hate those fanatical idiots!"

"Me too!" Agreed Arthur and Geoff in unison.

"You three are such grumps," stated Tina, "if we're clever, we can use them to get close to Blaze."

"How so?" asked Dave.

"Well" replied Tina, "You remember a few years ago when we impersonated those pirates to get on board The Dread Pirate King's boat, so we could kill that evil bastard? That worked really well then,  so I reckon we do a similar thing here."

Dave's face became even grumpier than usual.

"In case you'd forgotten, that didn't go well at all, did it? The Dread Pirate King blasted a cannon into my chest!" he said.

"Oh yeah," said Arthur, "I forgot about that one. That's my new favourite death. Can I change my answer from yesterday?" He said as they all but Dave burst into laughter.

"Git!" quipped Dave.

"Anyway," said Clive, trying to get them back on topic, "assuming they don't have cannons we should be fine; all we need to do is capture a few of them, steal their robes, walk straight through the door into the lair and kill the Dragon! Any questions?"

"Yeah loads of them!" Dave said incredulously. "How many are there? How will we capture them without setting off an alarm? What if the Dragon sees us? and most importantly how will Tina and I go unnoticed, unless they have dwarves or halflings in their cult already?"

"Let's not forget," added Geoff, "that while a few of the cultists will be there of their own free will, most will be in the thrall of the Dragon. So how do we tell who's who, without innocent people being killed?"

"OK," replied Clive, "Tina and I saw about ten or so of them outside the small barracks they've built. These will most likely know exactly what they are doing as the Dragon is well inside the mountain. They are almost certainly there of their own accord and probably keeping the prisoners from escaping, as much they are keeping people out."

Geoff nodded, "Ok, so, if we can sneak up there and maybe silence the area, then we can knock them all out with a sleep spell. By the time they all wake up the Dragon will hopefully be dead. After that, whoever tries to kill us is a REAL cultist I guess." he said.

"Right!" said Dave. "But what about Tina and I? We're a bit small to be a human cultist aren't we?"

"That's OK," said Tina "I'll sit on your shoulders!"

"Oh terrific," said Dave, "we're doomed"

"That's settled then," said Clive. "Everybody get ready, we leave in five minutes"

An hour or so later, trudging up the mountain path, they were getting close to the lair. The path they were following was a lot more worn now than on the lower slopes. Geoff was walking with Arthur and Dave and he could just make out the forms of Clive and Tina who were well ahead scouting the area. They would be called to action soon, Geoff knew. He wondered again, as he had many times before, what he would do once this was all over. He had told his friends that Lord Bob had plans for him but, in truth, he had no clue what he would do next. He knew however, that this was probably the last time he would do battle with anyone, regardless of what he did next. Geoff was tired of battle; yes it was necessary of course and they had made the world a lot safer, but he knew that evil would always be there lurking in the background. It was somebody else's turn to do something about it now. For while they never really spoke of it aloud, the Group knew that since the construction of Haven and Lord Bob's incredible transportation device, the world had become lazy. People had gotten used to The Group magically appearing to solve all their problems. It was time for the people to stand up for themselves. Suddenly, Geoff was pulled from his thoughts as Tina appeared in front of them.

"Hey!" said Tina.

"Argh!" cried Geoff. "You scared me!"

"Daydreaming again no doubt," said Tina smiling. "OK we are close now, there are eight cultists walking around the barracks with possibly more inside. Are you boys ready?"

The three of them nodded.

Arthur reached into an impossibly deep pocket and pulled out three wands. "Right then, this one," as he held out a smooth wand about six inches long, "is for the Silence spell. This one" he then selected a gnarled wand about eight inches long, "is for the Sleep spells, and this one" he showed them an almost transparent wand about ten inches long, "is for the Invisibility spells. If you would be so kind as to remove your spell shield rings please?"

They all reached for the identical rings that Arthur had made for them and slipped them off of their fingers. "Wonderful," said Arthur. He pointed to them one by one turning them invisible. "Rings back on and off we go. Try not to trip over each other," Arthur jested.

"Follow the path boys," said Tina "It's just past the ridge"

Geoff looked up the path and saw that it wound around the edge of the mountain, going out of sight about one hundred yards ahead. As they crested the small ridge, Geoff could see that the path went back down a little bit on the other side, leading to a small flat area that had partially been cut into the mountain. There was a small fortified stone building protruding from the mountainside. It had three exposed walls, the side walls had two small arrow slits at head height. The front wall of the building had an arrow slit on either side of a single door. The door was flanked by two cultists carrying swords and shields. The flat roof had four archers on it, one in each corner. There were two more cultists talking to each other just in front of the door. They had no visible weapons leading Geoff to assume that they were probably wizards.

"Don't go any further yet," whispered Clive.

Geoff jumped again, "Bloody hell!" he whispered as he turned around to see Clive hiding in the rocks. "How do you do that without magic? Hang on, we're invisible!"

"Trade secret, but I could also hear you lot stomping up the path from half a mile away," replied Clive with a wink. "OK, Arthur you get as near as you need to cast your spells. In case any of them resist, Tina you take the wizards, Geoff and Dave take out the door guards and I'll cover the archers from here. Ready?"

"Yes sir," they all whispered in reply.

As they manoeuvered into position closer to their targets, Clive aimed at the nearest archer. Timing would be critical in this attack, for as soon as anybody who was invisible attacked or cast a spell, they would immediately become visible again.

This could have been a problem for a normal adventuring party, but The Group were the best and had been in battles such as this many times.

Arthur used the wand of Silence first, becoming visible in the process and one of the wizards spotted him, but any warning he gave fell on deaf ears within the silence radius of the spell. Before the cultists could react, Arthur quickly used his wand of Sleep on the wizards. One fell asleep immediately, crashing into the other, knocking him over. Arthur left the wizard who had resisted the spell for Tina to deal with and quickly turned to the roof guards who had been startled into action, but seemed confused within the silence spell. That confusion gave Arthur all the time he needed to cast Sleep on them all, and they all immediately fell over.

Meanwhile, the door guards had now drawn their swords and were about to charge Arthur, but both Dave and Geoff suddenly appeared visible again as they punched the guards in their surprised faces, knocking them out cold. The remaining wizard never even managed to rise before Tina had put him to sleep in her own, less subtle way.

Clive rushed down to join the rest by the door and peeked inside through one of the arrow slits. He could see that there was a single cultist inside playing cards at a table. Fortunately he obviously hadn't noticed the Silence spell yet. Clive motioned Arthur to look into the room while the others had begun to strip the cultists of their robes and weapons.

Arthur looked at the guard and nodded to Clive, he pointed the wand of Sleep through the arrow slit and cast the spell. The guard felt a funny tingling sensation as the spell washed over him, he stood up suddenly alert as he realised he'd been attacked. Arthur spoke a swear word that nobody heard aloud. Suddenly the guard stumbled backwards as a dagger buried in his chest and he fell silently and lifeless against the wall.

Arthur turned away from the arrow slit to see Tina shrugging her shoulders at him. She was standing on a rock so she could see through the other opening. Arthur dispelled the Silence spell "That was one hell of a shot!" He said incredulously.

"Couldn't let you have all the fun," she laughed as she leapt off the rock. "Oh and don't worry Geoff, I'm pretty sure he was a bad guy in there."

"I'm sure he was," replied Geoff grimly. "Let's get this lot inside and secure. Has anybody found a key yet?"

"Here!" said Clive, as he checked the pockets of one of the wizards. He threw the key to Geoff who opened the door. He went over to the guard and checked for a pulse. There was none, but as Geoff lifted up the guards sleeve he saw a large tattoo of a Dragon. He was definitely complicit he thought, and immediately felt less guilty.

As it turned out, all of the cultists had the same tattoo on their right arm, so the Group gathered them all together inside the barracks, and Arthur cast web spells on them.

"That should keep them there until we've finished our business," he said.

The adventurers chose suitable size robes and put them on over their armour. Tina climbed onto Dave's shoulders and Geoff placed a robe over them both.

"We look ridiculous," said Dave.

Clive looked at them all.

"We won't pass on close inspection but it should get us close enough to the target, let's go," he said.

Clive took the lead and used the other key from the cultist wizards keyring, opening the door into the lair itself.

Beyond the barracks door, there was a winding corridor that had been cut into the mountain. The corridor was wide enough for The Group to walk two abreast. Clive and Arthur were at the front with Geoff following behind them with the slightly odd looking combination of Dave and Tina, struggling to walk in a straight line.

As they walked further along the corridor they came to what appeared to be a newly cut side corridor with a new door at the end, barring their passage. Clive and Arthur went to investigate "Geoff, stay here with the circus act and keep a look out please?"

"Hey!" said Tina.

"Cheeky tall sod!" Dave said.

Geoff chuckled, "Sure thing boss."

Arthur approached the door and could immediately sense the magic emanating from it "Clive, this door is magically sealed"

"Can you open it?" Clive responded.

"Yes, but I don't know if it will set off an alarm and alert more guards to our presence."

"Bugger! Is there any way to find out what's behind it before we chance opening it?"

Arthur thought for a moment, "Yes I believe so, the spell is only on the door itself. I could dissolve into the stone and go around it"

"You never cease to amaze me. Do it"

Arthur rummaged into his pocket again mumbling "where is the damn thing? Ah! Got it. I haven't used this wand for years."

Arthur pointed the wand at himself and to Clive's amazement, turned into a cloud of vapour before his eyes.

Arthur used his mind to direct himself through the rock wall of the corridor adjacent to the door, before turning at a right angle; he then proceeded forward before turning a further right angle. Arthur moved forward until he emerged from the rock into a large square room which contained several people, clearly prisoners. They were huddled together and it looked like they hadn't eaten in days. Arthur solidified in front of them bringing gasps of panic as some prisoners tried to back away from him.

"It's OK, I mean you no harm, my friends are here to kill the Dragon and rescue you." He said while still surveying them all.

Despite his gentle tones, the prisoners remained extremely scared and wary of Arthur, all that is, with the exception of one young girl; she instead walked up to Arthur and said very matter of factly, "How do we know you're not one of the bad men trying to trick us?"

Arthur knelt down, "A wise question," he said as he raised his sleeves to show her his arms. "Here, see? No tattoo."

The young girl looked relieved and gave Arthur a hug.

"Thank you, kind sir," she said, "I told them that Lord Bob was going to send help, but they did not believe me."

Arthur smiled. "You are most welcome, what is your name?"

"Gertrude," the girl responded.

"Pleased to meet you Gertrude, I am Arthur," he said, "Are you all from Newtown?"

The prisoners nodded.

"OK I just need to go back through the wall and report what I found here, then I'll come back and get you all home. Don't worry I will return shortly."

Arthur dematerialised and went back through the wall to see Clive.

"Well, I guess that answers the question of the missing townspeople," said Clive once Arthur had explained what he'd found. "How long will it take to teleport them all back to Newtown?"

"A few minutes. It's worth the risk to get them out of here, just in case things go wrong."

"Agreed. Be as quick as you can, we'll wait here."

Arthur nodded and vanished, reappearing in the prison cell. He could use his ring of Teleportation now, that he knew his destination. The prisoners, still terrified, jumped again at his sudden reappearance.

"Ok," he said, "here's the plan. Ordinarily I can transport several people at once. However, that's because my team all have tuning devices. Without them, I can only teleport two of you at a time back to the outskirts of town. It's safer to take you there, otherwise I risk teleporting into a building or something."

That brought about a few uncertain gasps from the prisoners, but the only other choice was to remain in their cell so they agreed, tentatively.

"We need to do this as quickly as possible before we're discovered, so who's first?"

Gertrude put her hand up.

"OK Gertrude, I need an adult to go with you too..." said Arthur, to which an old man came forward.

"Good, you'll do, let's go quickly!"

Arthur held out his hands for them to take, concentrated on the area he wanted to arrive in Newtown and activated the ring. The three of them vanished from the room and instantly reappeared just outside the town as promised. The old man seemed confused at his surroundings but Gertrude jumped up and down in excitement.

"Go get help, I'll be back with the rest," Arthur said.

The young girl eagerly agreed and dragged the old man away.

Arthur chuckled to himself as he vanished again, reappearing once more in the cell. "OK, who's next?" he said with a smile as two more volunteers came forward.

This continued for several minutes as Arthur rescued all the prisoners. By the time he had arrived with the final two, there was quite a crowd gathered around.

The Mayor approached Arthur to offer his thanks.

"Sorry Mr Mayor but I have no time for thanks, we have a Dragon to kill!"

The townsfolk cheered as Arthur vanished once more.

The Mayor just stood there for a moment, feeling nothing but admiration and gratitude for the Group.

Back in Boris's lair, the necromancers watched the events unfold both in Newtown and at the entrance to the Dragon's lair with a mixture of interest, admiration, and disgust.

Boris sneered when he saw Arthur rescue all the prisoners.

"Look at how bloody self-righteous he is, saving them all and not even wanting any thanks for it! Makes me want to vomit!"

Igor agreed with his master, although he had to admit that it was impressive how efficiently they had dispatched the cultists so far. "Let's see how they do against the Dragon, Master. They won't find it so easy against Blaze!"

"Indeed Igor," Boris said with an evil smile, "indeed".

Arthur reappeared in the corridor next to Clive.

"All done. What did I miss?"

"Not much really, I think we must have taken out most of their security outside," said Clive, "In fact, I think we can probably ditch the disguises now," and he took off his robes. "Right you lot, let's get this done and we can go home."

"Thank goodness for that," Dave said, as Tina jumped off his shoulders.

As they moved further into the complex they started to come across more rooms. So far they appeared to be empty, and they had passed a kitchen and dining room without incident. The first encounter they had with any cultists inside the lair itself was when they stumbled across several sleeping areas. Four of the bunks were occupied, these were quickly put into a deeper sleep by Arthur and webbed into their bunks.

"We'll come back and deal with these idiots later," said Clive.

Arthur nodded. "I can always teleport them directly to jail once we've finished."

As The Group delved further they found a corridor that had four ornate doors down its length, with an even sturdier looking door at the end of the corridor.

"Well, well, well," said Arthur, "this looks suspiciously like the wizard's personal chambers and treasure room if I'm not mistaken."

"Wow," said Tina "I wonder what gave it away?"

"Traps?" said Clive.

"Hang on," replied Tina as she went low to check for trigger devices.

Tina moved slowly and silently along the corridor, checking the floor and walls. "Yep! Got one here. Looks like a pressure plate. Give me a minute..." Tina worked quickly as she isolated the trigger with her nimble little fingers and tiny lock-picking tools. "Got it! That's one disabled, but there's bound to be more."

For several minutes Tina worked her way along the corridor disabling traps as she went. Once she got to the end of the corridor she turned and walked back. "These guys are a paranoid bunch, there's a trap before each door and another before the treasure room. They are most definitely wizards though,"

"Why do you say that?" asked Clive.

"Because," said Tina, "there isn't a normal way to turn these traps off. They must have set them and left them. I guess they use Arthur's trick and teleport in and out."

"Sneaky little cultists," said Dave. "Can we have a look now?"

"Dwarves and treasure," Clive chuckled. "Yes, go on then. Tina, can you check for traps on the doors please?"

"Sure thing boss," said Tina, "can't have Dave blowing up again!"

Dave turned to point at Tina, "Hey! That was one time!"

Tina skipped down the corridor giggling. She checked the first door "Yeah there's a simple lock trap on this one, hang on," she quickly disabled the trap. "Wow that was easy, I guess they weren't expecting opportunists like myself to come down here," she smiled at the others. "I'll just check the rest"

Meanwhile, the others followed Clive as he opened the first door. Inside the room was fairly basic, with a bed neatly made on one side and a large chest on the other.

"Is that it?" said Dave grumpily, as he went to open the chest

"Not yet!" said Clive as Dave opened the chest.

"Argh!" Dave cried as a sharp needle stuck deep into his hand.

"I told you to wait, Tina needed to check the chest for traps," admonished Clive sternly.

"Sorry," said Dave. "I was bored. It's OK though, I don't think it's poisoned," he managed, as he went deathly pale and slumped to the floor.

Geoff rushed to his side.

"Damn it Dave!" he said, checking for a pulse. "He's dead!"

"Oh not again," Clive sighed. "Let's lay him on the bed until he comes back to life again."

Clive and Geoff picked Dave up and dropped him on the bed.

"Let's see what we have anyway," said Clive.

"Just a few personal items," said Arthur, "nothing too exciting. Let's quickly check the other rooms before somebody comes."

Clive nodded, "I think maybe these rooms belong to the three we got in the upstairs barracks. That leaves one more that must be further in, we best hurry."

After a few minutes they had checked all the rooms and sadly found nothing of interest; they were just about to check the door that they suspected led to the treasure room when Dave woke up and walked out of the room they had left him in, to find the others. Just as Dave emerged into the corridor, the missing cultist also appeared from around the corner.

"Hey! Intruders!" exclaimed the surprised wizard as he pulled a wand and pointed it at Dave. Whatever spell he was going to cast we'll never know though, as before he could finish activating it, a dagger embedded itself in his eye and an arrow thudded deep into his chest.

The cultist fell over, very dead on the floor.

Dave groggily shook his head, "What did I miss?"

Clive clapped him on the shoulder, "Not much Dave, as usual. Come and help me lift this guy onto the bed."

While Dave and Clive saw to the cultist, the others opened the door to the treasure room. Inside was a large storeroom that had clearly been newly dug into the rock. It was so new in fact that there wasn't much in there, except for a few large chunks of gold.

"Hey, Dave! What do you make of these?" said Arthur.

Dave came to inspect the gold. After perusing each piece he looked up at Arthur, "They must have a new mining operation going on here somewhere. These are recently mined; they look real pure too."

Clive raised an eyebrow in surprise, "I'm amazed the Dragon lets them keep the gold."

Dave snorted, "Dragons might love treasure but they can't mine it themselves"

Arthur nodded, "They must have some mutually interesting deal in place."

"Well, let's go break it for them," said Clive defiantly, as he strode out of the room. "I bet they aren't doing the hard labour themselves, that's what the prisoners were for. We may have a bigger rescue mission on our hands than we originally thought."

The Group followed the corridor to a staircase cut into the rock, leading down; as they descended, they could feel the temperature getting much hotter.

"Feels like we're getting close now," Clive said.

As they reached the bottom of the stairs it opened out into a large tunnel that led off in the distance and steadily down out of view.

"Guess we'll go that way then," said Tina with a grin on her face.

At that moment the tunnel shook as a loud roar emanated from the Dragon far below.

"Let's go and give that Dragon something to roar about," said Clive, smiling.





CHAPTER 6




Blaze of Glory

As they moved further down into the lair, the air grew more stale and musty. It was not long before they could hear the unmistakable sounds of mining. The party soon came to the first side passage branching off from the main tunnel. Tina peered around the corner, looking down into the murky tunnel. She could see several slaves wearily chipping away the rock, about forty feet away. They were wearing rags and appeared to be chained together. There was a single cultist guarding them, striding back and forth barking orders at the slaves to move quicker.

Tina turned back to the others and whispered quietly, "There's only one guard, I'll deal with him, cover me."

Clive nodded as Tina slipped silently around the corner and began heading quickly down the tunnel toward the guard. Even though Clive knew Tina was in the tunnel, she had almost vanished from view as she expertly moved from shadow to shadow like an assassin. She waited until the guard turned away from her before she pounced into action, taking him completely by surprise, leaping on his back and stabbing him in the neck, killing him instantly.

"Does it freak anyone else out when she does that?" Dave said.

"A little bit, yeah," replied Geoff.

"Let's go," ordered Clive.

Tina quickly leapt off the dead guard and moved to free the nearest prisoner, whom recoiled in horror at the sudden death of the guard right before his eyes.

"Relax, we're here to free you all," said Tina reassuringly as the others arrived to help.

"Who are you?" asked a tired looking young man, shakily.

"We're the good guys," replied Tina with a warm smile.

"Tell that to him," the prisoner pointed at the dead guard by his feet.

"Yeah well, he was one of the bad guys," she replied with a wink. "Don't feel sorry for him."

"Fair point," said the less than reassured man.

Clive asked, "How many more prisoners are there down here?"

The freed man got to his feet, "About thirty I think, there were more but they died in a tunnel collapse weeks ago."

"What about more of them?" asked Clive as he pointed to the cultist.

"I've worked in four different tunnels and there's always a guard in each."

"Arthur, can you do your thing and get these guys to Newtown?" said Clive.

"No worries," Arthur proceeded to grab the nearest two prisoners and the trio vanished.

There were gasps from the four remaining former captives, as they watched Arthur and their two companions disappear before their eyes.

"Don't worry," said Clive, "they're just going home. We'll have you all out of here, safe and sound soon. Tina, can you scout ahead and see what we're dealing with?"

"On it," said Tina as she slipped into the shadows again and practically vanished.

Dave turned to Clive, "You do know she'll deal with them all before we get there don't you?" he stated, folding his arms.

"I'm sure she will," replied Clive, chuckling. "Less opportunity for one of them to get the drop on you, Dave!"

Suddenly, Arthur reappeared, followed by more gasps from the rescued prisoners.

"Next?" he said calmly as he grabbed another two and vanished once more.

Several minutes later the mine was devoid of prisoners and four more cultist guards had been dispatched with, in a variety of swift but lethal ways, thanks to Tina.

After the mine was clear, The Group followed the tunnel as it wound around and down further into the mountain. The Dragon was getting near now, they could feel the tunnel shaking as it moved around below them, clearly agitated. No doubt the time it had taken to get the prisoners to safety had meant they'd lost the element of surprise.

Tina, who as usual was scouting slightly ahead of the rest, came running back.

"OK, just around the last bend is the lair itself," she said anxiously.

"Did the Dragon see you?" asked Clive.

"No, it was too busy getting angry with another cultist" replied Tina. "I'm assuming he was the cult leader, because he didn't seem too bothered about talking directly to the Dragon."

"What's the layout?" asked Clive.

"Well, this must be the area that the Dragon meets the cultists, because I saw no treasure anywhere. The Dragon must have another room somewhere further back where it stores its personal gold. The chamber itself is a huge cavern with raised ledges all around, and tunnels leading away from the main room itself; a couple of them are large enough for the Dragon to walk down. There's no mining equipment or slaves around though so that's good news. So what's the plan boss?" Tina asked eagerly.

Clive thought for a moment, "Ok, the cultist is another wrinkle but we can take care of him. Tina and I will lead the way. Tina, I want you to take out the cultist as quick as possible."

"Got it," she replied with renewed determination.

"Dave, I'm afraid we may need you to be the distraction," Clive said giving Dave's shoulder a squeeze.

"Typical," Dave said, rolling his eyes. "But, I understand. No stealing my share of the loot while I'm dead mind you!"

"Wouldn't dream of it," said Clive. "Geoff, you and I will flank Dave and hit that thing with both ranged weapons and spells. We will target its eyes. Let's try to keep it confused and off balance, making it harder for it to to focus on a set target. Arthur, I need you to hold back at the tunnel entrance and give magical support to wherever it's needed." He looked around at each of his dear friends. "We've done this dozens of times, we just need to stay focused, stick to our tasks and we'll get out of this alive. Well, except Dave that is," he said and clapped the dwarf on the shoulder once more.

"I've said it before and I'll say it again," said Dave chuckling, "you're all bastards! Just try to keep up!" Dave drew his almost unused battle-axe and charged down the main tunnel.

"Oh shit!" exclaimed Clive as they all scrambled to get up and ready weapons. By the time they neared the entrance, Dave had already rounded the corner and had entered the lair itself. That's when they all heard the roar of the Dragon.

"THIEVES!" The voice was so loud it shook the walls.

Tina was the first into the lair after Dave. She quickly took in the situation and saw that the dwarf was recklessly charging at the Dragon, who was in turn watching the dwarf approach with mild amusement. Tina resisted the urge to help her friend and turned her attention to her task. She looked around and spotted the cultist off to the left-hand side of the lair, slightly raised on a ledge just at the mouth of another tunnel. "Hmm, nice target," she thought as she quickly made her way silently, keeping out of sight whilst, moving around the outside of the cavern towards his position.

Meanwhile, Geoff and Clive entered the chamber and quickly split up, looking for good defensive positions. Geoff followed Tina left, although he had lost sight of her almost immediately. Clive meanwhile diverted off to the right side of the cavern and took up position behind a large boulder.

The mighty Blaze had of course, spotted them enter the chamber, but his immediate attention was on the stinky dwarf that was foolishly charging at him. What a pathetic bunch they were, Blaze thought to himself, angry that they had dared to ruin his gold-mining scheme. Ah well, slaves are easy to come by he thought to himself.

Dave had several thoughts running through his own mind simultaneously; he couldn't believe he was charging into a Dragon head on, what the hell was he thinking? I know I come back to life but it still bloody hurts! They better be backing me up? Uh oh here comes a breath attack.

Blaze saw the intruders spreading out along the walls and decided it was time to end this battle before they could do any real damage, starting with this pitiful charging dwarf. He inhaled sharply, feeling the fires building up from deep inside of him.

Clive could feel the Dragon sucking in huge amounts of air from all around them as it focused in on Dave. He saw this as an opportunity and emerged from his defensive position, readying his bow and targeting the Dragon's left eye. Clive was an incredible archer and he rarely missed, even before he had acquired his magical elemental bow. He sighted his arrow and thought of ice, the arrow immediately felt cold near his skin, this was going to sting! Clive thought to himself with a sly grin.

At the same time on the other side of the chamber, Geoff could also feel the rush of air disappearing into the Dragon.

While Geoff didn't have any ranged weapons to speak of that would hurt the beast, what he did have was the power of his god. Geoff now prayed to Lord Bob to grant him his most powerful spell. Although Lord Bob was the god of Dragons and he was himself a Dragon, he was glad to help Geoff rid the world of Blaze, and so he granted his champion the power to use the rarest spell the god could provide: Holy word.

The Holy Word spell was quite literally the word of a god. To followers of that god, the word is calm and soothing. To anybody who is not a follower of that god, the word has differing results, very much dependent on your character. As Lord Bob was a good and kind god, anyone who is also good-natured would hear the word as if it was shouted and leave their ears ringing for a time, but they would be otherwise unaffected. However, if you were in any way evil in nature, the effect was devastating, depending on how powerful you were. A goblin for example, would be killed instantly. Geoff had however, never tried this prayer on a Dragon before so he didn't know what the effects would be.

Blaze wouldn't like it though, of that he had no doubt!

Arthur took in the surroundings quickly and saw the fate awaiting Dave. He also glanced left and right to see both Geoff and Clive ready to strike. He didn't bother to look for Tina, it was a waste of time and she could handle herself anyway. Arthur instead readied a wand to use. This wand was especially powerful against red Dragons as it cast a spell called Ice Blast. It was a little risky to use here because its area of effect was temperamental at best, and it could therefore hit Dave; but Arthur was sure Dave wouldn't mind if it meant defeating Blaze.

Meanwhile Stuart, the leader of  the Cult of Blaze stood watching the events unfold before him from high on his raised position. Whilst he was annoyed that these intruders had had the audacity to release all of the slaves, he was secretly pleased that they had also killed all of his rivals. He was confident that the Cult of Blaze would rise to greater heights once the mighty Dragon had destroyed these foul invaders. Stuart readied a wand to attack though, just in case the opportunity presented itself, but he didn't want to anger Blaze by stealing a kill from him.

Blaze could feel his lungs expand to their fullest and steadied himself, ready to incinerate the dwarf, when he suddenly felt the most incredible pain in his left eye and recoiled back. He raised his head as his fiery breath burst forth, harmlessly filling the roof of the chamber. The Dragon vowed to rip that elf apart for blinding him.

As Blaze lowered his head to attack, he felt his face freeze as a spell hit him hard. The Dragon couldn't move his jaw, it was frozen wide open. On top of that, he was blind in the other eye too. Blaze was old and wise though, and he knew that the spell effects would soon pass and his fire breath attack would be available to him again in a few seconds; meanwhile however, he would still be able to handle the attackers with claw and tail attacks.

It was at that moment, while Blaze was re-evaluating his tactics, that the Dragon was hit by the worst noise he had ever heard. The sound was unbearable to him and he could feel the sound waves resonating through his entire body. It felt like the vibrations were going to make his head explode. It was as if he was being torn apart from the inside as he felt a mixture of rage and confusion at this magic. How could he be brought down like this by a cleric's spell?

Then, as suddenly as it came, the spell effect passed and for the first time ever, Blaze was fearful for his life. Although the spell effect had now ceased, he felt very weak. The ice spell had passed also but he was blind in one eye! This band were mighty indeed and he had severely underestimated them. He wouldn't be so careless again.

The mighty Dragon evaluated all this information in a fraction of a second and had formulated a plan of attack to deal with the invaders. Blaze turned his body around to face the blasted cleric and whipped his tail around far faster than a creature of his size should have been able to do! Although he was blind on that side the Dragon hoped he would smash the archer and wizard. At the very least they would have to dodge his attack, buying him time to first deal with the cleric and the dwarf.

Geoff saw the Dragon coming at him. He wasn't that surprised really, it would have been too easy if the dragon had died in the first exchange. Geoff had a backup plan ready and had already begun the prayer he needed.

Clive, who was well seasoned in battling Dragons, had half expected the tail whip attack and leapt over it easily enough, even managing to draw another arrow in the process, ready to attack again.

Arthur was far enough back that he could simply step back into the cavern entrance to avoid the attacking tail, although it didn't miss him by much! He too readied his wand for another attack.

Dave meanwhile was still charging at the Dragon, when suddenly the beast focused on Geoff. This wasn't the plan at all! Dave roared as loud as he could to try and draw the Dragon's attention away from his friend.

Blaze swiftly attacked the cleric, meaning to bite him in half. The cleric was a stationary, easy target in front of him as he was deep in prayer. The Dragon had a brief moment of elation as he opened his huge jaws ready to consume the human.

Geoff finished his prayer and calmly opened his eyes to see Blaze bearing down on him. At that instant, his spell started to take effect. In the space between him and the Dragon a whirling barrier of wicked blades, ten feet across appeared just as Blaze snapped his head forward. The razor sharp weapons sliced deeply into the Dragon's face. He roared in pain, recoiling his head back from the blades.

Pools of Dragon blood spilled from multiple deep wounds to Blaze's face onto the cavern floor.

Clive let fly a second arrow, this time thinking of acid. The elf's shot was bang on the money as usual and the arrow penetrated a deep cut that had already been caused by the Blade Barrier spell. Again the Dragon roared in pain as the acid burned inside him. Blaze knew he was in serious trouble now and, despite his pride he turned to flee, although he wasn't sure if he even had the strength to fly. He vowed to get his revenge though.

The Dragon spread his wings and readied himself to spring into the air, when suddenly his left wing went icy cold and numb. That blasted wizard again no doubt! Blaze swung back around with what little energy he had remaining and started backing up, inhaling as he went. He intended to incinerate the entire cavern, killing everyone in it, including Stuart the cult leader, if he didn't move out of the way in time.

With all the moving around the Dragon had been doing, Dave still hadn't quite reached it to attack! He was actually surprised he had even managed to last this long! As the beast was retreating, the charging dwarf readied his gleaming, incredibly sharp and little used battle-axe. He saw the gaping, sizzling open wound that Clive had shot his arrow into and swung with all his might over his head and plunged it deep into the Dragon's neck. Blaze roared for the final time and then fell dead at Dave's feet.

Stuart was still down on his knees, holding his ears from the Holy Word spell when he saw Blaze fall. His own rage now took over and he jumped up, pointing his wand at Dave. "You'll pay for this, you bastards!" he shouted.

"Really isn't your lucky day is it?" said Tina with a smile as she leapt on his back and plunged her two magic daggers into his chest, killing Stuart immediately and finally putting an end to the Cult of Blaze.





CHAPTER 7




Aftermath

Boris and Igor had watched the utter destruction of the red Dragon Blaze in stunned silence. Never before had they seen such skill, power and ruthlessness. Boris turned off the magic viewing wall and moved to sit at his desk, in order to write some notes from the battle. Igor was unsure how to proceed, in the past his master had always been so vocal watching The Groups battles, often offering his insight into their tactics and any possible weaknesses he believed he had noticed. This time though, he was different, totally silent and almost stunned.

After many uncomfortable minutes where Igor had not dared to move or utter a sound, Boris finally spoke. "What are your thoughts, Igor? I can feel you thinking over there in the corner. Speak now!"

"I'm sorry Master, I don't know what to make of that battle. I can't believe they destroyed that Dragon so easily. It was on old, highly experienced Dragon and did not even manage to land a single hit on any of them!"

"I'll tell you why they succeeded so easily my young apprentice, those cult members were imbeciles and the Dragon was indeed old, but weak! They were lucky that's all. Let's hope that they just retire now and die in their sleep alone. Now leave me in peace."

"Yes Master," Igor said as he lowered his head and shuffled out of the viewing room, back to his own chamber. As he made his way down the carpeted corridor his thoughts turned back to the events he had just seen unfold in the mountain lair. He was glad his master had been so wrapped in attention during the battle, because Igor had oddly found himself smiling while he watched The Group dismantle the Cult of Blaze with such ease. Even now, several minutes later he was still amazed at the way they had rescued every single slave, dismantled the cult and managed to kill the Dragon so easily. Igor tried to push these traitorous thoughts from his mind; they were the enemy after all, weren't they?

He was so confused.

In the Dragon's lair following the battle, the friends reunited at the corpse of the former resident of this cavern.

Clive spoke first, "That went quite well." He smiled and turned to Geoff, "Holy Word?"

"Yes, I thought we should go out with a bang!" Geoff said, "besides, I'm not sure we have the energy for a long battle anymore."

Tina gave Dave a hug, to which Dave protested.

"Gerroff me!" he said gruffly.

"But you survived a battle, Dave! More amazingly you struck the killing blow! If that's not worth a hug I don't what is?" laughed Tina. "Your battle-axe finally got some use!"

"Oh you're hilarious you are Tina," said Dave.

"I know. Now, where do you think Blaze keeps his good stuff?" Tina said as she skipped off towards one of the large tunnels at the back of the chamber.

"Hey! Wait for me!" Dave shouted, running after her.

Arthur laughed loudly, "I'm going to miss this you know"

Geoff and Clive both said, "Yes, me too"

The three friends walked off to follow Tina and Dave.

Tina's instinct for finding treasure was spot on as usual, as she found the Dragons hoard chamber straight away.

The treasure room was huge, much larger than the chamber they had fought the Dragon in. There were two raised ledges cut all around the perimeter of the room. This created shelves that were wide enough to walk along, shelves that held suits of armour, shields, weapons, chests, jewels, spell books and potion bottles. The floor of the room was covered in huge mounds of gold coins and large jewels, that they could see twinkling in amongst the coins.

"Wow!" said, Clive. "Dragons bring a whole new meaning to the word hoard!"

Arthur nodded, "They sure do. Anything good up there Tina?"

Tina had already climbed up to the first shelf to look for the good stuff.

"The usual really; armour and swords et cetera. I'll start chucking it down for you to check out," she said, as she began to throw everything down to them.

Arthur surveyed the treasure and drew yet another wand from the impossibly deep pockets of his robe. This one could tell him both the magical properties and the power of an item, and he started identifying everything. "I'm going to be a while doing this if you want to amuse yourselves elsewhere," said the wizard.

Clive turned to Dave and said, "Come on then Dave, let's check the rest of this place out."

Dave leapt to his feet and protested, "Oh! But I wanted to stay and catalogue ALL this stuff. Not!" He quipped as he rapidly dodged out of the way of a falling suit of plate mail.

"Oops, sorry I didn't see you there," said Tina sarcastically.

After a couple of hours, Arthur had organised all the items into those they wanted to keep and those they would give away. Geoff had transported everything they were keeping back to Haven, including a few weapons, a couple of armour sets and a chest containing several spell books and wands that Arthur wanted to peruse later.

Dave and Clive had finished checking out the rest of the tunnels and returned to the others.

Arthur looked up as they entered the treasure room, "All clear?"

Clive nodded, "Not much else to see really, we found the tunnel that collapsed on those poor people and we dealt with the cultists we captured earlier. They were all desperate to avenge their Dragon so we showed them the error of their ways. How are you guys doing here?"

"Mostly done I think," answered Arthur. "There were a few good bits but mostly it's stuff that has less magical power than our own equipment. Geoff's taken them to Haven already. The rest I propose we give to Newtown to help them rebuild."

Clive nodded, "Agreed. Are we all agreed?" he asked as he looked around at his friends.

Dave, Tina and Geoff all nodded in agreement.

"That's settled then," declared Clive

"Actually guys I've been thinking," said Dave

"I wondered what that smell was," interrupted Tina.

Dave frowned at her, "As I was saying, I've been thinking and I want to stay here and open this mine for business."

All the rest of The Group stopped what they were doing.

"Really?" said Clive in disbelief, "I thought you hated mining?"

"I don't hate it as such. I just thought there was more to life than beating a rock, and I was right! There is more to see and to do in the world. But that part of my life is finished now, we are all retiring and I think it's the time to lay down some roots"

"Well I think it's a great idea," said Clive.

The rest all nodded and agreed it was a good, albeit a surprising move.

"Now that Dave has decided his next step I guess it's time we all did the same," said Clive. "Once we get things arranged and cleared up here I'll be moving on too".

Tina spoke first as usual, "That's a bit quick isn't it?"

"No point hanging around getting dusty," replied Clive. "I'll still come back to Haven to visit though, you can't get rid of me that easily".

"I had hoped we would have a bit of time together first, to enjoy our retirement," Tina replied.

"We are people of action Tina, it's what we do; I can't sit still for too long, you know that," said Clive.

Tina sighed in resignation, "You are still young compared to us I suppose. You had better visit us old folk in Haven."

"Don't worry, I will," said Clive as he knelt down to give Tina a hug.

When they broke their embrace Clive turned to Arthur, "We had best get this finished up. Arthur would you be so kind as to get the Mayor of Newtown?"

Arthur stood up wearily and dusted himself down. "On the way," he said and vanished.

A few minutes later Arthur reappeared with the Mayor and the captain of the town guard. "Hey guys, this is Mayor Sprocket and Steve, the Captain of the town guard."

"Gentleman," Clive said as he held out his hand. Mayor Sprocket rushed over to shake Clive's hand then went to greet the others excitedly.

The Mayor was a short, fat, middle-aged and bald man. He was wearing black trousers, a black jacket and was carrying a black top hat.

Captain Steve didn't look as excited to be here as the Mayor but he still shook everyone by the hand.

The Captain looked like the living personification of every painting of a knight that Clive had ever seen. Tall, middle-aged, big moustache and shiny armour!

Mayor Sprocket gasped when he noticed the amount of treasure around him.

"Good Lord! I didn't realise there was this much gold in the world! And look at all this armour and weapons!" he said.

Clive smiled and put his arm around the Mayor's shoulders, "It all belongs to Newtown now."

"What?" gasped the Mayor, stunned for a moment.

"We don't need it, so we want the town to have most of it. There's plenty of armour and weapons for the guards," Clive nodded at the Captain who was bending to pick up a magic sword. "Also the gold could be used to pay for a new fort and walls to be constructed around the town amongst other things.

The mayor was flabbergasted. "This is an incredibly thoughtful gift, how can we ever repay you?"

"Just be sensible with it all and don't be greedy. There's plenty of gold for everybody in Newtown and especially for the people who were prisoners down here. The only thing we request is that the mine be reopened safely and that you let Dave run it his way," Clive said as he brought Dave forward.

The Mayor reached out a fat, pudgy hand to Dave, "You are most welcome to the mine of course master dwarf. I'm not sure you need my permission though, to be honest, this mine was never run by anybody associated with Newtown."

"That's settled then," said Dave, "I'll be looking to employ plenty of people from Town and purchase equipment too."

The Mayor beamed at the prospect, "That is excellent news, I'm sure they'll be plenty of interest."

"Great!" said Dave, "I will need to employ some guards too, Captain, at least until things get settled here".

"Indeed," said Captain Steve, the first words he'd spoken since arriving. "We will make the mine and Newtown a safe place to live and work in once more. My thanks to you all."

The Mayor clapped Dave and the Captain on the shoulders "Excellent! I'll leave you with Steve to make the arrangements."

The Group stayed in Newtown for a week to oversee the opening of the mining operation and to make sure the gold didn't disappear. So far things were progressing nicely, there were plenty of people willing to work in the mine for a good wage. Dave had even contacted some of his old clan back in Scraggy Arse to see if they were interested in starting a new venture, and the response was good. Dave now had six more dwarves working with him. The mine would be safe and fully operational soon.

The magical armour and weapons had been distributed among the guard and there was a few pieces leftover too, for new recruits. Craftsman from the surrounding areas were coming to Newtown to help with the rebuilding efforts. New houses were being constructed already to replace the ones the Dragon had destroyed. Everything was looking up for the people of Newtown.

There was one exception though; Gertrude, the young girl Arthur had rescued from the prison was now an orphan. Her family had been killed by the Dragon in the initial attack, so now she had no family left to care for her.

The Mayor had been informed about her situation and had attempted to make arrangements to place her with another family; however, she wasn't interested, and was instead insistent that she wanted to go with Arthur to learn how to become a wizard.

"I don't think they take children with them Gertrude," the Mayor responded kindly when he met with the young girl in his office.

"Can you please ask him?" pleaded Gertrude.

"All right my dear, I'll ask him later"

"Thank you, Mayor," she said as she hugged him.

A few days later, The Group were gathered at the new mine to say goodbye to Dave. Already the place looked so different; there was mining equipment arriving all the time, the collapsed tunnel had been cleared and supported properly. And the bodies of the dead prisoners were returned to Newtown for proper burials. The place was positively bustling with activity.

The Dragon corpse had also been removed from the mine by Arthur a while ago. He had transformed it into a rat and teleported it to the outskirts of Newtown, where he restored it back to its original form. Dragon materials were rare and valuable. The tradesman of the town would strip it bare very soon.

Although The Group were retiring from adventuring and some were going their separate ways, they weren't really saying goodbye, because Haven was still their home. Even so, it was the end of their adventures and they were a little emotional. Tina kept hugging Dave despite his protests and his promises that he would be coming back to Haven most nights to sleep.

"Gerroff me for goodness sake!" protested Dave. "The other dwarves are watching."

"I don't care," said Tina, "you better come back to Haven regularly. That goes for you too, Clive," she added and gave Clive a hug too.

Clive laughed and returned the hug, "Nobody would believe that you are the world's most lethal fighter, seeing you like this Tina!"

"Best you remember that too! Anyway, I'm done fighting and hugging now," Tina said letting go of Clive.

"That's a relief! I've got a reputation to uphold here," said Dave.

"Yeah right!" said Tina.

A few hours later, after they had left the mine, Arthur, Geoff, Clive and Tina were saying their farewells to the people of Newtown. Geoff went to visit the church of Lord Bob, which had been receiving a large increase of worshipers since the demise of the Cult of Blaze. Clive was checking in with Captain Steve.

Meanwhile, Arthur and Tina were meeting with Mayor Sprocket who had requested to speak with Arthur about something urgent before they left town.

The Town hall was one of the largest buildings in Newtown and surprisingly hadn't been damaged in the Dragon attack. As with most of the buildings here, it was almost entirely constructed of timber. The only stone building in the town was the fort, which was currently being rebuilt following the assault.

Mayor Sprocket greeted them warmly as usual when they were shown into his office.

Arthur was pleased to note that the office was plainly furnished and showed no signs that the Dragon's gold was being misspent on luxuries.

The Mayor walked around his desk to sit down.

"I'm so glad you agreed to see me before you leave Newtown, we owe you all so much," the Mayor beamed.

"It's our pleasure Mayor Sprocket," replied Arthur, "we will still be visiting from time to time, after all, Geoff wants to keep an eye on the church and Dave is up at the mine so will need checking in on."

"That's excellent news," said the Mayor. "However before you go there is another matter I would like to discuss with you..."

"We're listening," said Arthur curiously.

"Well, do you recall the young girl you rescued from the mine?"

"Gertrude? Is she OK?"

"She's well, although tragically it seems she is an orphan following the Dragon attacks, she has no family left alive. I have attempted to find a new, suitable family for her but she has asked if she can go with you, Arthur," said the Mayor leaning back in his chair.

"With me?" replied Arthur, surprised. "Why me?"

"I think that after you saved her she sees you as someone she can trust; plus, she says she wants to become a wizard like you. Do you take on apprentices?" asked the Mayor.

"No, I never have before," replied Arthur, still somewhat taken aback. "What do you think Tina?"

Tina thought for a moment.

"Maybe it's time you did pass on your knowledge Arthur. After all, you said you wanted to spend the majority of your time in Haven now, maybe this Gertrude will be able to learn from you and take over when you fully retire. Plus, she might stop you going crazy in your old age!"

Arthur steepled his fingers while he thought about it. On the one hand, he could pass on his skills to this girl, but what if she wasn't able to understand or had no magical ability, what then? Another thing to consider was the fact that this girl was about ten years old. He didn't know if he could raise a child! He had never even thought about it before. But now he had to consider it, and seriously. The Group were disbanded now, Clive was going, Dave had gone already. It really was food for thought.

"Tina, will you help me with this child?" Asked Arthur.

"Me?" asked Tina incredulously.

"Well, I don't know how to raise a child!" said Arthur.

"Neither do I!" said Tina. "Although, at least she's past the potty training stage!" she chuckled. "I was planning on going home to Wimbledon Common but to be honest, Haven has been more of a home to me. Of course I'll help you, if you decide to do it," Tina stated.

Arthur turned back to Mayor Sprocket, "All right, she can come with us. If she's absolutely sure?"

The Mayor smiled and got up. "Let's go see," he said as he opened another door behind his desk to a small anteroom, where Gertrude was waiting with the Mayor's assistant. "Are you absolutely sure about this Gertrude?" asked the Mayor.

The girl stood up straight and proud, "I am Mayor, I want to be a great wizard like Arthur."

Arthur walked over to the young girl and knelt down to get closer to Gertrude's level, "Where we live Gertrude, it isn't like here you know. It can be a bit strange sometimes. I want you to be really sure."

Gertrude smiled at Arthur "I'm really, really sure. I want to come with you; besides, I like strange places. Also, I bet I won't have to worry about Dragons turning up where you live!"

Arthur smiled and held out a hand, "You have no idea, my dear Gertrude, no idea."





CHAPTER 8




Gertrude

It had been a month since Gertrude had been brought back to Haven by Arthur, and Tina and the time had flown by. Her first impression of Haven had been one of amazement and wonder. Her days were filled with exploring the house and gardens, watching Arthur weave magic, learning to shoot a bow with Clive, training with Tina and cooking with Dave. Gertrude had never experienced such things before and the excitement she felt had become infectious to them all.

Sadly, the others had now begun to leave Haven for the next stage of their lives. That had left Tina with the responsibility of organising her routine. Neither Tina or Arthur had any experience with children, so she had times set aside for lessons in all manner of subjects. This was made trickier by the fact she could not read or write very well. Her family had never really spent a lot of time teaching her these things, but she was eager to learn as fast as possible.

Clive had said his goodbyes two weeks ago now. He had left through the viewing wall to go to the city of Worlds End on the outskirts of the Deadzone, where he had begun his new role leading and training the army there. But he still came back every few days or so to see his friends, and to keep them updated.

Dave came back most nights to sleep in Haven. Over the years the dwarf had gotten used to sleeping in a comfy bed and didn't really like sleeping in the mine. The mine itself had been open for business for about a week now and Dave was pleased with the operation so far. The other dwarves had already found several new promising veins of gold.

Geoff had not been back much since The Group had retired, as he was visiting all the churches of Lord Bob. He only came back to Haven for a short while, before leaving through the viewing wall for another church. Gertrude had barely seen Geoff so far, although he had promised to sit with her soon and tell her all about Lord Bob, whom Gertrude was excited to hear about.

After the initial awe and wonder had worn off, Gertrude began to settle into a routine of sorts. After her breakfast, she started her exercises with Tina in the training hall, where she was teaching her self-defence and unarmed combat. Then after lunch, she went to the library where Arthur would teach her to read and write properly. The girl was a quick study and Arthur was confident that he could start teaching her magic at the wizard tower soon. Later in the afternoon Arthur and Tina would educate Gertrude about the rest of the land with the viewing wall, and then visit these places with her so she could soak up the different cultures.

It was after one of these visits to Tina's hometown of Wimbledon Common that they found Geoff had returned.

"Hello stranger," said Tina, "I'm sorry, what was your name again?"

Geoff held up his hands in a placating gesture, "I know, I know, I've been away too much recently, but that's done now. I'm here to help you with this young lady."

Arthur smiled at his friends return and shook Geoff's hand, "Glad for the help, she's exhausting!"

"Surely not!" said Geoff as he narrowed his eyes at the child.

Gertrude laughed, "Yeah, I can be pretty exhausting to be fair, but it's all just so exciting and I have so much to learn."

"Well if you like we can start tomorrow?" said Geoff.

Gertrude nodded enthusiastically.

"Great! That ok with you two?" he asked, looking at Tina in particular.

"Well, she still needs to train and do her chores, but you can relieve Arthur of the academic side of her education I suppose." she replied sternly.

"Looking forward to it." He said while smiling at Gertrude.

With Geoff taking over Gertrude's education, Arthur could return to checking all the magic items and spell books that they had retrieved from Blaze's lair. The wizard had uncovered several items that could be re-purposed to suit Gertrude someday, should the need arise.

The weeks went by and the young girl was a much better reader now, and would soon be studying magic with Arthur; but before that, she wanted to learn about Lord Bob. Geoff spent many afternoons talking to her about his god and showing Gertrude some of the prayer spells he could do. She was amazed at god magic, as so far, she had only seen wizard magic, which was admittedly also incredible to her but nothing like this. Gertrude didn't know what she wanted to learn first. It was like she was in a sweet shop and could choose anything she wanted. She had wanted to be a wizard like Arthur initially, but then she had really enjoyed learning to fight with Tina, and now she was starting to show interest in becoming a cleric too!

Geoff explained to her though, that to be truly great at something she had to choose a discipline and specialise in that. Only the long-lived races such as elves could live long enough to be competent in multiple disciplines.

"Don't worry though, child, you don't have to choose yet. There's plenty of time before you have to decide," said Geoff reassuringly.

Gertrude smiled in response, but was still torn about what path to take.

Little did she know that soon, her life was about to change forever.

Three months after Gertrude had come to live in Haven, she had a new and amazing visitor. Geoff had just finished the afternoon lesson when Lord Bob walked into the library. The girl leapt up in shock and hid behind Geoff, somewhat taken aback by a stranger appearing in Haven.

The god looked exactly the same as he did whenever he visited Haven in his human form, a bearded middle-aged man wearing a platinum grey suit, white shirt, grey tie and black shiny shoes

"It's ok Gertrude, this is Lord Bob," Geoff said reassuringly.

She peeked around Geoff to look at Lord Bob, who had taken a seat at the table opposite him.

"Hello Gertrude, I've been anxious to meet you. I've been watching your progress with interest," the gods voice was instantly calming to the young girl. "Come and sit with me," he said.

She walked slowly around the table to sit next to Lord Bob.

Suddenly feeling more confident she asked, "You don't look like a Dragon."

"I thought it might be a little too much for you if I arrived in my Dragon form to meet you for the first time, besides I would not fit in this library. I must say, you have found your voice a lot quicker than Geoff did the first time I visited him here!" Lord Bob said with a wink.

"You startled me that's all, but you seem like a nice person." Gertrude responded confidently.

"I like to think so."

"Can I ask you something?"

"Of course, ask away."

"How have you got the time to visit me?" asked Gertrude "Do god's get time off?"

Lord Bob laughed loudly. "Yes normally I'm very busy, but today is my day off and I thought I'd come and meet you."

"That's nice of you," she said as she held out her hand. "In that case, I'm Gertrude. Pleased to meet you."

Lord Bob continued to chuckle in amusement as he took her hand. "I'm Bob. Pleased to meet you too"

Gertrude smiled happily and then collapsed unconscious into Lord Bob's arms.

Geoff leapt up in concern. "Gertrude?" he cried out looking at his god "What happened? Is she ok?"

Lord Bob stood up carrying her effortlessly, "She's fine Geoff, we need to talk in privacy," he said seriously, as they instantly went from the library to Gertrude's room.

Lord Bob gently laid the child on her bed, then the room shifted and they were now outside on the patio, seated at the table with Arthur and Tina.

"Hey!" said Arthur and Tina together as they suddenly realised where they were.

"Oh, Lord Bob. Hi," said Tina. "I'm glad I was dressed!"

"What's going on?" asked Arthur.

Lord Bob raised his hands to silence them, "I brought you out here to talk about Gertrude."

"Gertrude?" said Arthur and Tina together again.

"Do you two always do that?" asked Lord Bob. "Yes, Gertrude. She's in her room asleep, she won't wake until the morning now."

"What's wrong with her?" asked Geoff.

Lord Bob leaned forward and interlocked his fingers on the table. "Now? Nothing. But she was dying before. She had a growth in her brain and would have been dead in a year."

There was shock around the table. All three friends were talking at once. Lord Bob held up a hand again and they all immediately fell silent.

"There, that's better. Now one at a time. Tina, you first," he said, pointing to her.

"Is she going to be Ok?" asked Tina, with tears in her eyes.

"I've removed the growth from her brain, if that's what you mean. However, what the long-lasting effects will be? I'm not sure." Answered Lord Bob solemnly.

"What do you mean, you're not sure?" said Tina. "Aren't you omnipotent?"

Lord Bob nodded with a small smile. "Technically yes, however only where it concerns mortals. I could see the child was sick as soon as I met her and that left me with a quandary"

Arthur managed to speak before Tina for once. "A quandary? Surely it was an easy decision to heal her?"

Lord Bob stopped smiling. "It wasn't an easy decision at all Arthur. You see as a god, I'm not meant to directly interfere with the lives of mortals anymore. Yes, I know I grant spells to Geoff to heal people, but that's different. He prays for a spell and I grant him the power, but he decides who should live and die, not me. I can't heal everybody. Even a cleric as powerful as Geoff here would not have been able to heal her. This type of illness is undetectable and incurable normally. As you know I can't go to the surface of the world, so I don't have this problem anymore, but I realised that the child would die without my direct intervention. This is where the problem lies; because as I healed her directly there will be side effects."

"Side effects? What side effects?" asked Geoff with concern.

"Nothing bad." said Lord Bob trying to reassure them.

Tina looked confused, "I don't understand what the problem is then".

"Because Tina, being blessed directly with divine power changes the body, mind and spirit. For example, look at Dave. He's received a lot of diluted divine power and now he can't stay dead!" said Lord Bob.

"Good point," replied Tina. "So Gertrude may be like Dave?"

Lord Bob shrugged. "This is where it's unknown to me, there could be any amount of changes in her".

The god sighed as he stroked his neatly trimmed beard. "Thousands of years ago, during the Dragon War, Lady Edna and I would bless warriors, and sometimes heal people directly. These people were nearly always different afterwards. It tended to amplify their instinctual nature and give them abilities. They became exceptional in battle and for that, I am still ashamed," he said as he rose and started pacing about. "We did not even consider what we were doing, we just kept escalating against each other in the name of war. It was chaos."

The god seemed momentarily lost in his memories.

The three friends shared concerned glances at each other.

Lord Bob could hear their thoughts of course and snapped out of his reverie.

"Anyway. The ones I created were referred to as Paladins, the ultimate Holy warriors. The poor souls that my sister created did not go so well, however. She only tried it on dark elves to my knowledge but they all went mad and caused massive destruction, even to her own forces. They became known as Desecrators, although she referred to them as her Champions. We stopped creating them when the war ended and we were banned from touching the surface. But I could not just let the delightful child die once I met her, so we'll just have to wait and see what happens to her. My hope is that she will be different from the others paladins I created, as she is by far the youngest human I've healed and she is not raised in a time of war," he said with a slight smile. "I will visit more often now to check on her. But I suggest you just carry on her teaching as normal as this will have a positive impact on the type of person she becomes."

The three friends all looked to each other for guidance for a moment, then one by one they nodded.

"Good, that's settled then. I'll be back in a few weeks to check her progress. Goodnight!" Lord Bob vanished.

"Well," said Tina, "Things could be getting interesting around here again!"





CHAPTER 9




The First Magic lesson

As the months went by, the child's surrogate parents carried on like normal. But they couldn't help notice there was something different about Gertrude. The first thing Tina noticed was the child had a lot more energy than before. She also seemed to be stronger now and was learning more complicated fighting patterns, much quicker.

Arthur had started training her in magic and she was a very quick study.

"So how does all the magic work then?" She enquired during the first lesson, whilst fiddling with a wand.

"Give me that!" Said Arthur as he swiped the wand from her hand. "You could blow us all up. It is a Wand of Fireballs" he said as he slipped the wand into a drawer in his desk.

"Sorry." She replied as she swung her short legs below the stool she was sitting on.

Arthur sighed. "It's ok. I should have put all the dangerous stuff away. I have never had an apprentice before you know."

"Never? Why?" she asked in curiosity.

Arthur sat down next to her. "Always been too busy really. We started adventuring at a young age, so never had the opportunity."

Gertrude seemed really attentive now. "How did you all meet?" She asked excitedly.

Arthur smiled at her. "That is a story that we should all tell you together one time. It is quite the tale you know."

Gertrude crossed her arms in a huff.

The old wizard laughed at her. "I can tell you all about magic though, if you are still interested?"

The young girl uncrossed her arms and shrugged. "I suppose."

Arthur laughed at her. "Right then. Magic! There are four different types of magic in Dragonia. Do you know what they are?"

Gertrude thought for a second. "Well there's wizard magic, obviously."

Arthur nodded as he held up a finger.

"There is clerical magic like Geoff's."

"Hmm." As he held up a second finger.

"Is Lord Bob's magic different?" she asked.

He nodded. "The gods have what we call divine magic, which is different to the power they give the clerics to use. So that's three" As he held up a third finger. "What about the fourth type of magic?"

She thought for quite a while before answering. "Is it Dragon magic?" she asked hopefully.

The old wizard smiled. "Well done! Yes, many creatures have innate magical abilities. Now, these magic types all come from one source of course. Which is?"

"Lord Bob!" she cried out.

Arthur nodded. "Well, both the gods really."

"What happened to the gods? Why did Lady Edna turn bad?" She asked nervously, looking around the room as if expecting the evil god to suddenly arrive.

"Don't worry my dear." He said as he placed a hand on her shoulder. "You are quite safe here. I think that lesson is best given by Geoff to be honest. What I can tell you is that when the gods created Dragonia with their divine magic, it left traces everywhere. It is in the land, the trees, the oceans and even the sky."

"Everywhere? Why can't everybody use magic then?"

"If you gave everybody paint, could they all become master artists? If you gave everybody some stone, could they build you a church, and let's say if you gave everybody a sword, could they be as good as Tina is? No. Magic is all around us but the vast majority of people cannot see it or feel it."

"Ok, so how do you see magic?" she said as she looked around the room again. "I can't see any."

Arthur sighed. "That is because you are not looking properly. Here." He said as he took a cup from his desk and handed it to her.

She looked at the cup and then Arthur in confusion. "I don't get it."

"I know, but you will, hopefully. Now close your eyes and concentrate on the cup in your hands. Feel all the little imperfections in the glaze of the cup. Imagine you can see the cup clearly before you open your eyes, so that when you do look upon it you know exactly what you are going to see."

"Are you sure this is how you learn magic?" she asked cheekily, but also with a little hesitation in her voice.

"It is the way I learned to understand magic. Now, without opening your eyes yet, what colour is the mug?"

"White." She replied quickly.

"Ok, does it have a pattern on it?"

"Oh." She replied in an unsure tone. "I can't remember."

"That's ok. Feel the cup, can you tell if there is a raised pattern painted on it?"

Gertrude concentrated as she realised there was a pattern on the cup. Then she remembered. "It's a bird!"

Arthur smiled. "That's good, that's good. So when you feel sure you can clearly see the cup in your mind, open your eyes and look at it deeply. You do not need to see the cup in your hands as you already know what it looks like. What you are trying to see it what surrounds the cup and what the cup is made from apart from clay. The essence of the thing is what I want you to see for the first time."

Gertrude continued to study the cup with her mind and hands for several minutes more. She was so engrossed with her task that she did not even hear Tina walk in and sit on the bench next to her. After another few minutes she slowly opened her eyes and stared at the cup in her hands. For a brief moment it looked just like a cup but then she noticed a faint golden glow around the edges.

"Was this cup glowing before? Because I did not see that in my mind." Gertrude asked as she continued to stare at the glow.

"That is excellent! Keep focusing on the glow until the cup fades from view and the glow intensifies."

The child did as she was asked and was surprised to see the glow grow even brighter, until she could barely see the cup at all. "Is the glow, magic?" she asked without looking up.

"It sure is, Gertrude. Well done, that is most impressive. So what you are looking at is the leftover magical trace that exists in all things. It is completely harmless and invisible to most people. Wizards can draw upon this energy to power their magical spells."

Tina huffed, startling Gertrude. "Looks like a cup to me." She said as she got down from the desk and squeezed the child's shoulder, before smiling at her and walking out again.

"Anyway." Said Arthur to regain her attention. "Now, understanding where the power comes from is only one part of being a wizard. The rest is study and practice I'm afraid. The spells take a long time to learn correctly."

"That's ok. I like studying. But what I don't understand is, if spells are hard to learn, why not just use wands?"

"Ah! I am glad you brought that up." He said as he went back to the drawer to get out the Wand of Fireballs. "Let's go outside shall we? I have learned that it is not a good idea to cast this spell inside, if you value your furniture, and indeed your health."

Gertrude followed Arthur outside excitedly.

"Now you asked about spells versus wands. Some spells can be cast quite quickly, like a Magic Missile spell." He said as he wiggled his fingers in a certain pattern and spoke a short incantation, before several glowing missiles flew from his fingertips and slammed into a vase nearby, exploding it.

"Whoa!" she gasped as she leapt backwards. "That was amazing! What was that?"

"Glad you are easily impressed. That was the quickest attack spell there is. Almost as fast as a wand attack. You see, some spells can take several minutes to cast. That is obviously a dangerous situation to be in when you are in a battle. Being able to act swiftly before an attacker can respond is one of the reasons we are all still alive after all these years."

"Tina said Dave dies all the time." She said before laughing.

Arthur chuckled in return. "Well he is a special case I suppose. But the main way to cast spells faster, is to use a wand. Now, wands are a magical item that is created by a wizard. This can take many days to accomplish and is quite draining to the caster. But once the item is created, a wizard can then charge it up with his own magical energy."

Gertrude frowned. "I don't understand how that works." She replied in confusion.

"I would be surprised if you did understand it on your first lesson. This is why we train for years to become a wizard. But let me explain it another way. You have been learning to bake bread rolls with Dave, I understand?"

She nodded.

"Good. Well let's say the bun tray you use, is this Wand of Fireballs." He said as he held up the wand. "So at some point, somebody made that bun tray. The mixture of ingredients to make the rolls is the Fireball spell in this example. So you just pour the mixture into the bun tray to make the buns. You do not need to make a new bun tray every time do you?"

She shook her head.

"So once the wand is empty, you can just fill it up again."

"With more bun mixture!" she said with a laugh.

Arthur smiled. "Exactly! Now to be honest, to use a wand requires very little magic power. But don't tell anybody that. What it does need is skill and experience though. This Wand of Fireballs for example is just a matter of point, and push the button."

He said as he pointed the wand away from them and a small orange ball of flame flew from the tip. After a few seconds it almost disappeared from view before exploding into a massive eruption of fire.

"I can see why you don't cast that one inside!" said Gertrude sarcastically, but still a little more than impressed.

"Exactly my point. Any idiot can point and push. But a trained wizard would know what spell is to be used in a certain situation. Other wands like the Teleportation one I used to rescue all the people in the mine for example, still requires the caster to know exactly the location to teleport to or you could end up in the middle of a rock or something."

"Ew!" Cried Gertrude as she screwed up her face.

"Ew! Indeed." He replied. "Would you like a go?"

"Yes please!"

Arthur handed her the wand carefully. "Very important to not point this at the ground." He said seriously.

Gertrude took the wand and pointed it away from her. "Do I just press the button?" she asked as she located a small recess on the wand with her thumb.

"That is correct. When you're ready." He replied as he stepped aside a little and readied another wand of his own, just in case this went horribly wrong.

He need not have worried though as Gertrude cast her first ever fireball spell safely away from them, to explode in another huge ball of flame in the distance.

"Well done!" Said Arthur as he gently took back the wand from her.

Gertrude excitedly gave Arthur a hug before hearing the clapping of Geoff and Tina, who had been watching from a safe distance away and now approached.

"That will do for today my dear." He said as they walked back to the house.

Geoff meanwhile had noticed that Gertrude was able to learn and understand new languages very quickly now. She had practically learned all the goblinkind languages (such as they were) already. As promised, he did tell her as much as he knew about the gods and how they had gone their separate ways.

Lord Bob had kept his promise and visited every month. He had been totally honest with her about her previous condition and the way he had healed her. He went for long walks with Gertrude around the gardens teaching her about all the plants and flowers growing there. He had even changed into his natural form and allowed her to ride on his back as he flew around Haven.

She seemed completely comfortable in the god's presence.

Geoff had managed to catch Lord Bob before he vanished from his last visit, to ask him what he thought of Gertrude's progress.

"Well Geoff, I think it's fair to say that there are no dangerous side effects evident so far. However, I can clearly see that she has increased strength, speed and stamina along with increased intellect too. She also has a measure of Holy Power within her too. I can feel it radiating from her. Basically, I think she's going to be a fine young woman and a blessing to Dragonia, especially with your support and teachings."

Geoff was happy with the news. "That's great! So she should be ok then?"

Lord Bob smiled "I think we can expect great things from her"

"What about the weird immortality?" Geoff asked worriedly.

The god chuckled. "We won't know that until she dies." He said, and then vanished.





CHAPTER 10




Geoff's Promotion

Weeks became months, months became years and years had almost become a decade in Haven. It was now Gertrude's 18th birthday and it was the first time the whole group had been gathered together for many years.

Clive had hardly been back for months now, as he was busy organising Worlds End's garrison. The city was in the far south of the world bordering the desert area where the deadzone was. It was an anomaly on Dragonia, as the desert was not originally created by Lord Bob and Lady Edna, but rather it was the area where they had their final battle and the land had died. The city was an important coastal trading hub though, but it was constantly under attack by desert raiders and strange creatures that came from a pit in the middle of the deadzone.

Dave was still a regular visitor but even he had started getting more used to being underground again with the flourishing mining operation in Mount Doom. He had recently gotten romantically involved with one of the original six dwarves that had joined the mine and was spending more time with her now.

Arthur, Tina and Geoff had remained in Haven though to raise and train Gertrude. The last few years had seen a big change in the young woman. She was tall, almost as tall as Geoff. She had grown to be quite striking too, and would always attract a fair amount of attention whenever they left Haven. Apart from her height, the most noticeable changes however had been her hair and eyes. Her hair had been long, brown and straight before she met Lord Bob, but now, whilst it was still long, it had become curly and changed to a striking platinum colour. Her eyes had been dark brown too but they had also now changed to a platinum colour, just like Lord Bob's.

Apart from the obvious physical changes to her appearance, her abilities had grown too. She was very strong, fast and resilient. She healed very quickly too, on the rare occasion she got hurt. She had become Tina's equal with weapons, but she couldn't match her skills at lockpicking, as Gertrude's fingers were just too big.

Arthur had taught her to use a wide variety of magic. She struggled with some of the more complicated spells though and got frustrated with herself often, but Arthur would reassure her that at her age he couldn't do half of what she could.

Through her lessons with Geoff, Gertrude had learned to speak several languages fluently. She had read almost every book in the library and could recall most of the information within.

Lord Bob had, in fact, continued to keep his promise of visiting Haven regularly to keep a close eye on Gertrude. He had educated her first hand about the history of Dragonia, including both his triumphs and his failures. He had shown her real images from his memories, images of the Dragons he and his sister had created tens of thousands of years ago. He also showed her how the Dragons inevitably fought for land and power, how they split into two opposing sides behind the gods, sides that had brought about the Dragon War. He explained to her how both he and his sister created many species to aid their own causes in the war. He told her the history of the Paladins and the Desecrators, and how they had helped to shape the battles. He spoke to her about the sadness he had felt since that fateful day many thousands of years ago, when he had fought his sister on the battlefield. Their battle reshaped the world, forming new mountains in some areas while destroying others elsewhere. By the time they had realised their battle was as equally pointless as it was destructive, they retreated to their astral plane of existence. There they agreed a peace treaty which would prevent them from ever touching the surface world of Dragonia again. The god explained how the war was his biggest regret; That as a result of the war, the Dragons that had stood behind him, the gold, silver, bronze and copper colours were practically extinct and had not been seen since they had sealed themselves in their lairs. Whereas, the ones that had sided with Lady Edna, the red, black and greens had spread out across the lands. The god also spoke briefly about the white and blue Dragons, who had decided to stay out of the conflict altogether. All the god knew about them was that the whites went north to the ice and the blues took to the seas.

The god did not just impart knowledge to Gertrude though. Five years ago on her 13th birthday, he had presented her with a platinum chain that held his Holy Dragon symbol. It was unbreakable and only she could remove it. Lord Bob had told her it would grant her access to him wherever she was, and with Geoff teachings, would one day enable her to cast Holy magic.

Tina and Geoff had been busy visiting various food stores around the land to get the assorted treats for a party to celebrate Gertrude's 18th birthday, which were eagerly being consumed by Dave and Clive.

Tina noticed Clive stuffing his face full of pastries. "Don't they have food down south? Or shade?" Noting his sunburned face.

Clive replied while struggling to swallow a mouthful of food, "It's all so bloody spicy! And no. No shade," he said smiling.

"Hmm, you best eat up then," said Tina in a motherly fashion. "What's your excuse, Dave? Mrs Dave not feeding you?" she said winking at him.

"Not a lot of bakery shops in the mine," replied Dave.

Arthur and Geoff meanwhile were talking to Gertrude.

"So my dear, now that you're eighteen will you be braving the outside world?" said Arthur. "You don't want to be cooped up here with the oldies forever do you?"

"Speak for yourself Arthur, we don't all look over one hundred years old you know!" Geoff said smiling at him.

Arthur has visibly aged over the last decade, his back was all bent and twisted from the magical strain. Geoff had tried healing him several times but it failed. Holy magic couldn't heal magical consumption damage apparently.

"I'd like to start going out on my own. Do you think Lord Bob will give me a token like yours so I can come and go from Haven?" said Gertrude.

"Why don't you ask him yourself?" said Geoff as he motioned over her shoulder towards the spot where Lord Bob had just appeared.

Gertrude spun around and rushed to greet Lord Bob.

"My lord I'm so glad you could come," she said excitedly.

Lord Bob gave her a hug and said, "My dear Gertrude I wouldn't miss your birthday for anything. Here, I brought you something," and a gift box with a platinum coloured ribbon suddenly appeared in his hand.

Gertrude took the box eagerly.

"Can I open it now?" she asked.

"Wouldn't be much point in me giving it to you if you couldn't open it my child?" he said, chuckling as the others gathered around.

Gertrude opened the box and squealed when she saw that inside was a token of passage just like the rest of The Group's. "You were listening, weren't you?" she said laughing.

Lord Bob laughed again. "I'm a god. I'm always listening. This token is for you, however, it is different from the others."

Geoff was curious, "How so?" He asked.

Lord Bob briefly showed a flash of concern as he looked at Gertrude "This token is different because I've placed an additional enchantment on it." He gently took the token from Gertrude and the Holy symbol that was on a fine chain around her neck. "As I cannot directly intervene, only observe the area around you," he looked directly into Gertrude's eyes, "this will help protect you where I cannot."

He placed the token against the Holy symbol and the Dragon image reshaped around the token to make one new symbol. "This will do the same things as before, but also you will be transported directly to Haven should you ever be critically injured. I will also know instantly and will come here to aid you." Lord Bob placed the chain back around Gertrude's neck. "Now, I know what you're thinking, child," he smiled at her. "The curse of being omnipotent. You think I'm being overprotective? Well you're right, I am." He took her face in his hands and kissed her on the forehead. "But that's my job."

Gertrude smiled at the god. "Thank you, my Lord, it's a wonderful gift. I'll treasure it always," she said as she took the symbol in her hands and studied it.

"You're most welcome," the god replied as he turned to Geoff. "Can I have a word Geoff?" he said as he moved away from the others further along the patio.

"Of course my Lord," replied Geoff as the rest all gathered closer to Gertrude to inspect her gift.

Once they were a short distance away from the others Lord Bob turned back to Geoff.

"I have to say you lot have done a marvelous job with Gertrude," he said as he looked over towards the gathering.

Geoff chuckled. "It helps keep any bad behaviour in check when she knows a god is keeping an eye on her!"

Lord Bob laughed. "Yes, I suppose it does. It's a time of change for you all you know?"

Geoff looked back at Lord Bob curiously, "What do you mean?"

"Dave and Clive have new lives, Arthur and Tina are getting older now and Gertrude is getting ready to make her mark on the world. Which just leaves you," Lord Bob said placing a hand on his shoulder.

"Me?" said Geoff even more curious now.

"You're not getting any younger either you know, and I'd like to thank you for your exemplary service. I'd like you to leave this plane of existence and join me on the astral plane".

Geoff was stunned. "Join you? can I even do that?"

"Of course you can, what's the point of being a god if I don't use my power every now and then. Besides, you wouldn't be the first person to ascend into the heavens," Lord Bob smiled at Geoff.

"Wow, I have so many questions. What would it mean for me? What would I do there? Can I come back here? Do I have to die?" Geoff was still in shock as he uttered each question. He was sure there were more he could ask, that he wanted to ask, but his mind was in a whirl.

Lord Bob tried to reassure Geoff, "Here, sit down," he said and pulled a chair for him to sit on from thin air.

Geoff flopped into the chair and Lord Bob sat opposite him.

"Ok, let's sort through these questions for you. First I need to explain to you how this god business actually works. Only people who ascend know these things, so no blabbing to Tina," Lord Bob looked over to Tina who was predictably watching them with a worried look on her face. "She's too clever that one," he said with a wave to Tina. "Ok, as a god I'm omnipotent, as you know. However, that doesn't mean I want to involve myself in every little aspect of my followers' lives. That's not to say I don't care, it's just that I like to do other things," he chuckled, "like visiting here for example. So what I do is expend some of my power to others to take care of the everyday stuff, like healing and blessings and so on."

"I had no idea, so when I prayed to you for spells I wasn't even speaking to you?" Geoff was amazed.

Lord Bob smiled reassuringly ."Sometimes you would get your prayers answered directly by me, sometimes it would be from somebody else. It depended on the situation. For example, currently there are dozens of prayers coming into me, most are standard Cure Light Wounds spells. These are currently being dealt with by others, but while we've been talking I've granted fourteen higher spells including Blade Barrier, Conjure Elemental and Resurrect Dead."

Geoff understood now, even after all these years he was still amazed at a god's power. "I see my Lord, I apologise if I seemed disrespectful."

Lord Bob waved his hand dismissively. "Think nothing of it. Everybody is a little put out when they discover how it works. That's why we don't discuss it openly. So, in answer to your questions. No. you don't die as such, although your physical body would cease to be. Your consciousness will remain and ascend to the astral plane and assume the form of a Dragon."

Geoff now sat there with his mouth agape, taking it in.

"A Dragon?" he finally managed to say.

Lord Bob grinned. "Yes Geoff, a Dragon. What form did you think you'd take in the realm of the Dragon God?"

Geoff realised how stupid he sounded, "Eh.... yes my Lord. Sorry. stupid question really".

"Anyway," said the god, "your duties will be handling prayers to assess their validity as and when they come in, monitoring locations around my Holy symbols and flying around generally having a good time!" he laughed. "It's not a punishment Geoff, it's a reward. I haven't ascended anybody for generations now but seeing as our followers are numerous. Which is mostly your fault," he winked at Geoff, "we need another pair of hands."

"Thank you so much My Lord. It's an honour. Will I be able to come back here from time to time?" asked Geoff with concern, as he looked over to his friends.

"Of course you can. You get one day off a week and four weeks annual holiday!" Lord Bob laughed at seeing Geoff's confused face. "Sorry, I'm messing with you. Yes, you can come back from time to time. However, I must caution you that time moves differently on the astral plane. It's difficult to keep track of time over here, relative to there. I'll try to help you work it out."

Geoff was satisfied enough with the answers Lord Bob had given him. "When do we go?"

Lord Bob stood up. "Come on, let's go and enjoy the party for now, we will go later."

Geoff walked back with his god beside him to join the others. This would be his last day as a man, tomorrow he would start his new life and job as a Dragon.

"Talk about spreading your wings!" he muttered to himself.





CHAPTER 11




Meanwhile, In The Lair

Igor was bored. It had been several weeks now since The Group had utterly destroyed the red Dragon, Blaze. Since then he had barely seen his master. Boris had been busy scouting new locations all over Dragonia for creating his pocket dimensions. Igor had been left with the task of maintaining the current undead force they already had. The undead were a tricky army to manage on a day to day level.

On the one hand, they were easy because they didn't need food, water or entertainment (unless you consider eating brains entertainment, which Igor didn't), they would just lurk in the storage space waiting for a living being to attack.

On the other hand, they were hard to manage because they stank, were not exactly great conversationalists and they tended to fall apart. Just today Igor had to remove five zombies from storage; two because their legs had fallen off!

Another problem that undead armies present is maintaining control. The lesser undead like zombies and skeletons were easy enough and would stay where they were told. The higher undead however, kept a measure of their brain power, so they needed to be controlled and continuously monitored. Vampires, in particular, were always trying to resist control and take over the undead army for themselves. It was for this reason that the storage spaces were in pairs. There was a smaller one with more magic protection for the higher undead generals and a second one that was larger but had less protection for the lesser undead fodder.

Boris had kept a couple of vampires as personal bodyguards for years now, and they gave Igor the creeps. Igor suspected that his master kept the two vampires with him to deter Igor from thinking of trying anything stupid. Igor however, had no interest in taking control of the army. He mainly liked to learn new magic and wanted to learn from the best, which Boris indeed was when it came to Necromancy. Igor would have liked to have learned different magic though, but he was always going to be a dark elf, and that meant learning the dark magics. Dark elves did know other types of magic of course but considered them to be inferior and weak; however, Igor had been watching The Group for years, and they didn't seem weak at all. Their wizard was amazing, although he could never admit that to Boris of course. Igor shook his head to try and dislodge those dangerously traitorous thoughts from his mind, but the more time that had passed since the battle in the lair, the more Igor realised he was going to miss watching them do their amazing adventures and he was sad.

Igor had finished his daily rounds and found himself walking past his master's viewing room. He looked longingly at the door but knew he couldn't touch it unless he wanted to become a puddle on the floor! There was no telling when Boris would return, and he wanted to know what was going on in Newtown. Had The Group gone now? He needed to know. Igor decided there and then that he was going to find out, despite his master telling him to stay in the lair. Igor reached into his robes to find two wands. One was a Teleportation wand, and the other was an Invisibility wand.

"Ok, time to go," he said to himself. Igor thought of the area he knew just outside of Newtown and teleported there. He arrived in a small clearing surrounded by trees about a half mile from the town, quickly he used the other wand to make himself invisible.

Once satisfied he was safely hidden from view, he made his way into the town to see what he could overhear. He had done this many times in the past, and it was an excellent way to spy on people and pick up some information. He had found out much about The Group over the years using this method, although he was always careful to stay away from the wizard because he was sure he would see right through the spell.

A short while later Igor was listening in on a conversation between two town guards who were patrolling the outskirts of Newtown.

"Here, Steve," said one of the guards. "Check out this new sword that Captain Steve gave me" He showed his new gleaming sword to Steve, who seemed impressed.

"Nice, Pete," said Steve, "I didn't get a sword, I got this awesome new shield though, look." He handed over his new shield to Pete who slid his hand into the loops on the back.

"Wow! This shield is so light! How does it work?" said Pete as he handed it back to Steve.

"Dunno," said Steve, "it's magic innit."

"Yeah I suppose," replied Pete. "So have they stripped everything out of the Dragon's lair now?"

"Yeah," said Steve. "It's just a big empty room now".

"Ah. So when does the mine reopen then?" asked Pete.

"A few days I reckon. The dwarf from The Group has got the place well organised and safe already. He's gonna take over running the place I heard" said Steve.

Pete nodded. "Yeah, I heard that too."

The guards were almost at the barracks now, so Igor decided to stop following them and head back toward town. His mind was still going over the information he had just heard from the idiot guards. So Dave was running the mine now, that was interesting news, as was the fact that the town guard had obviously been upgraded regarding weapons and armour, they would have to be careful here.

As Igor was shuffling along, keeping to the spaces where there were fewer people to avoid, he saw a few members of The Group walking down the main street. Igor was excited to see them he realised, and despite his common sense telling him otherwise, he started to follow them.

Luckily for Igor, the people of Newtown showed considerable respect to The Group and gave them plenty of room to walk down the road without hindrance. This allowed Igor to follow in their wake. He heard Clive say that he was going to the fort to inspect the weapons given to Captain Steve.

Apparently, Arthur and Tina were meeting with the Mayor. Igor was desperate to find out what they were meeting him about but couldn't afford to risk Arthur detecting him. He decided to wait until they entered the Town Hall, then made his way to the door and waited until it opened.

As an old woman entered the building, Igor slipped in behind her.

The Town Hall was a large building, the lobby he was in was full of people. Most were waiting in lines to talk to officials sitting behind desks. Igor could see signs that read 'Housing', 'The Mine', 'Rebuilding', 'Revenue' and even 'Customer Services'. Igor smiled to himself as he thought the queues of people here reminded him of the zombies stored away. He looked around to see where Arthur and Tina had gone but couldn't see them; but, he did see a sign that said Mayor's Office upstairs, so he went that way.

Igor made his way upstairs to the office and was pleased to see that there was nobody else around apart from a grumpy looking old woman sat at a desk which had a sign on it saying reception. She was looking at piles of paperwork muttering. Igor slipped past her desk to move up to the door. He couldn't see into the room, but he could hear their conversation. It appeared that The Mayor was asking Arthur if he'd take some girl called Gertrude as an apprentice. Igor was both delighted and saddened to hear that Arthur and Tina were going to agree and take this girl with them. He was delighted because they confirmed to the Mayor that they were retiring to somewhere called Haven, but he was saddened because he would not witness their skills anymore. Igor's attention snapped back to the conversation inside the office when he heard the girl saying that at least there were no Dragons where they lived and Arthur saying that she had no idea. What did that mean?

Igor left shortly afterwards to head back to the lair; he hadn't been back in his room a few minutes when there was a knock at the door. Igor opened it to see Bart standing there.

"Oh Bart it's you, is the master back too?"

The vampire looked annoyed.

"I'm Arnie! And yes, the master is back. He has demanded your presence in the viewing room." Arnie turned and strode off down the stone corridor back to Boris's room.

Igor knew it wasn't a coincidence that Boris had returned shortly after Igor had come back to the lair. No doubt he had some spell in place to monitor him. Igor pushed his rising anger down at being treated like a prisoner and followed Arnie to see Boris, at least he had some news to share with him.

Igor was lost in his thoughts as he trudged along the corridors to his master's chambers. He was wondering where it had gone wrong for him. At the beginning of his apprenticeship, it had been exciting, learning about Necromancy with the greatest necromancer the world had ever known. But now it was getting stale, and there were still many years to go before the plan was due to begin. Igor wasn't sure he even wanted to go through with the original plan now. He had always been confident before, why was it different now? Was it seeing The Group in action for the final time? He had always hated them with a passion for causing his horrific injuries, but after all this time he wondered if they hadn't attacked them first would they have tried to kill him and his master? These thoughts were dangerous though, especially just before meeting his master. I'd better bury them deep thought Igor as he realised that he was just outside the magic door to Boris's chamber.

When Igor entered, he saw that Bart and Arnie were standing behind Boris as usual, staring at him. Boris himself was sitting at his desk writing annotations on his map.

"You wanted to see me, Master?" said Igor nervously.

Boris looked up slowly

"Where did you go, Igor? I told you to remain here to maintain the undead," Boris said sternly.

Igor gulped. "Eh, well the undead were ok, and I was curious about what was happening in Newtown, so I went scouting for you Master."

Boris raised an eyebrow "You left the duties I gave you, to risk exposing yourself to my most hated enemies?"

Igor was worried now. Boris had killed apprentices for less before "Sorry Master, but you were gone for days, and I was thirsty for information about The Group. I wanted to make sure they had retired for good," he said quickly.

Boris looked back down at his map for another few minutes while Igor was starting to sweat. Finally, Boris placed his pen on his desk and looked up again.

"Well? Let's hear it then. It had better be good because Bart and Arnie are thirsty too," Boris said menacingly.

Igor gulped again.

"Yes, Master. I have learned that The Group have indeed retired. The dwarf is now running the mining operation full time, and they have given all the magic items to the town guard to use. I have also learned that the wizard has taken a young girl called Gertrude in as an apprentice, and that he and the halfling will be taking her back to a place called Haven to raise her."

"I see," said Boris, "are you sure they are retiring? Did you actually hear them say the words?"

Igor thought back for a moment to the conversation he overheard in the Mayor's office.

"I heard them saying to this Gertrude that where they live isn't like here and that it can be strange sometimes. The halfling said that they were planning to spend their time in Haven from now on. Also, the dwarf has left The Group to run the mine, so I assume that means they are retired now." Igor hoped that it would be enough.

"Well that'll have to do I suppose. I guess we'll know soon enough if they change their minds. Now get out!"

Igor made for the door as quickly as he could.

"Oh and Igor?" Boris called to him.

Igor turned back to his master worriedly.

"Don't ever disobey me again or there won't be enough of you to feed the zombies!"

"Yes, my Master," Igor said timidly.

Igor got out as quick as he could and headed back to his chambers. He needed to clear his mind... and his underwear!

Weeks became months; months became years and years became more than a decade since that day.

Igor was more miserable than ever.

Boris hardly involved him with anything he was doing now.

Igor knew Boris had set up many storage spaces around the land in preparation, but he had no clue where they were. His master apparently didn't trust him entirely; maybe he could tell that Igor had come to question the path they were heading down.

The only time Boris bothered to talk to him was when he ordered Igor to accompany him to raise zombies somewhere; then he would send Igor back to the lair while he transported the undead to an unknown location. Igor wanted to leave but knew he couldn't get away from Boris or the vampires that were watching him so closely.

He would just have to wait for the right opportunity to present itself.





CHAPTER 12




A Change Of Scenery

Gertrude's 18th birthday party was winding down now, and there was a lot of hugging and crying going on as The Group were really going their separate ways this time.

Dave was heading back to the mine under Mount Doom, Clive was going back to the desert, and Geoff was leaving with Lord Bob. Tina and Arthur were the only ones staying in Haven with Gertrude.

Although she was sad that they were moving on, Tina understood that it was necessary. Clive and Dave were still relatively young for their races so couldn't be expected to stay around. Geoff was human and was getting on a bit, so it was exciting that Lord Bob was taking him to the Astral Plane (wherever that was, she thought). Tina was feeling her age lately but wanted to look after Arthur, who was really struggling getting around now. Gertrude would help out too of course, although she would be venturing out on her own soon, no doubt.

Dave and Clive had already left, Lord Bob was talking to Arthur quietly, and Tina and Gertrude were saying their final goodbyes to Geoff.

"I know I'm a nag, but you will come back and visit us, won't you?" said Tina for the umpteenth time!

Geoff smiled. "Of course, I will, once I get the hang of it up there," he said looking up. "I'll pop in for a fly by".

"Will you really be a Dragon, Geoff?" Gertrude said excitedly.

Geoff shrugged his shoulders. "Apparently, I'll soon find out."

Just then Lord Bob came over.

"Right then Geoff, you ready?" he said.

"Ready, as I'll ever be," Geoff nodded.

Lord Bob placed a hand on Geoff's shoulder and looked at the others. "Be seeing you soon," he said with a wink, and the god and Geoff vanished.

Tina turned to Arthur narrowing her eyes, "What were you two chatting about?"

"Nosey," Arthur chuckled, "he was talking to me about my health and how sorry he was that he couldn't heal me."

"He's always being flash," Tina huffed, "why can't he heal you? he's a god after all!"

Arthur smiled at her. "You know full well that Holy magic can't heal magic consumption damage. It's my own fault. Besides if he did heal me, he might create another Paladin," he said winking at Gertrude.

"So, what's wrong with that?" she replied.

"Because I'm too long in the tooth to be a Holy warrior. That's a young person's game."

Tina crossed her arms stroppily. "Rubbish! There must be something else he can do?"

"There is, but I refused," Arthur sighed. "Before you start shouting at me, he offered me a potion to make me younger, but I don't want that. I've lived a long life, and I don't want to start over again thank you very much!"

Tina was angry but held her tongue. It wasn't her life to lead. "Hmm ok," she said, "we'll discuss it later".

Arthur laughed. "Of that, I have no doubt."

Gertrude put an arm around Arthur "Come on old man, let's get you settled".

Arthur laughed aloud, "Oh charming! Now I do feel bloody old!"

They were both laughing as they made their way slowly back to Arthur's tower.

Geoff and Lord Bob reappeared in a large circular room made of stone, there was a large balcony in front of them with two plush furnished armchairs. From what he could see it was night outside.

"Come outside, let's talk," said Lord Bob as he headed out onto the balcony and sat down.

Geoff followed him out apprehensively and took the other chair. He couldn't see anything beyond the balcony, it was pitch black.

"Why is it so black out there my Lord?" asked Geoff.

Lord Bob smiled warmly. "I was worried you'd be overwhelmed, so I've hidden the majority of the realm from you, just while we chat."

"That sounds ominous," replied Geoff, trying to keep calm.

"Relax Geoff, it's really nothing to worry about. Just think of it as a promotion," Lord Bob chuckled.

"Ok, so what happens next?" asked Geoff.

"Well, first I'm going to explain how things work here, then I'm going to change you into a Dragon and then you'll meet the rest of your brethren!" Lord Bob laughed.

"You make it all sound so easy," Gulped Geoff.

"Right then! Let's get started," said the god very matter-of-factly and completely ignoring Geoff's comment. "My realm, which I call the Astral plane is where all the metallic Dragons now reside."

"The metallic Dragons?" interrupted Geoff excitedly. "I almost thought they were a myth! In all our years of travel, I've never even seen one!"

Lord Bob frowned for a moment, "There are not that many left in Dragonia, and those that remain are way up high, near the top of the highest mountains."

Geoff had never seen Lord Bob frown before. "I apologise if I've upset you, my Lord."

"No, no, it's alright, it's not your fault. Just thinking back to a time when there were thousands of glorious Dragons alive all across Dragonia."

"Sorry my Lord, but you said the Dragons are alive here? So why are you upset?" Geoff was confused.

"Because Geoff," said Lord Bob solemnly, "here the soul of the Dragon exists forever. But on Dragonia they can live, grow old, have children and pass on their legacy and knowledge. It's the difference between living and existing."

Geoff nodded "I see my Lord. Can you not restore the Dragons back to Dragonia? Surely you have the power to do that?"

Lord Bob frowned again, "I could do that, yes Geoff. But I will not, for that would be breaking the treaty with my sister. We cannot create any more Dragons or any other being for that matter. Only  that which existed when we ended the Dragon War remains. Unfortunately, there were many more of my sister's Dragons alive at that moment, and they have continued to grow in numbers despite your good work." Lord Bob smiled briefly.

"But that's not fair!" Geoff protested.

Lord Bob nodded, "I suppose it isn't fair in terms of numbers, but the big picture is maintaining the treaty, and that's the important thing. Also, it's worth pointing out that my sister hasn't intervened when her Dragons have been hunted and killed," the god added.

"Hmm," said Geoff, "she hasn't stopped the Dragons from slaughtering people by the dozen either."

Lord Bob raised his eyebrows, "That's a good point. It seems my sister really does believe in survival of the fittest."

"Why have the metallic Dragons not continued to have children?" asked Geoff.

"It's a good question," the god replied, "the elder gold Dragons believed it would help maintain the peace, so they sealed themselves in their lairs and slept away the centuries. I do hope they will reconsider their actions one day," he said solemnly.

Geoff decided to change the topic slightly, "Can I ask how you are allowed to turn me into a Dragon my Lord, without violating the treaty that is?"

The god winked at Geoff, "I'm getting around that on a technicality, to be honest. I have no doubt either, that Lady Edna uses the same cheat. The fact is Geoff, because your soul already existed and you were created naturally by your parents, I am merely changing you into another being rather than creating a new one. As I said, it's a bit of a loophole in the wording of the agreement. Anyway, back to the matter at hand. The Dragons reside here with me, and they help me deal with the prayers from my followers, as I previously explained. Initially, you will find it strange to hear the prayers coming at you, but don't worry you'll adjust quickly."

Geoff had so many questions. "How do I answer a prayer? How do I decide whether the prayer should be answered at all? What if several prayers come to me at once? How do I prioritise?"

Lord Bob just rolled his eyes. "I'd forgotten how hard it is to train new staff," he playfully mocked. "Well, the first thing to know about this place is that time works differently here. So, for example, if you get a prayer for something big like Holy Word, you have time to refer it to me by simply thinking about it. I will then decide for you, if you like," said Lord Bob reassuringly. "Also, you will have the time to deal with several prayers if they come in at once. If you find it tough, just think about sending it elsewhere, and it'll be sent to another Dragon to deal with."

"Oh, OK," replied Geoff.

Lord Bob continued, "To be honest, the vast majority of prayers will be simple healing spells, maybe the odd Cure Poison, things like that. There really aren't many clerics around with the knowledge to ask for the powerful spells. You were the most powerful cleric in Dragonia before I promoted you. As for how to grant the spell, you just think about granting them the power, and it will be done, you really don't need to do much." Lord Bob saw that Geoff was frowning. "What's wrong Geoff?" asked the god. Although he of course knew the answer already, he just wanted Geoff to express it.

"It all seems so business-like. So impersonal. So uncaring," said Geoff quietly.

Lord Bob leaned forward and squeezed Geoff's shoulder, "I understand your concerns, but I assure you that I care very deeply, it's just that quite frankly there are too many prayers coming in on a daily basis that can be answered simply enough by the Dragons. Anything mildly serious I deal with personally. I can imagine it seems cold, but really, it's just organised. This way no voice goes unheard."

"I apologise, my Lord, it's all a bit of a shock to the system," replied Geoff.

"No apology needed my boy; I know how you're feeling. Mostly because I can read your mind!" laughed the god.

Geoff laughed too; Lord Bob had a way of easing the tension.

Lord Bob stood up. "Now for the dramatic bit!" he said.

Geoff stood alongside his god on the balcony wondering what the blackness hid.

"Ok," said Lord Bob, "the other thing you need to know about this place is that not only is time different here, but so is space." The god put his arm around Geoff's shoulders, "if you can imagine it then it can exist. The Dragons are creatures of habit, so most have created their homes within mountains, but these mountains aren't connected to any ground. Observe!"

Lord Bob waved his arm across the blackness, and suddenly the full astral plane was in view to Geoff. Whatever direction he looked he saw a bright blue sky filled with floating mountains. He saw huge, magnificent shining Dragons soaring in the sky. Geoff had never seen a legendary metallic Dragon before, and here he was watching them fly between the floating masses of soil, rocks, grass and trees. Geoff was overwhelmed and fell back into his chair. Lord Bob sat down next to him.

"A magnificent sight isn't it? I truly never get tired of it," remarked the god.

"I'm speechless," said Geoff. "Well, practically anyway."

The god nodded. "Would you like to join them?" Lord Bob asked.

"Out there? Flying?" asked Geoff.

Lord Bob smiled "well on the positive side at least you can't fall to your death. There's no ground!" The god laughed as he leapt over the balcony and turned into his true form of the platinum Dragon God. "Come join me, Geoff, are you ready?" asked the Dragon.

"Ready as I'll ever be" replied Geoff "What do I do?"

"I'd start by flapping your wings if I were you," laughed Lord Bob as the balcony vanished and Geoff suddenly started falling.

After a moment of panic caused by the disappearing floor, Geoff then felt remarkably calm as his new natural instincts took over and he flapped his wings, lifting him back up to Lord Bob. It was at this moment the panic suddenly rushed back as he realised he now had wings in place of where his arms had been previously!

"Calm yourself, my boy," said Lord Bob, as land appeared under Geoff's feet. "Sorry about that. It was a bit mean to spring that on you. But your face was a picture!" laughed the god.

"Glad I amuse you, my Lord," said Geoff as he began examining his new form.

Lord Bob landed next to Geoff and shifted to his human form. He walked over to Geoff's head. "Now then, take a few moments to adjust to your new shape, I know it's a huge change to what you're used to."

"You're not kidding! Woah! Even my voice sounds weird!" Geoff laughed.

"Now Geoff," Lord Bob chuckled, "as a Dragon you have many new abilities to get used to, such as flying, obviously, but the first one I want you to try is shapeshifting. You can assume any form you wish by concentrating on what you want to be. You will need to stay focused though, because if your mind slips you'll revert back to your Dragon form. Which is fine here of course, but it could be dangerous if it happens in Haven. I would hate for you to injure someone accidentally."

Geoff thought of the easiest form to change into, his previous human one. He concentrated on his own image, and instantly he felt himself become smaller as he was once again Geoff, the human cleric.

"Excellent!" proclaimed Lord Bob. "Well done. Now try to hold that form while looking at me."

Geoff was feeling quite pleased with himself as he looked at his god, thinking that this wasn't as hard as he thought it would be. Suddenly Lord Bob changed into his platinum Dragon form, startling Geoff who felt himself change back into a Dragon once again.

"Damn it!" exclaimed Geoff. "You surprised me!"

"Focus Geoff!" admonished Lord Bob. "What would happen if Gertrude had startled you? You could crush her in an instant!"

"I'm sorry my Lord, I got cocky, I'll try harder," said Geoff.

"No, it's me who should apologise to you Geoff. It's been centuries since I've trained someone. I've forgotten how difficult it can be. Let's go back to basics" said Lord Bob.

Geoff wasn't sure how long it was that Lord Bob stayed with him, teaching him everything there was to know about being a Dragon. It could have been days, weeks or months. Time moved at an odd pace here on the Astral Plane. All he did know was that it was the most incredible time of his life. Not only did he learn how to fly, he learned how to use his new innate abilities to breath fire, cast spells and shapeshift.

Geoff also got to spend this time in the presence of his god. Over the years he was able to spend a bit of time with Lord Bob in Haven, and had got to know him quite well. But spending such a prolonged time with him here, in his own realm was a dream come true for a devout cleric like Geoff.

Being a Dragon was going to be fantastic!





CHAPTER 13




Boris's Final Preparations

Boris was in a good mood today. He had been working tirelessly now for years on his master plan and, finally, his invasion preparations were complete. He could begin the slaughter at any time he chose. He was in his viewing room back at his main base of operations, resting for a day. The years of planning had taken its toll  and had aged him far more than he cared to admit, especially around Igor.

Boris had purposely been keeping Igor away now for years, partly because he wanted to concentrate on the task at hand without fear of mutiny, and partly because he did not fully trust Igor. He knew that Igor's heart wasn't totally into the plan. For a dark elf, Igor was weak. A true dark elf would have at least tried to seize power from him by now! Still, Igor was adept at raising and controlling the undead, so he had served a purpose, but now that the army was raised perhaps Igor's usefulness had run out. Boris would keep a close watch on Igor from now on, and if he felt like it, or if Igor stepped a foot even slightly out of line, he would kill him.

Igor meanwhile was shuffling around the base gathering his thoughts. His master had returned earlier in the day and had barely said anything to him, other than "Be ready. We attack tomorrow night. I don't want to be disturbed!" then he retreated into his room and posted Bart and Arnie outside the door to protect his privacy.

Decades of service as his apprentice and this is the way I'm treated? Thought Igor. If I were any other dark elf, I would try to kill him! But that's the problem, isn't it? I'm not any other dark elf. I'm too weak to try.

While Igor was shuffling past his room for the 5th time on his circuit around their small base of operations, another thought occurred to him. If I am no longer useful to Boris. I'm expendable now. Igor realised that he may have to fight for his life soon or maybe it was time to escape. He decided that this needed more thought, as he passed his room once more.

The next day came and Igor was summoned to his master's room. Igor prepared himself as he followed either Bart or Arnie to whatever fate awaited him. As he entered the room, Boris caught him totally off guard, because he seemed almost pleased to see him.

"Ah Igor, there you are! Exciting times ahead my boy! All these long years of preparation and today's the day!" Boris said excitedly.

"Yes-s-s-s, Master," Igor stammered. This wasn't what he had expected at all.

"Come over here Igor, let me show you the plan of attack," Boris said.

Igor moved warily next to Boris. On the desk was a detailed map of Dragonia. Igor forgot his fears as he leaned in for a closer look. The level of detail was amazing, Boris must have spent considerable time on it. "This map is amazing, Master," said Igor.

"Thank you, Igor," replied Boris proudly, "it has taken me many years to compile and annotate. Here, let me show you" Boris pointed out a marker, "as you can see, here is Newtown, but here is the location of the storage spaces," Boris pointed out a red dot near to the town.

Now Igor looked at the map again looking for the red dots.

Sure enough, there were dozens and dozens on the map. Every city and town had one, several villages had them too.

"Amazing!" Igor repeated. "How many are there?"

"Two hundred I believe," Boris beamed at Igor.

"How are you maintaining the magic needed to power two hundred pocket dimensions?" asked Igor in amazement.

Boris smiled. "That is why it has taken so long. Each one expends energy when I create it and keep it open, but once it's filled with undead I close it again, marking the ground, so I know where to find it once needed."

Igor nodded, impressed. An expert wizard can memorise many locations, which allows him to teleport to them again at a later time. It takes years of mental training. But to remember more than two hundred locations is amazing, he thought.

"So, what is the plan of attack, Master?" asked Igor. This was a calculated risk he thought. Either Boris would tell him the plan, or he would kill him. He had to know where he stood.

Boris seemed happy enough to include Igor though.

"We will go to each one, in turn, open it and let the undead loose on the unsuspecting town, destroying everything. When it's done, we can either release the undead back to the grave or place them back into storage," said Boris.

Igor nodded again. "What then?" he asked.

"I'm not interested in ruling the puny humans. I just want to destroy them all! Once we've cleansed a place of them, we will simply move on to the next target. The surface world won't be able to mount any defence because they won't know where to look! There won't be an army to find because it will be hidden away from sight. We will instil panic and terror across the land, and nobody will be able to stop us. Nobody!" Boris was practically foaming at the mouth with excitement at the thought.

"It's a fool proof plan Master," said Igor slightly concerned about Boris's state of mind. "Have you a place in mind for your first attack?" he asked.

"Indeed Igor, the first one will be an experiment, as there could be potential problems I haven't foreseen. We will go to this place here," Boris pointed to a small fishing port on the East coast of Dragonia called Snaggle Rock.

"Snaggle Rock? I've never heard of it," said Igor.

"It's a detestable place, but not for long. Come, Igor! Tonight, we bring about the end of the human world," Boris proclaimed.

Boris held out his right hand for Igor to take and he held out his left hand for Bart to take, Bart was already holding Arnie's hand. Together the two dark elves and the two vampires teleported away, reappearing outside.

Igor could immediately smell the sea air; he took in his surroundings and saw they were near the edge of a cliff, next to a massive piece of granite.

As Igor walked around the rock he saw a guard tower, as well as a lighthouse in the distance, this must be Snaggle Rock he thought.





CHAPTER 14




Snaggle Rock

The atmosphere is lively in here tonight, thought Ron, the innkeeper of The Rusty Anchor. Things had been relatively quiet of late, what with most of the fishing crews out at sea trying to make the most of the unseasonably good weather. Looks like they were heading for a good winter this year, the stocks were full and ready for trading with the nearby towns as well as the port towns further up the coast.

In fact, one trading ship had arrived this very day, which is why the inn was so busy. Most of the crew were here spending a good deal of coin on ale. They were a rowdy bunch, but their Captain was here too to make sure his crew didn't get too drunk. Captain Cods-eye had been coming to Snaggle Rock for many years now and was a respected trader along the East coast, always bringing interesting goods to trade for seafood.

Although Snaggle Rock itself was quite small, it was a vital port along this part of the East coast. It was the only place in a hundred mile stretch of coastline that had a natural harbour, so it had become a key trading post in this part of Dragonia. The landscape around Snaggle Rock was not suited for large construction, most of the buildings were built into the rock face alongside the harbour, including the Rusty Anchor, and the only other inn in Snaggle Rock, The Broken Mast. The rest of the small village consisted of a few warehouses carved into the cliffs, the lighthouse, the mayor's house, which also doubled up as the harbour master's offices, and some small dwellings situated alongside the only road that wound up the cliff, from down on the harbour to the land up above. There was a small barracks and tower at the top of the cliffs, and a small guard tower at the docks. There was a total of twenty guards in all within Snaggle Rock, nowhere near enough to deal with the horror that was about to descend on them.

Boris hissed at Igor, "Come back here you fool! We don't want to lose the element of surprise!"

"Sorry Master," said Igor, "I just wanted to see where we were."

"Well now you've seen, so get back here with us and we will wait a little longer until it's fully dark," replied Boris.

"Yes, Master," said Igor feeling a bit useless as he sat patiently waiting for his master to decide when to attack.

After what had seemed hours to Igor, but in reality it had only been 30 minutes, Boris was ready.

"Right then, now we attack," said Boris as he pulled a wand from his robe pocket. "This wand is the only way to open the storage spaces, that way nobody can accidentally discover them. So, it is imperative that this wand is kept safe at all times!"

"Yes, Master," repeated Igor again.

"Good," said Boris, "let's get started, shall we? First, I shall open the General's storage space so be ready to exert your will over the vampire. He'll be pissed off at being locked up for all these years!"

Igor hated vampires.

"Yes Master, I'm ready," he said, readying his Wand of Necromancy.

Boris waved his wand in a very specific pattern, and a floating doorway appeared in front of them. Immediately, they sensed an angry vampire as it surged out at them.

"NOW IGOR!" shouted Boris.

Igor quickly chanted the words of binding and flourished his wand, extending his mind to exert control over the vampire's.

The undead monster came to a stop a few inches from Igor. "Your command, Master?" said the vampire menacingly.

Igor breathed a sigh of relief. "For future reference I think we should perhaps stand further back!" he said.

"Good idea, well done Igor. Let's get the troops out," Boris chuckled.

Boris waved his wand in a slightly different pattern this time, and another doorway appeared, this time though nothing surged out, the undead zombies just stood there unaware the door had even opened.

"Ok Igor, let's get our eager general to take control of the zombies and lead them into the village to start the slaughter," instructed Boris gleefully.

Igor passed on this command to the vampire who was glad for action. Igor could feel the undead horror constantly pushing back against his mind for control though. This was going to be trickier than he thought, especially when the killing starts. He would have to maintain complete focus at all times. Igor also realised that this is why Boris kept him around; for now, Igor was the one at risk if it went wrong as Boris could just teleport back to base at any time, with his pet vampires in tow! Bastard! He thought.

The guard tower was not really designed as a means of defence. It was more of a lookout post at the top of the cliff. It was built against the granite cliff top and had a single door that led to a 10 ft square room containing a wooden bunk bed, a table and chairs and a small staircase that led upwards to a viewing platform. This gave the standing guards a clear view of the road leading away from the port. There were also a few steps up, leading to a warning fire. Should this be lit in times of emergency, the fire could clearly be seen by the guard tower at the base of the cliff, down in the harbour. The only other building nearby was the stables. This was usually only used by passing merchants, and was empty this night.

The guard tower was quiet tonight, as usual; nothing ever happened in Snaggle Rock thought Big Steve, especially up top as he called it. The only excitement was down below at the guard post, but even that was mostly just dealing with drunken sailors. There were three other guards on duty tonight with Big Steve. Bill, Ben and Little Steve. Bill and Ben were asleep in their bunks, they were on second watch. Little Steve was on first watch with him. The Steve's were manning the parapet around the tower, and they were bored already, even though they were only an hour into their shift too.

"You hear that?" asked Big Steve as he was startled by a sudden shout in the distance.

"Yeah," answered Little Steve. "Sounded like someone shouted, 'now Igor' to me."

"That's what I thought too," agreed Big Steve.

"Can't see nothing though?" said Little Steve.

"What's that shuffling sound?" questioned Big Steve.

"Dunno," Little Steve replied.

"What's that horrible smell?" asked Big Steve.

"Smells like death," said Little Steve as he looked over the wall to try and see what was out there.

"Who goes there? Show yourself, by the command of the guard of Snaggle Rock!" ordered Big Steve.

There was no answer except for more shuffling noises, and now they could hear strange groans and creaking sounds.

"I don't like this, I'm waking Bill and Ben," said Little Steve as he ran down the steps, shouting for the other guards to wake up.

Up on the wall, Big Steve started to make out shapes coming out of the dark into the light of the torches that lit the side of the wall. "Bloody hell, there's loads of zombies out there!" he shouted in a rush of panic.

Little Steve along with Bill and Ben arrived on the wall and looked down to see a hoard of zombies approaching the tower.

"Shoot them!" shouted Little Steve drawing his bow and firing down towards a zombie, piercing through its left shoulder. The undead creature didn't seem to notice, instead it just carried on shuffling toward the tower door.

The other three guards also fired into the undead mob, all hitting a target, but only one arrow pierced a zombie's brain killing it immediately, the rest had no effect.

"You gotta shoot them in the head!" cried Bill.

"I'm trying," said Ben.

"As long as that door holds we'll be ok," said Big Steve.

They kept firing, killing three more zombies, but there were still dozens more. They had reached the door now and were bashing on it.

"They won't break through that door easily," said Little Steve.

"Hang on, who's that?" asked Ben as a figure walked swiftly through the undead hoard as they moved aside to create a path for him.

"That don't look like a zombie," said Bill.

"Oi!" shouted Big Steve, "Stop right there!"

The vampire looked up at the guards and smiled, he then looked back at the door and smashed into it.

"Shit!" exclaimed Little Steve. "He's gonna break through! Shoot him!" he said, firing at the beast as it slammed into the door again.

On the fifth strike, the door smashed open. By that time the vampire had been shot several times, including four arrows to the head, none of which had any effect whatsoever. The General sent the zombies shuffling down the road leading to Snaggle Rock. The undead horror walked up the stairs alone, eager to kill and feed upon these humans. It had been locked up for years and was starving.

"He's through!" said Big Steve stating the obvious. "Bill! Light that bloody fire!"

"The zombies are heading down to the harbour! We need to warn them what is coming" said Bill as he poured the oil onto the pile of wood and lit it.

"We won't get passed this guy downstairs easily, can you jump over the wall Bill?" asked Ben.

"I'll try," said Bill as he climbed over the top of the parapet. "Good luck," he said, as he dropped down the side to the ground below, landing in a heap. He got up quickly though and ran down the road trying his best to dodge the zombies.

Luckily, they were just shuffling along, focused on their destination and didn't see Bill until he was already running past them. It was quite a distance to the harbour, he hoped he had enough time to warn the rest of the guard. It was then that Bill heard the screams coming from back up the road, they were screams of terror and death. Bill ran quicker.

The vampire ripped through Big Steve and Little Steve, dismembering them in a rage at its long imprisonment. Their puny blades were not magical and therefore had no lasting effect on the beast.

Ben, however, was drained of blood to satisfy its thirst, and now the General was back to near full strength, it tried to overpower the will of the dark elf who was controlling him. The vampire struggled for several minutes but to no avail. The necromancer ordered it to join the zombies, and for now it had to comply.

Bill was screaming in alarm as soon as he saw the first buildings. By the time he reached the guard tower, there was quite a crowd forming. Through the panic and exhaustion, he managed to explain what had happened before collapsing. The guards carried him to the barracks where he could rest for a while.

The Captain of the guard, a stern old man named Cedric tried to quickly organise a defence plan with what able-bodied men he had available. Which in the end, turned out to be about fifty men. Fifteen of which were guards, the rest were fishermen and some of Captain Cods-eye's men.

Captain Cods-eye himself had offered to take the few women and children to safety aboard his ship and dropped anchor outside the harbour, just in case.

The Captain of the guard armed as many men as he could with bows and swords, the rest just grabbed what they could. Some had even brought fishing nets with them hoping to at least slow the zombies down. They had only been ready a few minutes when the first undead shuffled into view.

Boris and Igor were hanging back to remain out of sight and away from the action, Boris wanted to simply observe and make mental notes on any ways to improve his attack plans. Igor meanwhile was having to use all his mental powers to maintain control over the rampant vampire. When the beast had stormed the guard tower and proceeded to literally rip apart the guards right before draining the last one, Igor was so horrified at the sight that he momentarily lost control. The vampire had sensed it and tried to break free, it had failed in its first attempt, but now the General knew the dark elf was weak it would soon try again.

The Captain of the guard ordered the men armed with bows to fire, the arrows mostly striking their targets but only one was good enough to fell its target. The rest of the hoard just carried on advancing down the road. Another volley was ordered and sent, this time with more accuracy, sending three more undead back to the grave. The Captain knew they were in trouble, though because although four zombies had been slain, there were still dozens more moving towards them. Without a cleric in the town to destroy the undead, this presented a real problem. Most of the men had been in a fight before, but not many had fought zombies!

Even Cedric had only faced them twice before, and he was the most experienced warrior in town. Several of the men were already shaking with fear he noticed.

"ARCHERS KEEP FIRING!" roared Cedric. "The rest of you ready your weapons, fight hard and fast and don't let them touch you! Or you'll become like them!"

The zombies were only about twenty feet away now, and the stench of death and decay was overpowering.

"Archers flank around and keep shooting into the hoard from a distance for as long as possible, or we'll be overrun; then, charge into battle to help once they get too close."

There were two guards in each group of archers, they led them back and around the group of fighters, firing as quickly as possible; however, due to their panic and haste, their shots fell short and no more zombies were killed.

Cedric, the long-serving Captain of the guard, raised his sword, yelled a battle cry to Lord Bob and charged into the undead, with the rest of his men following.

The Captain decapitated a zombie with his first attack, and a few of the other defenders had similar good fortune. The leading undead all fell easily and instantly, but after the initial charge had passed and the battle was now a full-on pressed melee, the tide started turning more in the undead's favour.

Cedric, who had now killed four zombies so far, was sorely pressed. It was taking all his skill to defend against the multiple attacks reaching for him. He tried to back up and free more space to swing his sword more effectively, hoping to attack rather than just parry. With his concentration on the enemies in front of him however, he had failed to see a fallen zombie that hadn't been properly dealt with by the defender next to him. The undead beast grabbed him and tore a bite out of his calf.

Cedric yelled in pain, looking down he swung his sword, severing the zombies head from its shoulders; but the damage was done, and he knew it. With the head still attached to his leg, he threw caution to the wind and charged into the hoard, taking multiple hits. The Captain of the guard killed five more zombies before he disappeared from sight.

The other men gradually suffered similar fates, especially once their leader had fallen and they lost direction. The archers stopped their attacks for fear of hitting their own men and charged into the flanks of the undead as instructed. The flanking attacks made a small amount of difference in relieving the pressure to the remaining defenders, and a glimmer of hope swept through the men. And then the vampire arrived.

Vampires are one of the most deadly and feared creatures in Dragonia, and with good reason. Not only are they particularly difficult to kill, but they are also ruthless, strong, fast and utterly evil. They exist to incite terror upon the living, they see everything as beneath them on the food chain, and although they can choose to create another vampire, they rarely do so because it would mean less food and sport for themselves. It was exactly this type of horror that carved its way through the defenders of Snaggle Rock tonight; it was going to kill everything here, and then it was going to kill the two dark elves too. It might even kill the other two weakling vampires that the dark elf kept with him also, just for fun.

The remaining defenders didn't know what had hit them. They had all been facing the zombies, thinking that they had them contained, just attempting to keep the undead at bay, killing them when they could, when the screaming started.

One by one the men fell to the vampire; it had no need for any weapons, it's claws and teeth were deadly enough. Although a few fighters got some solid hits on the beast, they had no real effect. In fact, it only seemed to enrage the vampire further!

Within mere minutes, the only beings left alive in Snaggle Rock were the two dark elves and the surviving women and children, moored out at sea on board Captain Cods-eye's ship, The Fishy Finger. The sailors and refugees had been watching and listening in horror at the battle at the docks.

It felt as though the battle had lasted for hours, when in reality it was all over in a short ten minutes. An entire community decimated. Some of the women were screaming to join the battle, whilst others were just weeping, everybody on board was in shock.

Captain Cods-eye shook himself out of the horror he'd just witnessed "We can't do anything here now, we must set sail immediately and report what has happened here to the clerics, so they can rid Snaggle Rock of the evil that has befallen it" he said

One of the grief-stricken women pleaded "You can't leave them!" she wailed.

"Don't worry, we will return to avenge them," replied the Captain.

The woman wasn't happy but didn't argue further. The Captain gave the order to set sail, and the last survivors of Snaggle Rock departed, leaving their home infested by zombies; a foul hoard made up of both old and now the new as well, those that had fallen during the brief battle. As the Captain of the guard had warned, the defenders all rose and added to the undead hoard's gruesome numbers.





CHAPTER 15




Igor's Reward

The dark elves made their way down the road to the scene of the battle. Body parts and blood was strewn everywhere. The zombies were gathered by the docks, and the vampire was with them awaiting further instructions. It was being compliant for now, it's hunger satiated by the battle, and now it was waiting for an opportunity to seize control from the weak dark elf binding it to his will.

Boris was delighted with the outcome of the battle. "This is excellent!" he said excitedly. "It went perfectly, wouldn't you say Igor?"

Igor didn't answer his master, he was staring in horror at the destruction they had caused. The defending fighters had all been turned into undead now, many of the original zombies had been destroyed, but there were now more than what they had started with. What a waste of life thought Igor. He had never really thought about it when he had raised the undead. The lives the zombies had before, he had just raised them and moved on, seeing them as tools to be used for their plans. But now he had watched these men bravely fight for their lives, and then to have the ultimate insult of being turned into the things they died fighting. It shook Igor to the core. He knew then he would never do it again, he would escape from Boris and find a way to make it right. The result of his actions here tonight would live with him forever. It was in this moment of clarity that he thought of The Group and their relentless quest to fight evil wherever it grew. I must find them and tell them of Boris's plan. He must be stopped.

Boris noticed that Igor seemed lost in thought. "Igor! Snap out of it! You should be revelling in the joy of our work, not sulking like a child!" said Boris.

Igor turned and looked at Boris with pure hatred in his eyes.

Boris saw the look and knew it was time to end Igor's apprenticeship. He wasn't worried about dealing with the pathetic excuse for a dark elf, he had served his purpose and offered no further benefit.

Igor knew he couldn't best Boris in combat, he was too powerful, but then a thought occurred to him. Igor sent a strong-willed command through the telepathic link to the vampire and commanded it to destroy Boris!

Boris was contemplating how to deal with Igor when suddenly the vampire under Igor's control attacked him, catching the ancient necromancer by complete surprise. Luckily for Boris his bodyguards Bart and Arnie were always close, and they intercepted the attack, battling Igor's champion.

Boris thought that maybe he had misjudged his apprentice, using the vampire was clever and daring. Unfortunately for Igor though, Boris didn't need to maintain a mind link to Bart and Arnie, they had declared their loyalty to him long ago without the need for control. This meant that Boris could expend his mental energy elsewhere. He drew his favourite Wand of Lightning and cast a fully powered blast that hit Igor full force in the chest, blasting him off the dock and out into the harbour, where he sank beneath the water, before bobbing back up to lie motionless on the surface.

The attacking vampire immediately ceased his assault and leapt away to safety, severely wounded.

Bart was injured, but Arnie seemed ok to carry on the fight and was about to give chase.

"Hold!" said Boris. "Leave it be. The vampire was only following that fools command."

Arnie stood by Boris's side, and Bart slowly limped behind. Boris shouted to the hiding vampire "If you follow or attack me again, I will destroy you. Or if you're lucky, I might even imprison you again," Boris warned. "You're free to do as you choose, just make sure you cause as much chaos and mayhem as possible while you're at it."

With that, he drew his own Wand of Necromancy and compelled the zombies to follow him back to the storage space. They had just started to shuffle towards him, as they were no longer being controlled and he was the only living creature nearby.

Half an hour later Boris had teleported back to his base with Bart and Arnie, leaving seventy-eight zombies in storage nearby and a vampire that was lurking around the area healing itself, using the blood of the dead that hadn't been cursed to rise again. They also left a harbour town empty of people and a gravely wounded, but not dead yet dark elf floating out of the harbour.





CHAPTER 16




Grim Tales

Just over a day later, an hour or so before dawn, The Fishy Finger arrived in the closest port along the East coast of Dragonia. It was called Winkle Bay, so named because of the shallow waters nearby where the local fishermen used to harvest all manner of shellfish, including cockles and winkles.

Captain Cods-eye was well known here, and it wasn't long before he had organised a shelter for the refugees from Snaggle Rock, as well as getting an early audience with the town Mayor.

Mayor Dinkins was as suitably horrified as you would expect him to be, and he immediately organised an investigation of the undead attack. He tasked thirty of his guard, along with two clerics from the local church to be dispatched as soon as they could travel to Snaggle Rock. It was much quicker by road, so less than an hour later the party rode out of the gates of Winkle Bay.

Later that afternoon they arrived at the top guard tower of Snaggle Rock. They dismounted their exhausted horses and began to investigate the tower. The remains of three guards were found by the clerics, one of which had clearly been drained of his blood by a vampire.

Albert, the senior cleric, reported the findings to Steve, the lead guard. The guards were already jumpy and had begun muttering prayers to Lord Bob, so the news that there was also a vampire on the loose did little to help their nerves.

"Not to worry men, we still have a few hours of sunlight yet, time to do what we must before we need to start worrying about a vampire," Albert tried to reassure them. "Much as I hate to leave these poor souls here to rot, we need to push on to the harbour."

"Agreed," said Steve. "Alright men, let's get down there," he pointed to three young guards, "you lads get these horses watered at the stable over there," he ordered.

The three young men didn't know whether to be thankful to be staying up here or not. They kept looking around expecting to have a vampire leap out at them at any moment.

"The rest of you, move out!" ordered Steve.

One of the guards who was more experienced in tracking pointed out that a large force had walked slowly down the road, but an even larger one had then walked back up!

"Where did they go?" asked Steve.

"That way," said the tracker who had pointed along the cliff.

"All right," said Steve, "let's see where they were heading."

The party followed the tracks until they reached a huge piece of granite, but then appear to vanish into thin air.

"Where in the Hell did they go?" demanded Steve.

Despite many minutes of searching thoroughly, no answer could be found. It was a mystery.

"We better get down to the harbour in case the vampire didn't disappear with the zombies," said Albert.

Ten minutes later, they found the scene of the towns valiant battle with the undead. Amongst the debris, they found several dead zombies, but nothing else.

"Where are the bodies of the townsmen?" asked a guard.

Albert grimly replied, "I think we now know why there were more tracks going back up than coming down."

The guard suddenly realised what Albert meant and promptly threw up.

Steve started barking orders again, "You there, burn these corpses," as he pointed to two guards, "the rest of us are going to do a thorough search of the buildings to ensure this vampire isn't holed up somewhere waiting for the sun to go down. Move, quickly!"

There weren't many buildings to search, and they had found nothing so far. The last building was The Rusty Anchor. The party were searching the building carefully when there was a blood-curdling scream from the cellar. Steve and Albert rushed down to find the vampire drinking the blood of a young guard whom had stupidly gone down there alone.

The undead beast hissed and snarled at them but didn't advance, it was still hiding away from the sunlight coming down the stairwell. Albert held up his Holy Symbol of Lord Bob, the Platinum Dragon and began chanting, attempting to hold back the Vampire. He knew he wouldn't be powerful enough to destroy the creature, only the legendary Geoff could do that, but he could at least stop it from escaping.

Steve barked more orders, "Quickly men, open every window and door, smash them if you must. We need sunlight down here now!"

The old vampire now realised it was in peril. It was at least another hour or so until dark, and it was trapped in this cellar. There were only two ways out of this room, one was the barrel doors but they were out of the question because it was daylight outside; the other was the stairs that the cursed cleric was now standing on. The vampire tried to get to the cleric in order to rip out his heart, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn't move towards him. That blasted Holy Symbol was keeping him at bay.

Meanwhile sunlight was flooding into the cellar as the guards had now begun smashing up the floor above. It seemed only a small amount of retribution for the carnage the vampire had caused, but the party felt a bit better as the last corner of darkness was lit with sunlight, and the evil creature burst into flames. It screamed in agony until it died, but nobody there cared.

There was a shout from the guards who were still burning the zombie corpses outside, so the rest of the party rushed back out to see one of the guards pointing out into the harbour.

Albert reached the dock and looked out to where the guard was pointing. In the water, floating on his back, was a man. He looked dead, but Albert didn't want to leave his body out there.

One of the guards found a rope with a hook on the end, he threw it out into the harbour. On the third attempt the hook caught in the man's clothes and they pulled the body back to the dockside.

As the body got nearer, it became obvious that it was not a man at all, but a dark elf! The guard pulling in the body dropped the rope and immediately backed away.

"What are you doing?" asked Albert.

"It's a bloody dark elf!" replied the guard indignantly.

"I know it's a bloody dark elf, but we need to find answers to what happened here, and that body is a clue! Now pull it in," replied Albert crossly.

The guard looked at Steve, who nodded. He then proceeded to pick up the rope and resume pulling in the body. The guards dragged the deformed body from the water and dropped it at the feet of the clerics. Much to the surprise of everyone, the dark elf groaned.

"He's alive?" asked Steve. "How is that possible he's got a hole in his chest!" Steve said in amazement.

"I don't know to be honest, but he won't last long," replied Albert. "I never imagined that I would be in this situation, but I'm going to have to try and heal him. We need answers badly, something must have attacked him and left him for dead."

"Surely not?" said Steve, several of the guards, were muttering curses also.

Albert looked to his fellow cleric who nodded in agreement. "I will pray to Lord Bob, if he grants me the power to heal this dark elf, we know that there is more to this than meets the eye. If he denies me the power to heal him, then we can throw him back into the sea. Agreed?" said Albert.

Steve thought about it and looked around at the men, some nodded some didn't. "Agreed," said Steve.

Albert looked at his companion for reassurance one final time, and then began praying to Lord Bob.

Almost immediately Albert felt the power of his god flowing through him, he had never received as much power as this before. It was now beyond question to him that Lord Bob wanted this dark elf to not only survive, but to be fully healed of all his injuries. The watching guards and clerics were amazed as the hole in the dark elf's chest healed and closed, allowing him to breath more easily. But the healing didn't stop there, his body started straightening out, his legs unbuckled, and his face disfigurements vanished. They were astounded when a handsome young dark elf sat up and looked up at them, with almost as much astonishment as them.

Igor had felt strange, he could hear voices in the distance as he was floating in water, then he thought he could hear chanting. Then he felt a surge of warmth flow through him as all his pain vanished; not just the recent pain from the spell, but also the old pain that had been a part of him for so long. He had never felt so good, he sat up and opened his eyes to see loads of swords pointing in his face! He raised his hands slowly in surrender.

Steve ordered his guards to strip the prisoner to his undergarments and remove any jewellery he was carrying. He didn't want to take any chances, so he locked him up in the cell within the guard tower. After the prisoner was secure and they felt he couldn't use magic to escape, Steve and Albert sat down outside the cell to question the dark elf.

"Do you speak our language?" asked Steve.

Igor nodded, "I speak many languages."

"What do we call you?" asked Albert.

"Igor is my name," the dark elf replied.

"Ok, Igor, I want to know what the bloody hell happened here?" said Steve.

"Also," added Albert, "I've been granted a spell of True Word, so I will know if you're lying."

"Don't worry, I won't lie," replied Igor. "I want to tell you everything; it's a long story, but please let me finish, because at the end I hope it will help you to understand my actions. I don't want or deserve forgiveness because I won't ever forgive myself."

For the next hour, Igor told his tale to the guard and the cleric, but little did Igor know that his story had another very interested listener, a certain platinum Dragon God, called Lord Bob.





CHAPTER 17




The Unknown Path Ahead

It had been an hour since Igor had finished his story, and now Steve and the clerics were discussing the ramifications.

"How are we, and by 'we' I mean all the humans, supposed to defend against an enemy that wants to completely destroy us, and can strike anywhere at any time?" asked Steve for the fourth time.

"I have no idea," replied Albert, also for the fourth time.

"We have to warn every town and city somehow," said Steve.

"I know," replied Albert, "but you heard Igor, there's two hundred of these zombie camps, not to mention the vampires that go with them!"

"So, what do we do now?" asked Steve in desperation.

Albert thought for a moment. "Well first thing in the morning we must make haste back to Winkle Bay. We must inform the wizards there about this attack and see if they can spread the word, at the very least get the towns ready. In the meantime I will commune with Lord Bob and see if I can get any answers there. He healed Igor; he wouldn't have done that without good reason."

On the Astral Plane, Lord Bob was indeed looking for answers. For the first time in many centuries the god was frustrated because he couldn't find any answers whatsoever.

He had watched the clerics deal with the vampire in Snaggle Rock with interest. Lord Bob had never seen Snaggle Rock before as there was no church there, but he had heard the call for his power to deal with the vampire and continued watching, which was why he was fascinated to also see a dark elf there at the scene. The natural assumption was that the dark elf would be to blame, but Lord Bob never assumed anything. When he saw he was alive, he took a moment to see into his soul. Again, the natural assumption would be that one of Lady Edna's creations would be pure evil, but when he looked into his soul, he did see a hint of evil yes, but it was diminishing fast. The god also saw compassion and kindness, there and therefore decided that Igor should be saved.

Once Lord Bob had heard Igor's tale. He started looking into the details, which led to his current frustration. There had been another small town wiped out in the North of Dragonia called Springfield, and he had been powerless to stop it. This time there had been a small church there, but the young cleric there was no match for both a zombie hoard and a vampire! There was no sign of this Boris anywhere near the area though. He was keeping out of sight for now, no doubt planning another strike tomorrow; but, where will he strike? He needed answers.

Geoff had been adjusting to his surroundings since Lord Bob brought him here a while ago. That was one of the many strange things here, time. He hadn't known how long he had been here so far. It was impossible to keep track of time as it was always daylight. Another thing that was strange to him, was the other denizens of this realm, the Dragons. A few had introduced themselves to him and had been pleasant enough, although he couldn't shake the feeling that they were only pretending to be polite, possibly because he was known to be well liked by Lord Bob, or more likely because he was not born a Dragon. They weren't rude or hostile, but it was just a feeling he got. Maybe it was just his imagination, he didn't really feel comfortable in his own mind yet because that was the main thing that was weird, he was now a bloody Dragon!

Lord Bob had been very kind in spending so much time with him, helping him to adjust, but everything was still so odd. The flying part he had worked out, sort of. He wasn't a master yet obviously, but he could get around. Geoff watched the other Dragons soaring, swooping and doing sharp turns, banks and dives with ease. He wasn't at that stage yet, and the others were probably just showing off for his sake, he thought with amusement.

His mind felt vast now. It was like his Dragon mind was a warehouse and his old mind occupied just a small corner. The capacity for storing more knowledge was incredible.

He found his eyesight had increased significantly too. He could zoom into fine detail from a huge distance. He was also pleased to note that he kept these abilities when he was in his human form too. Except for the flying of course!

Geoff probably hadn't helped himself with fitting in around here either when he chose his home. All the individual dwellings he had seen so far were some form of mountain lair, which each of the Dragons would use in their natural form. However, Geoff chose what felt natural to him, which was the house in Haven. It was an exact copy, and Geoff would land as a Dragon, then shift into his human form and use the house as usual.

The visiting Dragons had made comments like 'how quaint' and 'how unusual'. Geoff was sure he detected sarcasm in their voices. Never mind, he had thought, Lord Bob said to choose what he felt most comfortable with and he had.

Actually now that Geoff thought about it, Lord Bob hadn't visited him since he finished his training. Not that he was obligated to visit Geoff at all of course, He's a god after all and is probably busy, but Geoff was anxious to move on to helping with the distribution of prayers. It was whilst he was thinking about this that Lord Bob suddenly landed next to the house and shifted to his human form.

"Ah!" said the god, "now this is more like it," as he looked around. "Too many boring mountains floating around here," he remarked.

"My Lord, good to see you," said Geoff smiling.

"You too Geoff," replied the god. "Settling in ok? Have the grumpy Dragons been bothering you?" he asked.

"A few," said Geoff, who didn't feel the usual warmth from Lord Bob. "Is everything OK my Lord?"

Lord Bob's face darkened. "We need to talk," he said ominously.

They sat down on Geoff's replicated Haven patio; Geoff had never seen Lord Bob look so serious.

"What can I do for you my Lord?" asked Geoff.

Lord Bob sighed. "Let's start at the beginning, do you remember many years ago you and your friends had a couple of run-ins with a dark elf necromancer?" he asked.

Geoff had to rack his brains, "Vaguely my Lord, why?"

"Well, it seems you left quite the impression on this particular dark elf when you stopped him the first time, because he went away to rebuild his force. Then when you stumbled upon him a second time, a few years later, you utterly destroyed his force. Again, you defeated him in magical combat, even though he had help in the form of young dark elf apprentice. Any of this ringing any bells?" he asked.

Recollection suddenly dawned on Geoff, "Oh yes! We dropped a ledge onto them, but we couldn't find any bodies. We assumed they had teleported away. Why is this relevant my Lord?"

"Because, my dear boy, that dark elf did indeed escape. He went away and plotted again, even grander this time. You could say he took a real long-term view of the situation," said the god.

"I'm sorry, I still don't understand," said Geoff, confused.

"This necromancer has placed secret stashes of undead all over Dragonia, in two hundred separate locations. He has been doing this for over twenty years waiting for you and your friends to retire Geoff. He has already totally wiped out two towns and plans to do another every day, and I can't see where he is, I don't know where he'll strike next, and I can't do a thing to stop him! I'm pissed off, to put it mildly," declared Lord Bob.

"I'm sorry my Lord, we should have tracked him down when we had the chance," said Geoff solemnly.

Lord Bob smiled slightly. "Well, it's hardly your fault Geoff. If you hadn't stopped him before he would have tried this earlier," said the god.

"Send me back, my Lord!" pleaded Geoff. "I will find him and stop this disaster from going further."

"No Geoff, I cannot do that. It might jeopardise the Treaty," said Lord Bob.

Geoff was stunned. "The Treaty? What does that have to do with this?" he asked.

"You're a Dragon now, technically anyway, I am forbidden to send Dragons back to Dragonia," he said.

"But I was a human first surely?" protested Geoff.

"Again, technically," replied Lord Bob, "it's a bit of a grey area, to be honest. I don't want to risk another dispute with Lady Edna, not now anyway. No, we need another way to deal with this."

"I understand," said Geoff, "But I feel so helpless."

"Welcome to my world Geoff," Lord Bob smiled.

Geoff got up, walked about on his patio and then suddenly it dawned on him as he was looking up at the house.

"Excellent idea Geoff," said Lord Bob excitedly.

Geoff looked puzzled.

"Sorry," said the god, "I normally wait out of politeness for people to express their thoughts, but being omnipotent speeds things up, time is of the essence. Let's go to Haven! The real one."

Geoff and Lord Bob arrived in Haven, in the exact same place they had left Geoff's Astral Plane version.

Lord Bob looked around. "Ooh, hang on," he said.

Arthur, Tina and Gertrude appeared on the patio with them.

Gertrude squealed, "Lord Bob, Geoff, great to see you!"

Tina was cross. "You know that one day I'll be naked when you do that," she said.

"Nothing I haven't seen before Tina," said Lord Bob winking.

Tina squinted her eyes at him but then softened, "It is great to see you both though, it's been ages."

"Has it?" asked Geoff. "I lose all track of time there." He looked over at Arthur who was struggling to sit up straight to look at them. He had clearly taken a turn for the worst since he last saw him. "Arthur, you look well," said Geoff.

"Liar!" replied Arthur as he started laughing. "I look like a little old man, but it's fine, don't make a fuss. To what do we owe the pleasure of such distinguished guests?" he enquired.

After Lord Bob had related the situation to them and the inevitable questions had been answered, they got to the reason why Lord Bob and Geoff had come to Haven.

"We need to warn every city, town, village and settlement, get them up to speed and ready to defend themselves immediately," said Lord Bob. "I believe the attending clerics from Winkle Bay are trying to raise the alarm in their area, and the wizards there should hopefully start to get the warnings out soon".

"We can do it quicker from here," said Arthur.

Lord Bob smiled at Arthur, "Exactly! We can't go everywhere, only the places within the radius of my Holy Symbol, but we can certainly cover a lot of ground."

Tina, who had been unusually quiet so far spoke up, "Arthur is in no condition to go anywhere so Gertrude and I can do it, but one thing puzzles me."

Lord Bob smiled at her "How do I know so much about this dark elf's plan if I can't see or find him?" he asked.

Tina frowned at the god "I hate it when you snoop in my head, I might have secrets in there you know!" she said.

"Sorry Tina, your secrets are safe with me," apologised Lord Bob "It's a valid question though. Do you recall the other, younger dark elf during your second encounter with them?"

"Yes, he was buried under a rock ledge if I recall. Why?" asked Arthur.

"Well during the attack on Snaggle Rock, it would appear that this young apprentice turned on his master, because he was horrified at what they had done," replied Lord Bob. "This apprentice, despite being much weaker than his master, tried to kill Boris using a vampire. Unfortunately, he failed, was blasted out to sea and left for dead for his trouble. The guards found him and brought him ashore. The clerics wanted answers and therefore prayed for healing."

"And you granted it?" interrupted Tina in astonishment.

Lord Bob's eyes narrowed as he looked at her. "Yes, I did," he said with a bit of menace in his voice. Lord Bob wasn't questioned often.

Tina lowered her head as she couldn't maintain eye contact with the angry god. "I apologise, I wasn't questioning your judgement. I was just surprised to hear you healed a dark elf," she said quietly.

Lord Bob relaxed a bit, "I healed him because I looked into his soul and saw kindness and compassion. He had done terrible things in the past but now felt remorse, guilt and shame for his actions. He was filled with a burning desire to right the wrongs he'd helped to create. I believe he still has a role to play in the outcome of these attacks."

"What will happen to him now?" asked Gertrude.

Lord Bob brightened when looking at the young woman. "I imagine he will be taken back to Winkle Bay for judgement."

"Can't you do something for him?" asked Gertrude.

Lord Bob shook his head. "No, my dear, I can't intervene in the affairs of the people of Dragonia, at least not directly. The clerics know I healed him fully for a reason, so that should convince the Magistrate to spare Igor the death penalty at least, but I assume he'll be put in prison till they can decide what to do with him."

Gertrude didn't look happy with the response.

"He isn't exactly an innocent party in this Gertrude, he has to face the consequences of his actions no matter how he feels about them now. A lot of good people are dead or worse because of him!" Geoff said.

Arthur had a thought, "Doesn't this Igor know where Boris is? He must have a base of operations somewhere?"

"He does have a base, yes," replied Lord Bob, "but it is deep underground and can only be accessed by Teleportation spells. Unfortunately, Boris has a teleport scatter defence in place and the only way past it is with a device similar to the tokens I gave you. Here's the problem, Igor's was lost in the sea off Snaggle Rock."

"Well isn't that typical," said Tina sarcastically.

"Indeed," answered Lord Bob, "if it were that easy, then anybody would be able to get out of this mess." He produced, out of thin air, a small glass sphere with his Dragon form in it. "This will act as proof that the information you're giving to the clerics comes from me. When they hold it, they will understand. Show it to them, explain what's going on and then come back here," he explained, "take another sphere and go to the next place on the map."

They all suddenly appeared in the library with the viewing wall map of Dragonia.

"Geoff, you stay here and coordinate things, there are more spheres there," he pointed to boxes of them. "Stay safe and good luck to you, get the message out there." Lord Bob stopped talking and looked at the map. "There's another attack, I need to go!" The god vanished.

They all looked at the map and saw a light go out in the town of Sunflower Street.





CHAPTER 18




Another Dark Day, An Even Darker Night

Boris was pleased with events so far. He'd already wiped out two towns of stinking humans, let loose two angry vampires in the world and killed that pathetic traitor Igor. All things considered; it had been a good couple of days.

Tonight's target was another small trading town called Sunflower Street. It was in central Dragonia, in the middle of nowhere on a crossroads between two big trading routes. There was a relatively small population here, only a couple of inns, a chapel and the usual stores. Which suited Boris, he didn't want to draw too much attention just yet.

Plenty of time for grand attacks on the big towns and cities he thought to himself.

As before, he arrived at nightfall with Bart and Arnie, his trusted companions. This secret storage space was in a small copse of trees behind the chapel. He wanted to take out the clerics first if he could in these attacks, as they posed the only real threat to his forces. These backwater towns rarely had any powerful clerics living in them. The one he encountered last night was pathetic.

Boris stood a good distance from the space containing tonight's General and opened the portal.

As expected, the furious, starving vampire immediately charged Boris but was controlled well before he was in any danger. Next, he released the zombies for tonight's proceedings. He compelled the vampire to guide the zombies into the town and kill everyone. The undead hoard approached the town from the South, the General split up his force into two groups, so they could attack both sides of the road at once.

The abomination itself went on ahead, looking for victims to satisfy its thirst.

Boris went to the chapel to deal with the cleric, the vampires couldn't set foot on Holy ground, Boris had no such problem though. As he blasted the doors in with his lightning bolt wand, he started to hear the first screams from the town, and he smiled.

The zombies had begun smashing their way through the town and had claimed many victims, but as usual, it was the starving, enraged vampire that was causing the most devastation.

It had already killed a family of four in the first home that it came across, but it still wanted more. The next two homes it found were empty, and now the creature was getting frustrated; it wanted more victims.

Boris searched the chapel thoroughly but couldn't find the cleric. "Damn! Where is he?" he said in frustration. As he left the chapel, he turned in anger and sent a Fireball spell into the small building, destroying it thoroughly.

At that moment the vampire burst into another home and found five people there, all crowded around a bed containing another person. The undead creature was pleased, this will do, it thought to itself.

The home the undead General had invaded this night was not owned by cowering wretches, however. It was owned by an old woman named Gwen who was suffering from a fever, and she was, as luck would have it, being currently attended to by the old local town cleric Barty. She was also mother to four strapping sons, all of them soldiers who were visiting the poorly woman on this night.

The soldiers had heard the screams earlier and already had their weapons drawn as they were just about to go out and investigate. The cleric had just tended to Gwen when he felt the presence of something undead nearby, and he had warned the men to be ready. Barty was a retired adventuring cleric, and while he never reached the power and fame of the legendary Geoff, he had dealt with his fair share of undead.

This was what the unsuspecting vampire had burst into.

The beast charged at them.

The soldiers managed to avoid getting hit by the vampire's claws, but only just. The beast relentlessly attacked with unnatural speed and saw an opening to slash at one of the soldiers unprotected neck; but, as it did so, it was immediately thrown back into the wall behind him. The cleric had brandished his Holy Symbol and was chanting a prayer to Lord Bob to push back the undead creature. Barty knew he couldn't destroy the beast, it was beyond his power, but if he could contain it, then the soldiers could kill it.

The vampire couldn't attack while the cleric was hurling Holy Power at it, all it could do was try to run away. It started smashing the wall to try and escape but was then attacked itself, by the other men in the room. While their weapons couldn't kill it, they could still cause pain, and that pain increased its rage. It managed to push back against the cleric's power and strike one of the soldiers, sending him flying backwards into the wall where he lay very still.

Barty chanted again to Lord Bob to contain this creature of evil and was surprised to feel a surge of power coming from his god, as if Lord Bob himself was powering him. The light coming from his Holy symbol was so bright that the vampire screamed briefly then dissolved into a pile of ash. Barty looked at his Holy symbol in astonishment.

Lord Bob had arrived back in the Astral Plane in time to hear the second prayer of the old cleric Barty. The first prayer had been dealt with by one of the Dragons, and as with all prayers to deal with the undead, he sent only enough Holy Power that the particular cleric could safely handle.

The second time, however, Lord Bob sent enough to disintegrate the creature. This was highly unusual and flirting with potential fallout with his fellow god, Lady Edna.

It was a calculated risk though, as this foul scheme of genocide by the necromancer could very well mean the end of the human race on Dragonia if left unchecked.

Lord Bob was not going to let that happen again. The almost complete loss of his Dragons before in the Dragon war, many centuries before was still fresh in his eternal mind.

Boris felt the loss of the vampire under his control, "Bloody clerics!" he roared. The zombies were now free from control, but Boris didn't care. They were happily chewing their way through the town. The Southern most part of the crossroads was now almost entirely destroyed, and some of the undead were spreading out to look for more victims.

The soldiers could hear more screams nearby and ran out to investigate. They were horrified to see the town swarming with zombies.

"BARTY!" shouted a soldier. "You better get out here!"

Barty, who was still stunned by the vampire attack, snapped out of it and rushed outside. He took in the scenes of carnage with a renewed confidence as he started chanting for more Holy Power to rid the town of these abominations. Again, almost immediately, he felt the power flowing through him, as bright light flowed from his Holy symbol, annihilating any undead the light touched. As quick as he could Barty moved through the town cleansing it. The soldiers were going from house to house to flush out any zombies hiding there.

In a matter of minutes, the entire undead force was destroyed, and Barty dropped to his knees.

Although he felt joy at receiving such a blessing from his god, he was also distraught at having to destroy people whom he had known for many years, people that had fallen to the hoard and themselves become undead, people he called friends.

Boris watched his undead army being utterly destroyed by the cleric with simmering rage. What had gone wrong? He thought to himself. The cleric shouldn't have been that effective surely? He had scouted these towns he had wanted to target first to ensure he could wipe them out unopposed. This old cleric hadn't been able to cure a bloody fever a week ago, and now he's disintegrating vampires! This shouldn't be possible. Boris was furious as he teleported away with Bart and Arnie.

In the library at Haven, Geoff and Arthur had almost finished the list of towns that they needed to visit. They wanted to start with the most isolated and unprotected ones first, it seemed unlikely that Boris would try to attack a major town just yet. Tina and Gertrude had just come back in the room after putting on their armour and equipping all their magic items. This was the first time that Gertrude was going out on potentially dangerous missions, and the friends wanted her safe, although they all knew that Gertrude was perfectly capable of looking after herself. She was Tina's equal with a sword, in practice, which seeing as Tina had been possibly the best fighter in Dragonia, was no mean feat. Gertrude was also an accomplished mage too, nowhere near Arthur's power, but still better than most. Then there was her clerical power, again she was well behind Geoff, regarding ability, but she had the advantage of being personally protected by a god.

"I'll be fine," said Gertrude as she noticed the others' worried expressions.

Tina smiled at her. "I know you will be my dear, you'd scare the hell out of me if I were a dark elf!"

"Ok," said Geoff, "we have a list here, you two had better get going. You know the drill. Find the cleric and give him or her the message, make sure they understand the severity of it, get them organised if they need it and come back here. We have to get through a couple of hundred of these as quick as possible. Any questions?"

"Be careful out there," said the soothing voice of Lord Bob, who had just appeared next to them.

"What happened in Sunflower Street my Lord?" enquired Geoff.

Lord Bob sat down wearily. "Seventy-two people perished needlessly, but I helped the cleric there, to rid the town of the evil. The rebuilding will be tough though, let's try to warn the rest of the towns so we can avoid this happening again."

Geoff looked at the map and selected a location. The wall image changed to show a darkened street.

"Right then, let's get going," said Tina, as she strode through the wall.

Geoff looked back at the map and selected the next location for Gertrude.

The wall shifted images again.

"Ready?" he asked.

Gertrude winked at Geoff and ran through the wall.

Lord Bob saw the worried expressions on Geoff and Arthur's faces.

"She'll be fine, she's probably the most protected person in Dragonia," he said reassuringly.





CHAPTER 19




Getting the Message Across

It had been a long night for the messengers from Haven, they had been going back and forth for eight hours now, and it had been a lot harder than they thought it would be. Finding the clerics was one of the issues they had faced, the portal generally opened near the churches, but the clerics were rarely there at night.

The next issue they had faced was convincing them that there was an emergency at all. Tina had even forced a stubborn cleric to take the sphere in her hand before she believed her story. Gertrude had faced similar problems, especially with the older clerics, who just saw a young woman telling a wild tale.

Eventually, the message had got through, but it was painfully slow work. They had only managed to visit nineteen towns on the list so far. Geoff was frustrated at being side-lined by Lord Bob, but he had to assume the god knew best. Arthur was more frustrated than Geoff though; where Geoff wasn't allowed to go, Arthur just physically couldn't.

By the end of the night, moods were grim, and tempers were frayed.

Lord Bob arrived and told them all they needed rest. Tina protested so loud that the god teleported her straight to her room and put her to sleep for a few hours. That convinced the others to rest too.

A few hours later Gertrude went to the library and found Geoff there already.

"How long have you been here Geoff," she said.

"A little while, I don't need to sleep much now that I'm a Dragon," Geoff smiled at her.

Gertrude nodded. "I don't need much sleep either, not since Lord Bob healed me anyway, I only go to bed out of habit really," she said. "I want to get started on the list while Tina and Arthur rest. Hopefully, the clerics will be in church this morning, which should speed things up a bit."

Geoff nodded. "I thought that too," he replied as he touched the next place on the map, "let's get started before our elderly friends get up."

Gertrude took a sphere and walked through the portal to the coastal town of Bellmore, on the North West coast of Dragonia. Gertrude knew this place well, as it was somewhere she would sometimes visit to get Arthur the fish he likes. She went directly to the church which she knew was on the outskirts of town overlooking the cliffs. She had met the cleric here before and tried to remember her name, she was sure it was Julie.

Gertrude banged on the church doors hard and was startled when they opened immediately.

"You'll wake the dead knocking like that, child!" said the cleric.

"You have no idea how close you are to the truth, Julie," said Gertrude in a serious tone.

A short while later Gertrude had given Julie all the information she had. Julie had listened to her tale with interest and had only interrupted a few times to ask about certain specific details.

When Gertrude had finished Julie said, "The old mage in the town, Archie, was talking about something like this happening over on the East coast, last night in the inn. He said an old colleague of his had contacted him about it, we didn't believe him. I owe him an apology it would seem."

Gertrude then produced the sphere.

"I'm glad you understand the importance of this, but Lord Bob asked me to give this to you, so you fully believe the truth of what I'm saying to you," said Gertrude.

Julie took the sphere gingerly, as she touched it her eyes closed, and a look of peace spread across her face. She opened her eyes and looked at Gertrude with joy in her heart.

"How is this possible? How can you have such an item? Are you an angel?" asked Julie with reverence in her voice.

Gertrude smiled. "No, I'm not an angel, I just happened to be friends with Lord Bob," she laughed. "Please prepare and be careful, an attack could happen any night," she said.

"I will go to the town council right away," replied Julie.

Gertrude stood up and smiled at the cleric. "Good luck," she said as she vanished back to Haven.

Julie stood there open-mouthed.

Gertrude arrived back in the library; Geoff was still sitting in the same place as before.

"That was quicker," said Geoff, "Julie was easier to convince I imagine?"

Gertrude nodded. "If only they were all as easy to talk to as her, this would be going so much faster," she said.

"That's the problem you'll find with these small-town clerics," Geoff noted, "some have been in these places for so long, they have forgotten about the outside world. They think that nobody would ever care about their little sanctuaries."

"So where's next then?" asked Gertrude.

"Another delightful little place called Dawson Creek," said Geoff. "You'll like the cleric there, he's a bit of a character," he chuckled.

"I've never been there," said Gertrude, "what's his name?"

"Les," said Geoff, "just don't let him waste your time playing the piano!"

Gertrude looked puzzled as she went through the portal to Dawson Creek.

By midday, Gertrude had visited another eight places on the list and was feeling pretty good. The clerics had been much more receptive to her so far, although she was a bit concerned that a few seemed to think she was some sort of Angel. She tried to laugh it off, but she could tell the clerics were in awe of her, and that made her feel uneasy.

Tina walked into the library, clearly in a bad mood and immediately started lecturing them.

"I might have known you two would be up and about. No doubt you snuck back in here straight after that god of yours sent me to bed!" she said crossly. "I hope you've both eaten something" her voice becoming more concerned.

Geoff smiled warmly. "Oh how I've missed your happy, smiley face first thing in the morning, Tina," he said, "Gertrude brought back some food earlier, so stop fussing."

Tina looked at him suspiciously. "Yeah right," she said sarcastically. "Have you made any headway?" she asked, changing the subject.

"Another eight so far. I was just heading out again. Actually, I'll see you soon," Gertrude replied as she turned and walked through the portal.

Tina looked at Geoff with concern. "She's pushing herself too hard," she said.

Geoff nodded. "I know, but for now she can handle it. You forget she has unnatural levels of endurance; she probably won't stop until this is over. It's her first real bit of action don't forget, she's been cooped up here for a long time," he said.

Tina snapped at him, "She may well be enhanced by a god but she's still only young you know!"

"She's older than we were when we started out Tina," he remarked, "and she is protected like no other person in Dragonia!"

Tina slumped in a chair. "I know" she said, "sorry Geoff, I'm just cranky in the mornings," she chuckled.

"You ready to get going?" he said.

Tina dragged herself off the chair and grabbed a sphere. "Where next?"

Geoff smiled. "The land of your birth. Wimbledon Common," he said.

Tina rolled her eyes. "Oh terrific!" she said sarcastically, "there's no place like home."

As nightfall started to spread across the west coast of Dragonia, Lord Bob waited for the prayers to come in, asking for his aid in ridding any undead. He had already notified all the Dragons of the ongoing situation.

He was nearing a pivotal moment, he feared. The last time he felt like this was during the Dragon War. He still looked back now and wondered if he could have done anything differently. Back then he thought he had waited too long to get involved, but then when he did, it had led to the almost total annihilation of his beloved Dragons. He always took the view that if he had not gotten personally involved, then they would likely still have perished anyway, as the war was not going in their favour. Maybe this was the inevitability of his creations, he wondered solemnly, that no matter what course he took the outcome would always be the same.

No, not this time he thought to himself. He decided there and then that if the well-natured races of Dragonia perished, it would not be due to his inactivity.

Lord Bob appeared in Haven, although he had been monitoring their progress, he wanted to show  that he was there to support them.

"How's it going team?" he said, smiling warmly.

Arthur jumped as he had not seen the god appear. "You need to get a warning bell or something to warn us when you are about to appear, or you'll give us old people a heart attack!" he said, smirking.

"Sorry about that," said Lord Bob. "It's these shoes, they're very quiet."

Geoff smiled, despite the serious job in hand. "We have visited fifty-four towns so far but it's getting dark out there now, so it'll probably slow down a bit," he said. "I believe we have done the ones most at risk, but there's no way to be certain."

"We are assuming," Arthur added, "that this dark elf will continue his strategy of striking at smaller, isolated places first. Before he moves on to the bigger, more defended locations."

Lord Bob nodded in agreement. "I agree with your plan entirely" he said. "Boris's attack strategy so far has been devastating, I hate to think what he has in store for the big towns."

"I've been thinking about that," said Geoff, "so far we have been concerning ourselves with warning and preparing the towns for defence, but at some point, we do need to kill this dark elf you know."

Lord Bob sighed. "I know you want to go out there and deal with him, that's what made you all such a perfect team, your burning desire to right wrongs and destroy evil. But you can't do everything, there are plenty of other adventuring parties out there that will no doubt get involved soon," the god said. "Besides, it's in the very nature of evil to destroy itself. Boris's own apprentice already tried, he'll probably get overconfident and a vampire will kill him for us" he said reassuringly.

Geoff and Arthur looked at each other grimly, not convinced in the slightest.

At that moment Lord Bob said "Shit!" and vanished.

Geoff looked at the map and winced, the light marking Dawson Creek had gone out.





CHAPTER 20




Boris's New Approach

The dark elf necromancer was feeling particularly vengeful tonight. Last night's attack, while not a complete disaster, wasn't a total success by any stretch of the imagination. Boris had decided that these clerics had to be taken out first. They were too much of a wild card in his carefully laid out plans; he had been plotting this for far too long to be stopped by a bunch of do-gooders! Plus, the sudden change in power of the old cleric last night troubled him. It was probably his imagination, but he had a feeling that there was something working against him.

He had placed the storage space in Dawson Creek, with a subtle hint of irony, in the graveyard behind the church.

As usual, he had released the vampire first and then the rest of the undead troops. Mostly zombies, but there were also several skeletons here too. Boris held back his force while he cast an Invisibility spell on himself and approached the church to locate the cleric. Boris thought Lady Edna must be looking down on him tonight because as he approached the back door of the church, the fat old cleric emerged.

Boris smiled as he used his favourite wand and cast a huge Lightning Bolt, point blank, blasting the poor man through the door and back to the church. His attack had made him visible now, but Boris didn't care, as he looked down at the dead cleric and smiled at the big hole in his chest right below his Holy Symbol. "Where was your precious god then, cleric?" Boris said mockingly as he turned and walked away, casting a Fireball spell through the door. As it exploded behind him setting the entire church ablaze, the necromancer laughed.

He looked at his undead force and simply said, "Destroy".

The deadly group however, needed no encouragement, and the vampire charged into the town, savagely killing several people before the slower undead had even reached anybody. Meanwhile, Boris sat down to watch and listen to the slaughter over the next hour or so, in pure enjoyment.

Since the attack on Dawson's Creek, it was another two nights later before the messengers of Lord Bob had warned every town and city they could. But Boris had also completely wiped out another two towns in that time. Geoff was furious when Lord Bob had told them how Boris was now spearheading the attacks, practically assassinating the clerics. He was taking this personally, as he had known these clerics for many years and he had considered them his friends.

Gertrude had suggested going back to the towns that they thought were most at risk of attack, giving the clerics any magic items they had in Haven which might help protect them.

Arthur pointed out though, that while they could protect a few, they couldn't protect them all, so how would they choose who to protect?

They just had to make do with warning the clerics of this new tactic, and to hope they could be ready. They were all frustrated, but for now they would just have to let things play out.

It was now night number seven, and Boris was feeling very confident. Yes, the last few attacks had become a bit more prolonged than he would have liked, but the outcomes had been the same. The town of Two Peaks which he had wiped out last night had been ready for him though, which was troubling.

The cleric had a wizard with him for protection, but Boris was easily more powerful than the defending mage and had utterly destroyed them both.

Tonight the target for Boris was an isolated manufacturing town called Westward Pines, situated on the Western edge of the Great Pine forest. This was a tactical choice for Boris, as Westward Pines made a lot of weapons here and he wanted to stop their production. His choice for the storage spaces here in this town was different out of necessity, because the cleric here had made his chapel in the centre of the town. So, on this occasion, he had placed them just outside the forest, behind the Blacksmith's forge.

As before, Boris readied his troops and went hunting for the cleric, under his Invisibility spell. He left Bart and Arnie to keep an eye on the ravenous vampire he had just released. As Boris made his way down the main street, he noted that there was nobody outside, either on the road or any of the stores.

He had walked far enough along the road to get to the only intersecting road here, where he saw he was alongside the town's only inn, on the corner of the crossroads. Boris looked in the window and saw it was empty.

The dark elf had a bad feeling about this and proceeded with caution, slowly walking around the corner to see that a large group of people, presumably the entire small population of Westward Pines, whom had barricaded themselves in. They were surrounded on all sides with fences, trees, wagons and various other things, right outside the chapel. Boris quickly realised that they were waiting for him! How is that possible he thought?

He decided to send in the undead in order to shake them up; he couldn't see the cleric, but he was sure to be in there somewhere. As he started to hear the undead coming along behind him, Boris realised something else, there was no sound coming from the town folk.

A Silence spell. He instantly realised that this meant they had a wizard too!

He sent a mental command to the vampire general, warning it to be wary, but the beast was in too much of a frenzy as it surged past him and charged straight around the corner. As soon as the crowd noticed the beast they unloaded volleys of arrows and crossbow bolts at it

Almost all struck the creature, knocking it to the ground, where it thrashed about in pain as the arrow wounds sizzled.

Boris commanded the vampire to get up, but it wasn't responding to him.

All the dark elf could feel from the creature was pain; but they were only arrows! Unless, he realised, they were probably soaked in Holy Water or something. But that still shouldn't stop the creature for long, he commanded it to get up again. This time he could feel the rage of the vampire as it slowly got to its feet and resumed its charge. Then the cleric showed himself and used his Holy Symbol to push it back, the bright light bursting out from behind the barricade and striking the abomination. At least he isn't destroying it straight away this time, thought Boris.

The dark elf turned to locate the zombies and saw that they were milling around nearby, as the vampire had severed the link to them when it was struck. Boris took control of the undead troops and sent them into the fray, at least they might help to distract the cleric. When Boris turned his attention back to the vampire however, he saw that several men had leapt over the barricade and were pounding on the beast, then one drove a stake through its heart and finished it off. The men then immediately leapt back over the barricade to safety.

Boris was furious.

Again, a town seemed ready for him, but how?

He knew that word of the attacks would get out at some point, but he had wanted to incite terror first, not make them battle ready. Lesser undead were not very effective against an organised force. He needed answers to this dilemma, or his plan would be useless.

He knew the zombies were doomed, so he left them to their own devices and teleported back to his base with Bart and Arnie; he needed time to think.

He decided that he would come back here in the daylight, alone this time, to spy on this town and see if he could overhear any conversations about how and why they were prepared for him.

When Boris arrived in Westward Pines at dawn, he saw the town folk dismantling the barricades and celebrating.

Oh how he was so tempted to cast a Fireball at them! But that wouldn't give him any of the answers that he sought, so very carefully he made his way among them, trying to hear snippets of conversation while he was invisible, being sure not to brush against anybody. For some time all he heard was self-congratulatory comments and bragging about how they killed the vampire and zombies, but then something caught his attention.

He heard two men talking about an emissary coming to warn them.  An emissary for who? He assumed it would be Lord Bob, maybe the god was behind this he thought to himself. He followed the men as they carried a tree log away from the road and listened intently.

"I heard Steve the guard say she was an angel," said the taller man.

"I heard she looked more like a warrior with her gleaming armour and stuff," said the smaller man.

"Whoever she was, she sure saved our lives," said the taller man.

"Did Paul the cleric mention what her name was?" asked the smaller man.

"Yeah, he did. Gertrude," said the taller man.

"Gertrude? That's not a very becoming name for an angel," said the smaller man.

"Anyway, what's for breakfast?" asked the taller man.

"Dunno," replied the smaller man.

Boris stopped following them and stood in the middle of the road thinking. He only snapped out of his daydream when someone else bumped into him and screamed. Boris moved away to a quiet corner while people looked around for the hidden figure. The town folk would be careful now, but he had heard enough from them already, and he now had all the information he needed to know, so he teleported back to base where he could think some more.

He knew that name, Gertrude. He knew she was a child who travelled to various towns for supplies. He knew she was always accompanied by someone powerful, so he guessed the child had grown up now, enough to be going out on her own. He had heard her name spoken many times over the years in the towns he had scouted. He had first heard her name mentioned many years ago by his traitorous, former apprentice Igor, when he had told him of this child being taken in by his sworn enemy, Arthur. He now knew who this Gertrude was an emissary of.

Lord Bob and his beloved Group.





CHAPTER 21




Boris Prepares The Guest Room

Long ago, before Lord Bob had created the first humans, there were two other races of people created by the gods.

These races were created during the early parts of The Dragon War, largely to counter each other. Both races were designed to live underground; they could function on the surface well enough, but they were genetically designed to thrive beneath the surfaces of Dragonia.

These races were called the dark elves and the dwarves.

The dark elves were created by Lady Edna as a result of Lord Bob creating his elves, a race that lived among the forests of Dragonia. The dark elves were remarkably similar to their surface cousins, they were long-lived, agile, lithe and had a strong predisposition to magic. Where dark elves differ however, was their ability to see perfectly in the dark, their innate ability to create impenetrable darkness and their complete lack of morality and compassion. As a race, they were almost completely evil and incapable of love. Which as it turns out is their major flaw, because as they usually refuse to work together, for fear of betrayal, they rarely accomplish anything. Because of this, it's not often they choose a mate, so their population is relatively small, but they are well spread out around Dragonia in little colonies.

The dwarves, however, were a different story.

They were created by Lord Bob, partly as a countermeasure to the arrival of the dark elves, but also as craftsman. The dwarven race was much more adaptable than the dark elves, they could live deep underground in mines, or were just as capable on the surface. They were a tough, hardy race, who believed in honour and courage. They were not as long-lived as the elves, but they had accomplished wonders in the time they had been on Dragonia. The dwarves had split into clans many centuries ago following the war, but did not fight each other and instead supported each other. All the dwarven cities underground were linked by carved tunnels that stretched the entire continent. They were mainly used for trade and were viewed as remarkable feats of engineering.

The dark elves often used the results of dwarven labour as they couldn't be bothered to do anything for themselves; so they would often take up residence in abandoned mining operations, for example.

Once the minerals and ore had been depleted the dwarves would simply move on and leave the area empty, perfect for anyone looking for an easy home or hideout.

It was in one such abandoned mine that Boris had set up his base of operations. It was very deep underground, far deeper than dwarves usually go and certainly deeper than the dark elves ever went. Boris had found it many decades ago while wandering the tunnels, after leaving his dark elven home. It had served him well over the years as a place to study his craft in peace. The only practical way in was to teleport, as it would take many weeks to travel to or from the surface on foot. That entrance had been magically sealed and booby trapped by Boris so nobody could find and disturb him. Even when he had found his old traitorous apprentice Igor, in another dark elf settlement, he had teleported him into the base.

Boris had taken the additional step of using a teleport entry device too. He had found this device, along with other ancient artifacts in an abandoned Dragon lair many centuries ago. When activated the ingenious device created a large magic shield that was big enough to cover the entire base, and it could prevent both entry and exit by magical means. Accompanying the device were tokens that would allow the user to penetrate the shield.

It was because of this protection that Boris felt confident in what his next move was. He was going to locate and kidnap this meddling young woman, Gertrude. He wanted to find out what The Group knew and how to beat them once and for all.

Boris was concerned about Lord Bob's connection to the woman too, which meant taking extra precautions.

Boris had the perfect place, one that he had used in the past as an experimentation room. It was away from the rest of the rooms in the base, and it contained a large slab of rock in the middle to which Boris had magically embedded chains into, so a subject could easily be restrained. A vampire couldn't break those chains, so this pathetic girl shouldn't pose much of a problem he thought to himself. She would have magic protection though, almost certainly, and would probably be able to vanish to this Haven place of theirs.

So, he would have to be careful to capture her unawares.

Luckily he had just the thing for this type of attack. A small crossbow that could fire multiple shots quickly.

The bolts were tipped with tiny capsules that broke on contact, injected the victim with a potent sleep draught. That should be enough to incapacitate the girl long enough to get her back to the base and secure her, before she can teleport away.

Boris thought of a place he knew she often visited, as he had heard her name mentioned there many times during his scouting missions. All he had to do was be patient and wait for her to arrive. He was suspending his undead invasion plan for now, at least until she was his prisoner.

The dark elf packed what he needed for his attack and left the base, heading to the small town of Bellmore.





CHAPTER 22




Everything Comes To The Dark Elf Who Waits

The mood in Haven had improved after they had heard about the events in Westward Pines. Lord Bob had delivered the good news during the night. The fact that nobody saw the dark elf necromancer was the only downside. But the complete destruction of his undead force was at least a cause for celebration.

The friends had felt it was safe to get some rest, as Boris was unlikely to strike anywhere else tonight.

"Boris can't be happy about last night's attack," said Gertrude as she spoke to Geoff in the library the following morning. "What do you think he'll do now?" she asked.

"Hmm, not sure," answered Geoff. "The worry now is that he will know that the towns are ready for him, which makes him unpredictable," he said.

"He was already unpredictable, wasn't he?" asked Gertrude. "We didn't know where he would strike before," she said.

"Well we still don't, but I take your point," replied Geoff.

Tina walked into the room in a good mood too. "So, my little Godlings, what's the plan for today?" she said cheerfully.

Geoff chuckled. "Don't let Lord Bob hear you call us that," he said.

"He heard," said Tina smiling.

"Well, I guess the best thing to do is to go back to the town's most at risk and tell them what happened in Westward Pines, and maybe that way, they can mount a similar defence strategy if they aren't already," said Geoff.

"Sounds like a plan," said Gertrude happily. She had enjoyed going out and doing something useful for a change. "Where first?" she asked.

Geoff looked at his list and gave her the location, Gertrude skipped through the portal happily.

"She's keen this morning," remarked Tina.

"Indeed. Oh, to be young again," replied Geoff.

"Huh. You are young, for a Dragon anyway," said Tina. "I best get going then I guess, can't let her do all the work," she said as she too went back to Dragonia.

The night came and went without incident, leaving the group of friends in Haven uneasy. Had the dark elf given up? Probably not they thought, he had planned this for too long. He was more likely just deciding what to do next.

In the morning Gertrude and Tina resumed visiting the towns. Gertrude's first visit today was to one of her regular stops, where she had planned to pick up some of Arthur's favourite fish for his dinner. Ironically, she was unsuspectingly walking directly into a baited trap.

Gertrude strolled through the town of Bellmore looking for Julie, the town cleric. She had been planning on calling at the church first, but she had spotted her talking to a small group of people outside the inn, right near the centre of town.

Julie saw Gertrude approaching and waved to her, smiling warmly. "Here she is, the town's guardian angel," said Julie to the group of seven strong group of people around her.

"I'm not an angel, you know," said Gertrude, a bit uncomfortable with the attention.

"Well you could have fooled us," said Julie smiling at her. "To what do we owe the pleasure of another visit from you so soon?" she asked.

Gertrude was happy to get to business.

"Have you heard about what happened in Westward Pines a few nights past?" said Gertrude.

Julie beamed. "We did, Archie heard about it from a fellow wizard, we have been using a similar idea."

Gertrude was pleased. "Oh good, we just wanted to make sure that all of the towns were adopting a similar tactic. Hopefully this will be over soon. Once we know that the dark elf has been defeated, we'll pass the news around and life can go back to normal," she said.

"Thanks dear; are you staying long? Would you like to meet some of the town's folk? They'll be positively excited to see you," said the cleric, with a bit too much enthusiasm.

Gertrude thought she would actually rather fight an army of undead.

"No thank you, I must get onto the next town. I just need to pick up some fish and then I'm heading back," she said, eager to get away.

Julie looked sad at the news. "You're a busy woman I imagine," she said. "I'll walk you to the fishmonger then."

"Oh, that won't be necessary," Gertrude said, but Julie had already taken her arm and was leading her back towards the harbour.

Boris had been sitting on the rooftop of the local inn since yesterday.

It was one of the tallest buildings in Bellmore and offered a good view of the town. He had watched with interest as the townsmen built the barricades in the afternoon, anticipating an attack that night, an attack that would in fact not come.

Once night fell, Boris returned to his base in order to rest, but he was back on his perch the following morning.

He was surprised to see the barricades already gone, presumably the people of Bellmore thought an attack (if one came) would be early in the night. He stored that information away for later, as it could prove a useful potential tactic: attack a few hours before dawn.

He was so busy thinking this through in his mind that he almost missed his target approaching the inn.

So, this was Gertrude was it?

Well she certainly looked the part; she was nearly six feet tall and had the demeanour of a hardened warrior. She may be young, around twenty years old he imagined, but he knew instantly that she would be a formidable enemy. As she got nearer, practically standing under his hiding place, he cast a spell that would allow him to detect magic items.

As this was not an offensive spell, it wouldn't make him visible, so he should be safe.

As he suspected, Gertrude positively glowed from the magical items she carried. Her fine chain mail armour, just visible under her tunic had an extraordinarily strong enchantment on it, along with her fine leather boots. Her cloak was enchanted too, as well as several other items hidden away in secret pockets; these looked suspiciously like wands, a couple of rings, a necklace, her short sword on her right hip, and a dagger on her left that all glowed brightly, demonstrating considerable magical enchantments. But the Holy Symbol she wore around her neck was glowing most of all, this woman was truly blessed by her god.

Boris seriously thought about abandoning this mission thinking that she could be a leading him to disaster, but he decided to go through with it anyway and made his way off the roof. He would need to wait for just the right moment to strike, but that blasted busybody cleric wouldn't leave her alone. He continued to follow his target as she walked toward the dock.

Gertrude was trying to get away from Julie, who seemed determined to introduce her to every single person they met. She finally got her chance when Julie was called by someone behind her and turned to see who it was. She couldn't see anybody, and when she turned back, Gertrude had sped up and already managed to walk quite a distance. Julie had been about to catch up with her again when someone did actually come up to her to ask her something.

Gertrude was happy to be away from the crowds and to be able to walk freely, when she felt a sharp sting on the back of her neck.

She whirled around and drew her sword almost impossibly fast, only to see a dark elf standing about ten feet away with a crossbow aimed right at her.

The dark elf looked a little startled to see her turn around as he fired again, this time hitting her in the side of her neck.

Gertrude reached up and pulled out the bolts, and the wounds started healing almost immediately. She dropped the bolts on the ground and started to advance on the dark elf, but she immediately started to feel drowsy.

Another bolt hit her, and another.

Again, she pulled them out and felt the wounds close, but the tiredness was now taking full effect and she dropped to one knee. With a final surge of adrenalin Gertrude stood up but was hit by another bolt and it dropped her again to her knees.

There were shouts of alarm as a couple of people noticed the attack and were now advancing on the pair.

Boris couldn't believe she was still awake, he had to move fast.

He rushed up toward the woman, firing once more for good measure, and when she didn't get back up this time, he went to grab her free hand, as the other was still stubbornly gripping her sword. He was astonished that she was still not fully asleep! As he touched her hand Boris screamed in pain and was forced to let go immediately; he looked at his hand and saw it was badly burnt. What manner of woman is this? He instead grabbed her armoured shoulder and teleported them both back to his base.

The dark elf and his captive appeared in the cell he had prepared earlier, and Boris yelled for Bart and Arnie to assist him. His hand was causing him agony, which meant he wouldn't be able to lift the woman onto the slab on his own. Bart and Arnie arrived and looked nervously at the woman on the floor, both backing away.

"Lift her onto the slab now before she wakes," demanded Boris.

For the first time in their many years of service to the dark elf, the vampires refused his instruction. "We cannot touch her, Master, we can sense her Holy Power. We would be destroyed if we touch her!" said Bart and Arnie together. "She should be killed, now!"

"I can't yet," said Boris fuming in rage. "I need information from her; fine, I'll do it myself then," he added.

He thought for a moment and then reached into one of the pockets in his robe, producing a small Wand of Levitation. He cast the spell and Gertrude floated upwards; Boris manoeuvred her onto the slab and then released the spell. Boris managed to quickly pull her sword from her hand, which had somehow still been gripping the weapon; he also removed any other weapons he could see, including two daggers from her boots!

"This woman was definitely ready for a fight," he remarked.

After attempting to remove her Holy Symbol for several minutes, he gave up.

He finally chained her arms and legs, and was just about to leave the room when he remembered the secret pockets in her cloak. He found two cleverly hidden pockets inside, one on each side of the cloak. Unless you knew they were there, you would never have found them. He reached into one impossibly large pocket and was surprised to realise that it contained a spellbook.

"A wizard as well. How interesting."

The other pocket contained several wands and some lockpicks.

"I wonder what other secrets you hold my dear girl," he said as he left the room, locking the door behind him and heading off to find a healing potion for his hand.





CHAPTER 23




Getting The Band Back Together

The rage of a god is a terrible thing. Lord Bob appeared in Haven within seconds of Gertrude being kidnapped and was in such a fury that energy visibly crackled from him. The library darkened as the light from the windows diminished.

"He's got her!" he yelled with pure malice anger.

Geoff and Arthur were suddenly fearful of their very existence.

"I'm sorry my Lord," said Geoff, his head slightly bowed. "Who are you referring to?"

Lord Bob looked at Geoff with such intensity Geoff had to look away. "The dark elf of course," replied Lord Bob, "he's got Gertrude."

Geoff and Arthur immediately forgot their fears and stood up.

"Gertrude?" they exclaimed together.

"How," said Arthur. "She only left minutes ago."

Lord Bob was pacing the room now.

"It seems he was waiting for her," he said, "hit her with several poisoned crossbow bolts while he was invisible, the coward!" He spat the last word out.

Geoff was dumbfounded and slumped back in his chair, his head in his hands.

"Where is she now?" asked Arthur.

Lord Bob ceased pacing and sat down in a chair as the light returned from the windows. "She must be in his base I assume, deep underground," he said, now sounding sad. "The symbol I gave her is working because I can see through it still, but its teleport function is disabled. It would have been a violation of the treaty to intervene, but I tried to bring her back anyway. I failed."

"Can we teleport to her through the portal?" asked Arthur, fearing he already knew the answer.

The god shook his head. "There's some sort of barrier around his base," he said.

Geoff spoke at last, "Is she ok?"

Lord Bob offered a weak smile. "She's asleep for now, her wounds healed almost immediately. She managed to burn the bastard though. It appears evil cannot touch her skin; those vampires actually refused to touch her out of fear for their very existence," he said proudly.

Geoff nodded. "She's a tough girl all right," he said. "So, what do we do now?" he asked.

Arthur had hobbled painfully over to Lord Bob. "Does your offer of that potion of youth still stand?" he asked the god.

Lord Bob stood and grasped Arthur's shoulders, "You're damn right it does, are you sure?" he said.

Arthur looked at Lord Bob with a similar intensity that the god had shown earlier. "I'm going to get my girl back," he said in a tone Geoff had never heard from the kind mage before.

Lord Bob nodded as he produced a potion bottle and held it out to him. Arthur took it and removed the stopper, gulping the entire contents down. The old wizard staggered slightly as the potion began to take effect, but Lord Bob was there to hold him up. The potion was surging through his system at pace, reinvigorating his physical body, winding it back to when he was around twenty years old, but whilst still leaving his mind, memory and experience intact. After a minute or so, Arthur straightened up and stretched out his arms feeling stronger and fitter than he could ever remember.

Arthur looked at Lord Bob with determination, who was now at the same height as the wizard. "This time that dark elf will not walk away," he said with deadly intent.

Geoff started to speak, but Lord Bob interrupted him. "Yes, Geoff you can go too," the god said. "It'll probably piss off my sister but I don't care at the minute, just don't turn back into your Dragon form unless it's absolutely necessary," he said with a smirk.

Just then Tina came back; after a quick look around at them, she said. "Ok what happened to Gertrude?"

After bringing Tina up to speed, as well as a significant amount of swearing on her part, she practically demanded a potion like Arthur's and wanted to depart immediately.

Geoff however, was the voice of reason. "We can't do this on our own, we need to get the other two as well," he said.

"Fine," said Tina as she went to the map, touching the icon for Mount Doom. "I'll get Dave and you get Clive, but I'm leaving within the hour," she told them as she ran through the portal.

As soon as she left, Arthur went to the map next "I'll get Clive then", and he too went through the portal.

Ten minutes later Arthur arrived with Clive, who aside from being a little sunburnt, looked the same as ever. Clive smiled warmly as he shook hands with Geoff and Lord Bob. "Great to see you, I wish it were under happier circumstances," said Clive.

"Indeed," replied the god.

Tina then appeared with a very flustered looking Dave. "You could have at least given me time to sort out some stuff before you took me away!" he said indignantly. "Wow! Arthur, you're looking well," Dave stated as he looked around at everyone there. "Geoff, Clive, you look the same as ever," he said while shaking their hands warmly.

Arthur and Geoff smiled, despite the urgent situation at hand.

"I trust Tina brought you up to speed before she kidnapped you?" asked Arthur.

"Something about a bastard dark elf stupidly taking our girl," he replied, "so when do we leave?"

"Now!" said Tina, as she turned to look at the map. The rest all started to move over to her.

"Wait!" commanded Lord Bob.  "There's someone else you'll need to take with you too," he said.

Geoff looked puzzled. "Who my Lord?" he said.

"The dark elf apprentice, Igor," he replied.

Geoff was stunned. "You can't be serious my Lord?" he said in disbelief.

The others all voiced similar complaints.

"I'm afraid I am," the god replied, "listen to me. I know where in Dragonia Gertrude is being held; however, I have no idea how you can get to her," he said.

"Can't you see everywhere? Well, almost everywhere?" asked Tina with surprise, pointing to the map.

The god sighed. "As you know Tina, I can only see a certain distance from any one of my Holy Symbols, in a church. If it's a Holy Symbol you wear, I can only see around twenty yards or so," he said. "The only one anywhere near Gertrude is the one she's wearing, and it's here," he pointed to the map where a small light appeared on the Dragon mountains, the huge range of mountains near the centre of Dragonia.

"That's not so bad," said Clive as he moved to the map, "we can land nearby and walk the rest on foot."

"The problem Clive, is this," replied the god as the map flipped ninety degrees slowly. "Gertrude is here," he pointed to the dot that had moved a huge distance below the surface of Dragonia. "You see the dilemma?" said Lord Bob.

"Indeed," replied Clive.

"How far down is she?" asked Dave.

"About eight miles," replied the god.

Dave whistled slowly. "I never heard of dwarves going down that far!" he said.

"Here's the situation, as I see it," said Lord Bob very matter of factly, "we can't teleport there, and she can't teleport back, so you will have to go in on foot. The nearest place you can get to is here." The map shifted to the small dwarven town of Undermountain. "It's three hundred and fifty miles away from Gertrude and seven miles above her."

"I've been there before," said Dave, "it connects to everywhere, but the tunnels are narrow and winding."

"That's correct," said Lord Bob, "from there you should hopefully be pointed in the right direction. But it will still be a long journey, probably three weeks or so, every step taking you deeper underground. However, that's not the only issue."

"Dark elves," said Dave.

Lord Bob nodded. "Exactly Dave. "There is at least one dark elf settlement somewhere in the area between Undermountain and Gertrude, no doubt amongst countless other dangers. You need Igor, he may have critical knowledge of the area and we know he certainly knows Boris's base. Plus, he wants to kill his former master almost as much as you do, of that I can assure you," he said.

"We can't trust a dark elf though," said Clive, "even if he wants the same thing we do."

"Look," said Lord Bob, "you will just have to trust me, I have seen into his soul and seen the goodness that is in him. He isn't like the other members of his species. I've been listening to him speak since I healed him. He learned everything he knows about being good from watching you lot out there on your adventures. He idolises you, and I believe he can be a valuable resource to us rescuing Gertrude."

"Of course my Lord," said Geoff, "we'll take him along."

"But if he steps out of line, I will kill him," said Tina, with steel in her voice.

Lord Bob smiled. "Of that, I have no doubt," he said. "Take this sphere" he handed it to Geoff. It was a miniaturised version of the big map. "It will show your progress in relation to your Holy Symbol and Gertrude. I've taken the liberty of selecting a few items from your stash here to equip Igor." He handed a bag to Geoff. "Now please go and bring our girl back safely," said the god as they vanished from Haven.





CHAPTER 24




The New Member Of The Group

Igor was sitting in an eight-foot square cell looking at the walls. He had been here for some time now and was certain he would continue to stay here for the foreseeable future.

The magistrate had demanded he be sent here until such time that his former master had been eliminated and the undead threat had passed. Only then they would decide what to do with him.

There were many that wanted him executed because of his involvement in the slaughter at Snaggle Rock.

There were a few that wanted him to pay for his crimes another way, mainly due to his cooperation so far, his very convincing remorse and the fact that Lord Bob felt the dark elf worthy of saving. It was a difficult situation to sort out as no matter what decision he made, he was going to upset somebody. Therefore the Magistrate had simply locked him up for now and would deal with him later.

It was many hours later that Igor could hear voices, and the sound of several people approaching his cell.

The door opened and he was dumbstruck when the magistrate, along with all five members of The Group walked into the small room. He was momentarily taken back in time to when he first saw them, they looked so young again.

"Igor," said the magistrate, reading from a sheet of parchment, "as agreed by myself, the Magistrate of Winkle Bay and the clerics of Lord Bob, you are hereby released into the custody of The Group for the duration of their mission. You are to carry out any orders given to you by members of The Group. Failure to do so could lead to your immediate execution. Should you attempt to escape, this could lead to your execution by The Group. Once the mission is over, should you survive you are to be returned to our custody where we, the people, will decide your fate. The manner of your participation in the mission will, of course, stand either in your favour or against it. Do you agree to these terms?"

Igor was curious.

"What is the mission?" he asked.

"To travel to the lair of your former master, in order to kill him and rescue our Gertrude," said Tina.

An hour later, after Igor had eagerly signed the release form, he had told them his life story in servitude to the dark elf Boris.

For the most part, they were satisfied, he seemed genuinely ashamed of his involvement in the events leading up to Gertrude's capture. In fact, he was taking personal responsibility for the attack on Gertrude because he had told Boris about her many years ago when she was still a child. They sent him to get washed and changed into the stuff Lord Bob had sent him, minus the magic items for the time being, and they were now ready to discuss a plan of attack before they departed.

"We can't teleport directly into the base without the device I'm afraid," said Igor once he had returned. "Boris was very careful to ensure that I never saw the outside of the base complex, so we can't teleport to a nearby location either."

"What about any dark elf cities nearby?" asked Clive, showing Igor the map sphere.

"Theres Necropolis, it's where I was born. It is much closer to the surface though, just like the dwarven city you mentioned earlier. I never travelled far beyond it until Boris came looking for apprentices one day. I'm sorry, but it's been so many years since I've been back to Necropolis, I couldn't teleport there with any degree of accuracy. We might end up stuck in a rock wall," said Igor.

"What use are you then lad?" said Dave impatiently, "c'mon, times a-ticking!"

"I appreciate your anger," said Igor, "I can assure you that I am annoyed I can't get us to Gertrude any sooner. However, once we do get to the base I can most certainly help, as I know all of the defences in place there. Plus, I will be able to help when we encounter the inhabitants of the tunnels, there are all manner of beasts lurking in the darkness. It may have been a long time since I wandered around down there, but I still spent over one hundred years of my life underground. I can be of help to you, I guarantee it."

"Right, come on then, we've wasted enough time already. Let's get back to Haven so we can get this over with," said Tina with strong determination as she vanished.

Igor was excited. "I'm going to Haven?" he said as Clive, Arthur and Dave vanished too.

"Don't get too excited," said Geoff as he grabbed Igor's collar, "you won't have time for a tour."

They vanished and reappeared in the library.

Igor was a little disappointed when he saw the library.

"I always thought Haven would be bigger," he said with a hint of sadness.

"As I said, no time for a tour," insisted Geoff as Tina was using the map to select the dwarven city of Undermountain.

As the wall changed to show a busy road outside a dwarven built church, Igor gasped.

"Ok, this is more like it," Igor stated examining the map, "so much better than Boris's version," he said as Tina was just about to step through the portal.

Arthur stopped walking.

"Hang on," he said, "Boris has one of these too?"

"Not like this, no," said Igor, "but he has a wall that can show the current image in a known location, or if you cast a Spying spell. To be honest with you, that's how we watched you for so many years, how we learnt about you. Sorry."

"Well then, Clive," said Arthur, "that explains who was watching us all that time," smiling at the half-elf.

"That's one mystery solved I guess," replied Clive. "Come on then Igor, let's get this over with," he said as they all walked through the portal into the crowded street startling several dwarves at their sudden arrival.





CHAPTER 25




Tina's New Friend

After the initial shock of six people suddenly appearing outside the church had passed, the shouting started as the dwarves noticed the dark elf among them. Four guards appeared from seemingly nowhere, weapons drawn, with more guards on the way. The Group raised their hands, they didn't want any trouble.

Just as the situation was in danger of spilling out of control, the town cleric arrived on the scene.

"What's all this fuss about," said the ancient looking dwarf. "Good Lord Bob, it's The Group! I heard you'd retired years ago. I'm Rocky by the way, and why have you got a dark elf with you?"

"It's a long story," said Geoff, "mind if we move off the street to discuss it?"

"Of course, of course. Come in here," the cleric said as he opened the doors to the church.

The Group all filed into the church followed by eight guards.

"Come now," said the old dwarf "these are my guests."

"We aren't letting a dark elf roam around free, Rocky," said Steve, the dwarven guard.

"Fine, well you better make yourself comfortable then," he said.

The guards all stood around The Group; weapons drawn anyway.

"Do whatever you want," said the cleric and looked to Igor, "now then, what your story?"

A little over an hour later The Group were getting restless, and they were anxious to get moving.

"This mission will take years if we have to explain every small detail to everyone we meet!" said Tina in frustration.

Rocky, the old dwarven cleric had listened to their tale in fascination and wanted to help them straight away, but he told them that he would have to run it by the clan leader, Cliff.

"I agree it's frustrating Tina," said Geoff, "but you can't expect to appear out of thin air in the middle of a dwarven city without anyone noticing and asking questions."

"Especially with a dark elf in tow," said Dave. "You forget that dwarves have been fighting them since Lord Bob created us. It's rare to find a good one, I'm pretty certain," he said looking at Igor.

"I can't blame the dwarves," said Igor, "the dark elves have been stealing their land and battling them for as long as anyone can remember."

Rocky the cleric then came back in with another dwarf they assumed was Cliff, the Clan leader.

"Well you've caused quite the stir around here," said Cliff "bringing a dark elf into my city uninvited."

Dave spoke for them as they thought the dwarves would appreciate dealing with another of their kind. "We apologise for any inconvenience caused to your Clan of course, and we wouldn't arrive unannounced usually, but the situation is dire, and we need to find the necromancer as soon as possible," he said as politely as he could.

"Yes, yes, Rocky explained already," said Cliff. "I wasn't going to hold you up, I just wanted to look at this map thing that Lord Bob gave you," he said.

"Oh right," replied Dave as he took the sphere from Clive. "Here you go," he held it out to Cliff, who held it reverently.

"Amazing craftsmanship," he said as the map shifted to show Gertrude's position in relation to theirs.

Cliff looked at Rocky, "have you told them?" he asked, his old face going pale.

Rocky looked pale also. "No, Leader, I wanted you to see it first, to be sure," he said.

Cliff turned and addressed them all "I believe between here and this place" he pointed to Gertrude's light "are several routes you could take, however somewhere around here" he pointed to an area halfway between the locations "is the lost city of Cheddar Gorge" he said solemnly.

Dave gasped "surely not? I thought that was a myth" he said.

"No, my young dwarf," said the ancient cleric, "it's real, but no dwarf has been there for centuries."

"So, what's the problem?" said Tina. "We can just whizz through there without being questioned for once."

Cliff looked at her irritably, but Tina just stared back at him unphased.

"Because my impatient little halfling, the dwarves didn't leave the city just because they got bored living there," he said with a clear rising irritation. "They abandoned it because they were forced out by a Dracolich!"

Tina wasn't flustered.

"Well that explains it then; so, can we go around this place or not?" she asked defiantly.

Rocky answered before there was a fight, "Yes, there is a trade route that bypasses that region entirely, but it would take you many weeks longer to get there."

"We can't waste any more time," declared Tina. "We'll go the quick way and take care of the Dracolich on the way for you," she said, folding her arms dramatically.

Cliff raised his arms in exasperation.

"Just send them on their way Rocky. The fools!" he said as he stormed out of the church.

"You've made a new friend there Tina," said Dave with more than a little hint of sarcasm.

She shrugged her shoulders in defiance "come on then, let's go" she said following Cliff out of the church.

The rest got up to follow her "is there really a Dracolich in this lost city of yours?" Clive asked Rocky.

The old cleric nodded solemnly.

"I'm afraid so lad, anybody that has ever dared travel that way since, has never been heard of again," he said dramatically. "I know of your reputation though, so I guess if anybody could kill it then it would be you and your companions, but it would be remiss of me if I didn't warn you against following that path."

They were all outside then, and a small crowd had formed, mostly out of curiosity but some had come to shout abuse at Igor.

The leader of the dwarven clan was still outside talking to another ancient looking dwarf.

The companions were all shaking the hand of Rocky the cleric, even Igor, which earned him a few more shouts of abuse. There was unlikely to be any real bother though, with the number of guards around.

Tina strode off. "Come on you lot!" she said frustratingly.

As the others finished their goodbyes and began to follow her, the leader of the clan shouted: "WAIT!"

Tina swung around. "What now?" she replied in exasperation.

A hush fell over the collected dwarves, but Cliff just chuckled as he walked towards them carrying a scroll.

"I admire your fire halfling, just don't let it cloud your judgement," he said.

Tina just frowned back at him but said nothing.

"I took the liberty of getting our librarian to dig out the only surviving map we have of the region around Cheddar Gorge, as well as a new map of the tunnels that lead in that direction. There are at least a hundred miles of tunnels in between that we don't have maps for, but it'll be enough to get you on your way," he said as he held the maps out to Tina.

Tina looked a little ashamed as she took them. "Many thanks, and I apologise if I seemed ungrateful before," she said politely.

Cliff waved it away. "I hope you find your girl," he said gently.

Tina smiled. "Oh, we will don't worry. We'll get your city back too for good measure along the way," she said laughing as she turned and skipped away, the rest following in her wake.

Igor looked at Clive and said, "Is Tina always this happy when walking into certain death?"

Clive and the rest laughed. "Always!" they said together.





CHAPTER 26




Gertrude's Defiance

She was having a vivid dream about the dark elf necromancer; he was shooting her with a crossbow, and it felt like she wanted to sleep, but she kept fighting it. Then she remembered burning his hand somehow, and then remembered floating and raised voices. My sword! She thought as her eyes suddenly snapped open.

Gertrude looked up at the rock ceiling and tried sitting up, but she couldn't. She raised her head as much as possible and saw that she was chained to something. Her hands and feet were bound, and another chain was across her chest pressing her firmly down against the rock. Gertrude tested the chains with all her strength, but they wouldn't budge. Her mouth also had a gag of some sort in it so she couldn't call for help.

She realised at that moment that the room was in total darkness, yet she could see perfectly. It was as though the room was lit by starlight, rather than normal light.

The young woman looked around at the room and saw there was only one other feature of note, a single door with a small, grated window in it.

"What about my equipment?" she thought. "Obviously, they've taken my weapons, not that they would have been much good while I'm chained up!" She could feel that her cloak had been pulled out from under her. She fed it through her fingers and after a few moments of fiddling, she had managed to get to the secret pockets, but to no great surprise, they were empty. "I suppose it would have been too much to ask for my lockpicks to still be there!" she thought to herself in annoyance.

Then it occurred to her, "My Holy Symbol! What an idiot I am, I could have used that in Bellmore!" She thought of Haven, but nothing happened. "That's odd!" Gertrude tried again and again. "Damn! Why isn't it working?" Then another thought occurred to her, what if the defence spell Lord Bob built into the Holy Symbol doesn't work either?

For the first time in many years, Gertrude was afraid. She had never really felt alone, not once she had begun living in Haven, and Lord Bob had healed her. But now she was completely cut off from everyone she knew, in an unknown place, cold and dark. She felt tears running down her cheeks as the reality of the situation set in and the awful realisation that she would die here, alone.

Just as the panic began to build inside of her, a warm feeling flowed through her body, easing away her fear to be replaced with love and hope. She knew this was coming from Lord Bob. He must be watching over her now, like always. Then she knew with absolute certainty that her friends; no, her family would be coming for her. She just had to be strong until they arrive. "I can do that," she thought.

Then the door opened, and Boris the dark elf walked in, smiling menacingly.

"Well Gertrude, I hope you're enjoying your stay so far?" Boris said, chuckling to himself as he removed her gag.

"The bed's a bit hard I suppose," Gertrude replied, trying to stay calm. "What time's dinner?" she asked.

Boris's face darkened. "You're every bit as arrogant as your friends I see," he replied. "No matter, it won't help you to avoid your fate."

Not looking forward to the answer she asked, "And what fate is that then?".

The dark elf smiled maliciously. "Well, first you're going to tell me all the secrets of your merry band, then you're going to tell me how you know so much about my plans, and then finaaly you're going to die a horrible painful death. How does that sound?" he asked merrily.

"Sounds lovely," she said, doing her best to sound confident.

Boris chuckled. "I think that's a bit of bravado on your part. I think you're terrified, laying here in the dark," he said, enjoying himself.

"I can see perfectly well thanks. You don't scare me. Why don't you come check my pulse and you'll find out?" said Gertrude smiling, despite her fear.

The smile vanished off Boris's face as he remembered the last time he had touched her.

"You'll pay for that injury, insolent child!" he said furiously while holding the hand that had been burnt. Although his hand had fully healed, it had taken one of his strongest healing potions to do so. No, he wouldn't be touching her again.

"I won't tell you anything," she said.

"Well we'll see about that; I can't touch you for some reason, but how do you feel about acid?" he asked as he produced a small bottle from his robes.

Gertrude visibly gulped. "I can't say I'm overly keen on it," she replied, her eyes on the bottle.

"So then," said Boris as he unstoppered the bottle and removed a pipette full of acid, "let's start with something easy." He paced around her. "Who are you?"

"Oh, that's easy, I'll answer that one, my name is Gertrude," she said smiling.

Boris smiled back. "I thought you'd say that. You misunderstand me. I know your name. I know you left Newtown as a nine-year-old girl with Arthur and Tina of The Group. Now, here you are years later, dressed for battle, carrying weapons, wands and a Holy Symbol. You've been acting as some sort of emissary for Lord Bob. Oh, and vampires can't touch you, for fear of being destroyed. So maybe I should clarify the question, what are you?"

"Oh that," Gertrude replied bracing herself. "Sorry, can't help you", she said.

Boris went into a rage and squirted the acid on to her right hand, making Gertrude scream. She had never felt pain like it before, but after only a few seconds the pain started to ease, and to Boris's horror the wound closed. There was no evidence the acid had been there at all.

Boris glared at her. "That is not possible! How are you doing that?" he demanded.

Gertrude smirked at him. "I honestly don't know how I do that," she said. It was technically true because she knew that it happened, she just didn't know WHY it happened.

"This isn't over, girl," said Boris in a temper, as he roughly replaced the gag and stormed out of the room, locking the door behind him.

"That went well," thought Gertrude.

Boris went to his study and raged, pacing up and down. "Humiliated by a child!" he said to Bart and Arnie, his constant companions.

"We said she should be destroyed," said Bart.

"The woman is too dangerous to keep here," said Arnie.

Boris rounded on the vampires. "What does any of that mean? What is she? I demand to know!" he raged.

Bart and Arnie looked at each other then back to their master.

"We don't know, and that's what scares us," said Bart.

"It's like the fear a Dragon incites within mortals when they are close by," added Arnie. "That's what we feel when we are around her."

"It's like she is radiating Holy Power," said Bart.

Boris huffed and resumed pacing, thinking about what to do.

"Here's the situation as I see it," Boris spoke his thoughts aloud. "I need information from her, so I can't kill her." Boris looked at Bart and Arnie as they groaned, "Not yet anyway. Torturing her physically obviously won't work. So maybe I could try psychological torture instead?"

"Like what?" said Bart and Arnie together, intrigued.

"Let's start by removing her from the rock bed," Boris said.

Bart and Arnie stepped back involuntarily.

"Don't worry, I'm not letting her loose!" Boris said, noticing their worried looks. "I'll chain her to the wall in the dark and just leave her to stew, maybe leave her a bucket in the corner. It's a null magic zone in there, so she can't use any. Let's see how much attitude she has after a couple of weeks of that!"

"She said she could see in the dark," said Arnie.

"We'll see about that," replied Boris.

"What if she doesn't comply after that?" asked Bart.

Boris smiled. "Then, my scared little vampires, we will see how much damage it takes to kill her," he said, bringing smiles to the faces of both Bart and Arnie as well.

Gertrude could hear them coming and braced herself for more pain, at least she knew it would only be for a few seconds, before her innate regeneration kicked in; it still hurt though.

Boris entered looking pleased with himself and she noted he had that nasty crossbow with him.

"My dear Gertrude, I've decided to give you one final chance to cooperate before we move to the next stage of your interrogation," he said.

"I've got nothing to say to you," she replied, as she turned away as much as her restraints would allow.

"Fine!" replied Boris as he pointed the crossbow straight at her neck and fired six shots into her in rapid succession.

The pain was intense for Gertrude and she cried out, but it was over in mere seconds as she went to sleep.

By the time Boris had passed the crossbow to Bart and started releasing the chains, the bolts had already been pushed out of Gertrude's neck and had fallen onto the floor. Her skin showed no sign of injury.

"Killing her will be tricky," said Bart.

"We can try cutting off her head?" suggested Arnie.

"That usually works with immortals," replied Bart nodding in agreement.

After a a lot of pushing and shoving, the unconscious woman had her hands and feet magically chained to the wall, and two buckets were placed in the corner.

One was empty, and one was full of water, the only sustenance she would be receiving for a while Boris thought gleefully as he left the room, locking the door behind him.

"Sweet dreams," he said as he walked away, whistling to himself.





CHAPTER 27




Walking And Talking

It had been a few hours since The Group had left Undermountain, and they were making good time. The first fifty-odd miles of their journey was still within dwarven territory and it was essentially one long straight tunnel, used primarily as a trade route.

Arthur had already used two of the seemingly unlimited supply of wands he held in his robes to help them out. The first was a Wand of Haste which enabled them to move far quicker than normal. The second was a Wand of Endurance which would help them to run for longer periods of time without tiring. They had decided to forego using torches to light their way, and to instead rely on infravision. Arthur was the only one who didn't possess some form of night vision naturally, so he used magic instead.

Tina, as a halfling had the weakest night vision, but could still see well enough to get by.

The half-elf, Clive and Dave the dwarf could see much better than Tina, although you wouldn't know it to see her moving nimbly through the dark tunnel.

Igor though, as a dark elf, had spent most of his life underground so he was perfectly comfortable running through the pitch-black tunnels. The surprise was Geoff, who had discovered that as he was a Dragon in human form, he still had his innate Dragon abilities, which included perfect night vision.

The result of this was that after two hours, they had already managed to cover the fifty or so miles to the junction that the dwarves had warned them about. Whilst doing so, they had managed to startle a few dwarven trading caravans along the way as they hurtled past. The Group then decided to make camp for a few hours, in order to rest before they moved on further.

The Group hadn't been on an adventure together for over ten years, but they just slipped straight back into their old routines. Dave and Tina made the food, Clive and Geoff discussed tactics and Arthur catalogued the magical items and spells that might be needed.

Igor just sat and watched them in fascination. He had seen them do this many times of course, but that was looking at an image; it was so different to now be around it. The camaraderie was heart-warming to the dark elf, who had never known companionship in his life before.

"It's like we never parted," Arthur said to Igor noticing him looking at them.

Igor smiled warmly. "It's amazing to me, that such a diverse group of people can work so well together without conflict," the dark elf said. "It's one of the many things I hate about my people; they refuse to tolerate any other species, despite the fact that they hate each other too," he said with sadness.

"On the evidence we've seen so far, you seem to be very different to the rest of the dark elf race; in time, I'm sure you'll find your place in the world," said Arthur going back to his book.

Igor looked up as Tina and Dave started laughing loudly about something, before Geoff and Clive joined along laughing too.

"How do you all find joy in things when the situation is so dire?" Igor asked.

Arthur looked up at Igor before glancing across at the others, who were clearly enjoying each other's company. "It's partly because we know each other so well, but mainly it's a defence mechanism" Arthur replied.

"I don't understand," said Igor in confusion.

"It enables us to focus on the matter at hand, rather than be consumed by the overall 'direness' of the situation," he replied, "showing our anger and fear won't help us get to Gertrude any quicker, in fact, it might distract us at an important juncture. It's what has kept us alive all these years. Well, except Dave of course!"

Even Igor smiled at that.

"Come on," said Arthur, "let's go join in." As he got up, he held out a hand to the dark elf.

Igor took his hand, and Arthur pulled him up. He followed the wizard to the others, who were reminding Dave about some of his more spectacular deaths.

Some things really never change.

After they had rested for a while, they were once again ready to head off. There had been a brief discussion about whether to take the longer, safer route. In the end, they had all agreed on going the more direct but, unknown route, the way that may take them through the lost city of Cheddar Gorge, and past the Dracolich.

Clive had set them out slightly differently than before, now that they were heading into an area that was unknown to them. The map of the area surrounding Undermountain, which the dwarves had given them, only went as far as the intersection where they had camped at earlier. The main route the dwarves normally used would take them to other dwarf clans, but unfortunately this was not the direction they needed to go.

Clive and Tina were scouting far ahead, whilst the noisy dwarf was kept at the back to guard their rear. Arthur, Geoff and Igor walked side by side in the middle while they discussed the Dracolich. Igor was proving to be a valuable resource of information. As by training he was primarily a necromancer, he knew a considerable amount about Liches. The Group had never encountered one before, despite their many years adventuring, and the cleric and wizard wanted to as prepared as possible.

"Dracoliches are the incredibly rare. I have only ever heard of one before. The lore that exists says that they are probably the hardest creatures in Dragonia to destroy," Igor was telling them, "they possess all of the abilities that they had before they died as a regular Dragon, "plus a few other nasty surprises thrown in for good measure."

Geoff was puzzled. "How do they fly and talk and breath fire if their physical body is destroyed?" he asked. "It doesn't make sense."

"It's all to do with the magic used in their creation," Igor replied. "It somehow binds the spirit to the physical body it's inhabiting, so that it operates just the same as when it was alive. It's a bit weird, and confusing to be honest," Igor admitted.

"So now it can do everything it could do before, but it's done by magic rather than any physical ability?" asked Arthur.

"Exactly," replied Igor

"That's bonkers," said Geoff. "So how do we kill it?" he asked.

"Hmm, that's the tricky bit," said Igor. "I know you've killed a lot of Dragons before, and this will kind of be the same. You can of course only harm it with magic weapons," the dark elf said.

"Well that's no problem," replied Arthur. "I don't think anyone one of us even carries a non-magic weapon anymore," he chuckled.

"Ok, well that's all right then, only a really powerful spell or wand will have an effect on it," said Igor. "But I suppose that isn't a problem either," he smiled at Arthur. "Lesser spells like Sleep, Web, Charms and that sort of thing won't work on it at all," he said.

"That's fine, we'll go for the big flashy ones then," Arthur replied.

"What about clerical powers?" asked Geoff.

Igor shook his head. "That's one reason these things are so powerful, your clerical powers won't work on it," he said.

"I suppose it would have been too easy to just obliterate it in one attack!" said Geoff. "Oh, well, we'll have to do this the hard way. Anything else we should know?" asked Geoff, trying to remain positive.

Igor sighed. "The worse thing about them, once we do manage to kill the beast's physical form, is that it will return to its spirit form and retreat back to its phylactery. After a few days, it will just repossess the Dragon corpse and start all over again!" the necromancer said.

"Oh, you're kidding me?" replied Arthur.

"I'm afraid not," replied Igor.

"Great!" said Geoff. "So how do we find this phylactery thing?" he asked.

"It could be anywhere or anything, a jewel or even a box. But being a Dragon previously, it will hopefully keep it close by, perhaps in its treasure room," said Igor.

"Ok, so let's recap," said Geoff. "We kill the Dracolich somehow, by using only magic weapons and destructive spells. Then we find its phylactery, which could be literally anything and anywhere. Then we destroy that, and it's happy days. Does that about size it up?" asked Geoff sarcastically.

Igor nodded. "Yeah, pretty much," he replied.

"Terrific," said the cleric, sarcasm not wavering.

After a few more hours of walking, The Group were gathered at the entrance of a huge cavern.

The tunnel they were in opened up at the base of the cavern floor.

The reason that they had stopped where they were and not ventured in yet, was that when Tina and Clive had gone out to scout the area, they found that it had been occupied by a huge clan of goblins.

Goblins were vile little creatures that liked to live in dark places, so it was no big surprise to find them here.

The Group had encountered goblins many times over the years and had never had too much difficulty in dealing with them; however, they had never faced an entire clan before.

Tina and Clive estimated that there were at least a couple of hundred of them, spread across the cavern floor in varying sized groups, but there were also several tunnels leading off of the main cavern in to what looked like individual caves, and these of course could contain more of them; from here it was impossible to say for sure.

According to the sphere Lord Bob gave them, the main tunnel in which The Group stood continued through this chamber to another wide tunnel almost directly opposite them. The problem being that the goblin camp was smack bang in the way.

"I say we blast them all out of the way," said Dave, who as a dwarf had a particular hatred for goblins.

"I hate them too Dave, but I don't know about slaughtering an entire clan!" Tina responded, uncertainty in her voice.

"Me neither," said Clive, "there has to be another way around."

"As one of the two people here, who could wipe them all out in one go, I say we find another way," said Arthur. "If they choose to attack us then I'll fight them, but I'm not going to decimate them without good reason," he said looking at Geoff.

"Even if I wanted to use Holy Word, which I don't, I very much doubt Lord Bob would grant it anyway," said Geoff.

Clive looked at Igor. "What about you Igor? What do you think we should do?" he asked the dark elf. Clive wanted to get a measure of him, to see what his character was really like and this presented a perfect opportunity.

Igor was surprised at being asked for his opinion. "Well I don't like goblins either, they were always in our cities scavenging, and working as slaves. However, I wouldn't want to kill them all without reason; sorry Dave, but I can't agree with you, otherwise, we're no better than Boris," said Igor.

Clive nodded slightly as he looked at his friends, who nodded back.

"Corrected on morality by a dark elf," said Dave slightly ashamed. "All right, so what do we do then," he asked.

"I've got an idea," said Igor, emboldened by them asking for his opinion, "but I'm not sure you will like it." He said as he smiled at Dave.

Ten minutes later Dave was walking towards the goblin camp, with his arms raised in surrender, with Igor behind him holding a Wand of Lightning Bolts at his back.

"This is THE most stupid idea I've ever heard of. It'll never work," said Dave dismissively.

"Relax Dave, goblins are afraid of dark elves," said Igor, almost praying that this was going to work.

They had reservations about the plan, not least because Igor may betray them, but they had to give him the chance to prove himself. Besides, as Clive had pointed out, if it went wrong then Dave would only come back to life anyway!

The rest were invisible, courtesy of Arthur, and were making their way around the outside of the camp. They were hoping that the commotion of the dark elf and his prisoner would drag all the goblins to the middle of the cavern, allowing them to slip around to the exit tunnel on the other side of the cavern.

Igor and Dave headed in the direction of the exit tunnel and both walked with a determined stride; Igor needed to act superior to the goblins, because they would expect no less from a dark elf and to do otherwise would raise suspicion. As the two came into sight of the goblin camp, warning shouts sounded immediately and the noise of the goblin clan rose.

As predicted, the goblins all started to swarm nearer for a closer look; a lot of them had their crude weapons drawn, Dave noted.

"Just keep walking, and I'll do the talking," said Igor.

Once they reached the outer ring of the camp the goblins surrounded them, Dave and Igor could go no further. Just as Igor was thinking about firing off a Lightning Bolt to startle them, the crowd parted and a huge goblin stomped up to them; this was obviously the leader.

He was a foot taller than most of the goblins, maybe a result of crossbreeding with an orc, Dave thought to himself with disgust.

The leader was wearing mismatched pieces of armour and was carrying a shiny short sword in his right hand, with a shield that was obviously of dwarven origin in the other. Dave started growling, but Igor shushed him.

"Careful Dave," he warned.

"You long way from home dark elf," said the goblin leader in his native language.

"I'm on my way there with this prisoner, let me through. Now!" demanded Igor.

The leader looked at Dave.

"Dwarf looks tasty. We hungry," said the goblin licking his lips while Dave looked pale.

Igor knew he had to be strong here or it would become a disaster. "This dwarf is a prisoner, not dinner! Let me past or I will kill every last one of you," stated Igor hoping he sounded convincing.

The leader laughed "You one. We many. We hungry," he said advancing on Dave.

"Plan B," said Igor as he pointed the wand at the leader and activated it. The Lightning Bolt blasted the goblin and carried on through several other goblins that stood behind him, forming a path. "RUN!" shouted Igor as he pushed Dave forward, letting fly with another Lightning Bolt aimed at the nearest goblin attacker.

Again, it carried on through several goblins. The rest had begun to back away now in a bit in a panic, but Igor knew it wouldn't last long as he ran after Dave.

Arthur, Geoff, Clive and Tina had just arrived at the mouth of the exit tunnel when Igor had killed the leader of the goblins.

"Here we go" said Arthur as he selected a Wand of Fireball and cast a spell high above the goblins, in to the roof of the cavern.

The blast was massive, expanding out and downwards at a frightening pace, finishing just above the heads of Igor and Dave who were running at them full speed.

The goblins freaked when the fireball hit and scattered, leaving the way clear for their friends to reach them.

"Bloody hell, that was close Arthur! You nearly burnt my beard!" Dave complained.

"Sorry, it's been awhile since I cast one of those, I'd forgotten how powerful they can be," Arthur said, smiling.

"Come on," said Clive. "They're coming after us again," he noted as he pointed to the regrouping goblins.

They all ran into the tunnel away from the screaming enemy, as Arthur looked back and cast a Wall of Fire across the exit, stopping them from following them any further.

"Nice plan lad," said Dave clapping him on the back.

Igor beamed and thought "this is brilliant!" as The Group ran on through the dark tunnel.





CHAPTER 28




The Dark Is Full Of Elves

Gertrude awoke to find herself propped up in the corner of the room where she was being held previously. Boris had taken her off the rock bed where she had been bound earlier, and had instead chained her to the wall for some reason. She tried to stand and found that the dark elf had chained both her hands and feet.

Gertrude tested the strength of the chains; she braced herself against the wall and pulled as hard as she could, but they wouldn't budge. She swore to herself and dropped them.

"What is he doing?" she thought. "Is he trying to get in my head, expecting that this will make me talk to him? Well, that won't work!" She continued to try pulling the chains from the wall. "I'm going to get out of here and kill that bastard! And those weird vampires too!"

Meanwhile, The Group had now travelled a few miles from the goblin cavern. A few of the stupid creatures had leapt through the flames and had been incinerated immediately. After that encounter it had been quiet in the tunnels, and The Group had gone back to their previous scouting formation as they pushed further on.

Arthur, Geoff and Igor were discussing the recent encounter with the goblins when they were startled by the sudden sounds of battle ahead.

The cleric charged off down the tunnel with the wizard a few steps behind. Igor was just starting to move as well when the dwarf went barrelling past him "come on lad!" roared Dave "they'll kill 'em all before we get there!"

Igor chased after Dave, around a blind left-hand bend. As he caught up with The Group, he stopped and quickly took in the scene before him.

They were in a larger section of tunnel that intersected with another, creating a Y junction. It would appear that they had ventured close to Igor's homeland because the enemies The Group were now battling were dark elves.

Tina and Clive were in the most advanced position, they were fighting side by side against two dark elves each. Although they were outnumbered, both Tina and Clive seemed in control of the battle and Igor had little doubt that their enemies would soon fall.

Behind the skirmish, in the middle of the tunnel, Igor could see another two dark elves hanging back.

No doubt these were magic users thought Igor.

He was immediately proven correct when one of the enemies cast a spell and Magic Missiles flew out from his fingertips, striking Clive. His Magic Shield ring absorbed the damage but it still staggering him for a moment. This allowed one of his combatants to slip through the half-elf's defences and slice his left thigh.

Clive roared in pain but quickly adjusted his stance and resumed his attack.

The other dark elf finished his chant; a Blade Barrier spell appeared behind Tina and Clive, cutting them off from the rest of The Group.

Unfortunately for Dave, the Blade Barrier had appeared right in front of him as he was about to charge into battle. The dwarf was struck by multiple magic blades, again his Magic Shield ring absorbed the damage initially. But as the blades continued to whirl around, they quickly started slicing deeply into him. He then fell to the ground in an ever-increasing pool of his own blood.

Geoff managed to pull the dwarf free of the blades and propped him up against the tunnel wall.

"Arthur! We need to get to that cleric, fast!" said Geoff.

"My thoughts exactly," replied Arthur as he placed a hand on Geoff's shoulder and they teleported further into the tunnel, appearing a few feet behind the dark elves.

Geoff went for the cleric and drew his mace; the dark elf must have heard him because he turned around to face him, just as he smashed his mace it into his chest. The evil cleric was knocked to the ground.

The dark elf wizard had also turned to face the new threat and had pulled a wand from his pocket. He was already casting as Geoff had struck the cleric down.

Luckily, for Arthur and Geoff, this wizard wasn't a particularly powerful mage; the wand he had used was a Wand of Webs. A large spray of incredibly sticky webbing shot from the wand, pinning Geoff and Arthur to the wall.

An evil grin appeared on the dark elf's face as he started casting another spell at his momentarily vulnerable victims. But just as Arthur was about to attempt another teleport spell, the dark elf fell face first to the floor, with a dagger in the back of his neck and Igor standing over him.

"You guys are really out of practice," Igor said smiling.

"This is so embarrassing," said Arthur as Igor started cutting them out of the webbing.

The battle between Tina and her two assailants ended abruptly as one of her assailants made the mistake of briefly turning in order to look at the commotion behind him. In that split-second Tina saw an opening and sliced his throat. As soon as one fell the other lost all confidence and tried to flee, but the moment he turned he was rewarded with a dagger in the back.

Clive wasn't fairing well. The wound to his left thigh had been joined by a couple more serious injuries to his left arm and his right hip. The dark elves had been feeling confident until they saw their comrades fall to the halfling. As soon as she joined the battle, it was over quickly, with both dark elves falling to her blades.

Once it was over Clive slumped to the floor, but his wounds were quickly healed by Geoff, who was now free of the Web spell.

Tina, along with Arthur started searching the bodies for anything interesting with Arthur.

Igor went to see how Dave was doing. "He's dead!" he exclaimed.

"Just give it a few minutes," replied Tina without looking up.

Sure enough, at that moment, Dave sat up and rubbed his eyes. "What happened?" he asked.

"Phew!" said Igor as he sat next to Dave, "you had me worried there."

"This one's still alive," said Tina as she turned the evil cleric over. His chest was practically caved in from Geoff's attack. "It's all right now, I've fixed it," she said as she plunged her dagger into his heart.

"I say again, what happened?" asked Dave as he joined Clive and Geoff.

"We were sloppy," replied Clive angrily. "Aside from Tina we were caught completely unawares, and we are hopelessly out of practice".

"Yeah, well I haven't seen battle for over ten years!" replied Dave.

"You rarely see any battle!" scoffed Tina. "You're always bleeding on the floor."

"How rude!" Dave replied.

"Clive is right though," said Tina, "You guys need to sharpen up before we come up against someone or something more challenging."

"We'll be fine," said Arthur as he picked strands of the webbing from his hat, "we were just a bit complacent. And maybe a little out of practice."

"We may have another problem," said Geoff grimly as he held a chain with a broken Holy Symbol attached to it. "This dark elf was a cleric of Lady Edna. Assuming her influence works the same as Lord Bob, she has seen us and may take more of an interest in our mission. She cannot find out about Gertrude; it may jeopardise the Treaty."

"Maybe they were just a wandering group of dark elves," said Dave, "the deeper tunnels are full of them I bet."

"No! We must be close to Necropolis now" said Igor as he ripped an emblem patch from one of the dark elves uniforms. "This is the symbol of the city guard; this must be a patrol group. We should go, quickly!"

"Agreed," replied Clive as he stood up, "we stick closer together now and stay sharp. I suggest that we try to go around this Necropolis if possible. I don't fancy fighting an entire city of dark elves!"

"I went into the adjoining tunnel a short distance," said Tina, "the patrol came from that direction. I suggest going the other way."

"Agreed," said Clive as he walked off down the smaller tunnel with Tina, "let's go, and if we encounter any more resistance, take out the cleric first and destroy their Holy Symbol."

The others fell in silence behind them.

As they moved further away from the junction, Geoff couldn't shake the feeling that he was being watched.

They hadn't gone very far when they encountered another patrol.

Over the course of the next few hours, The Group worked their way around the dark elf city.

After they had battled two more patrolling groups, they managed to find a tunnel that led them away from Necropolis. Tina had argued about taking a longer route, but even she had come to realise that they risked rousing the entire city army if they kept killing the patrols. It wouldn't be long before the missing guards were found and the alarm raised, and Clive wanted to be as far away as possible when that happened.

Arthur had used his magic to close off the tunnel behind them, and they made haste away from Necropolis. It was a few hours later that Clive finally felt safe enough to allow them to stop for a rest.

Igor collapsed to the floor in near exhaustion. "Is there always this much running?" he asked wearily.

Geoff smiled at him. "Only when we don't want to fight an army," he replied.

Dave plopped down next to them and offered Igor a water bottle. "Have we managed to get away from those foul bastards?" he asked. "No offence," the dwarf winked at Igor.

The dark elf chuckled. "None taken," he said, "I imagine that after a quick search for us they'll give up and just assume that it was another rival patrol trying to move up the pecking order."

"Surely they won't buy that, will they?" asked Tina, who was listening in as always.

Igor turned to her. "My people are incredibly arrogant and have a massive superiority complex. It probably won't occur to them that anybody other than a rival dark elf band could kill another".

"Well we aren't going to wait around to see how stupid they are," said Clive, "we're moving on again in a few minutes before they discover us. Drink up Igor."

"I'm a wizard!" Igor said indignantly, "we aren't used to this physical activity you know."

Clive grinned at the necromancer. "You'll get a lot more exercise by the time we're done, Igor."

Arthur and Dave were looking at the orb Lord Bob had given them. Arthur was controlling it with his thoughts, zooming in on their position.

"How far have we travelled?" asked Geoff as he looked over Dave's shoulder.

"About ninety miles so far and two miles down," Arthur replied looking up at Geoff. "We are roughly a quarter way through our journey.

"It's not quick enough!" said Tina sharply. "Come on, let's get moving" as she stood up to go.

"You heard her," said Clive, "let's get a few more hours in before we rest for the night."

The next couple of hours passed uneventfully for the travellers. They moved quickly so as to put as much distance between them and Necropolis as possible. The trouble was, the tunnel they were in was very narrow and winding. They weren't sure how far they had actually travelled away from the city.

They got their answer however, when the tunnel finally opened up into a small cavern, much smaller than the one the goblin clan from their earlier encounter were living in.

This place was also occupied, not by goblins, however.

This cavern was swarming with dark elves.
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Would You Trust A Dark Elf?

They had been watching the occupants of the cavern for a few minutes now, trying to decide their next move. Arthur had hidden them behind an illusion almost immediately. If someone looked at the tunnel entrance, they would just see an empty corridor. Luckily the dark elves were making a lot of noise, so they didn't have to worry about being silent.

The cavern had a small stream running through it and five other tunnels accessing it from different directions. Fortunately for them, the soldiers didn't seem too bothered with the tunnel they were hiding in. There were around fifty dark elves in the chamber, some were sitting in small groups, some were filling water bottles from the stream, but the rest seemed battle ready. There were also several tents around the cavern; most were closed up, but there was a larger open one containing an individual within it, whom was clearly in a position of authority. He was terribly angry by the look of him, as he was barking orders at his men.

"Igor," said Clive, "what is this place? Why are there so many of your people so far from the city?"

Igor frowned. "Well the bad news is we haven't gone as far away from Necropolis as we'd hoped," he replied, "this is one of the outlying guard patrol stations. There are two of them if I remember correctly. You see the large tent near the middle of the cavern?"

"The one with the angry looking guy in it?" answered Tina.

"Yes, that's the one," Igor replied. "He's the guard captain, and he's pissed off about something by the look of it."

"Ok so that's the bad news," said Dave "what's the good news?"

"Well the tunnel we're in is clearly not on the normal patrol route," replied Igor, "so that's fairly good news."

"What about that guard at the back of the cavern?" queried Geoff. "The one standing by that iron door. Is that a cell or something?"

"I doubt it," replied Igor, "my people don't really keep prisoners. Once they've tortured the information out of their captives, they kill them"

"You better hope that your former employer doesn't harm Gertrude while we're sat here," said Tina menacingly.

Igor gulped. "Let me go out there and I'll talk to them. I can try to find out what's going on, and find a route away from here".

"You can't be serious?" said Dave sceptically.

"I can do this, you just need to give me a chance," Igor pleaded.

"How do we know you won't just betray us?" asked Dave.

"You don't, I guess," replied the dark elf, "call it a leap of faith if you like, but I don't see any other way around them. Do you?"

The dwarf huffed but said nothing more.

"What do you think?" asked Clive. "I'm inclined to give him a try."

"I think we should test his loyalty," said Arthur.

"Me too," said Geoff.

"I don't see a choice," said Tina

"Well, that's decided then, Igor. Our fate is in your hands," said Clive.

"Here," said Arthur as he handed Igor a small glass sphere from one of his many pockets. "This is a scrying device; we can watch and hear you from here. Once you're in a safe place past the dark elf force, I can teleport us directly to you."

"Thanks," said Igor as he took the ball. "I won't let you down."

"Be sure that you don't," threatened Tina.

Igor smiled at her, placed the sphere in a pocket and walked towards the cavern.

"I've got a bad feeling about this," grumbled Dave.

As Igor walked along the final few steps of the tunnel, he had a moment of panic as he reached the edge of the illusion spell. He turned and gave a weak smile back to The Group, before composing himself again and stepping boldly out into the cavern.

The chamber suddenly seemed smaller now that he was in it alongside his fellow dark elves. Igor was pleased to note that his entry into the cavern had not been noticed by anyone and he therefore decided it best to just press on and get this over with. He walked with a purposeful stride towards the main tent where the captain of the guard was seated alone, looking over some papers by candlelight.

As Igor entered the tent, the captain looked up and frowned in confusion at the unknown wizard before him. He was just about to challenge him for entering unannounced when recognition suddenly hit him.

"Igor!" he cried, "I can't believe it's you, after all these years! Where have you been? What are you doing here? Have you been to see Mother?"
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The Plot Thickens

"I bloody knew it!" Dave fumed, stamping his foot down hard and drawing his axe, "better get ready because those bastards will be coming in here any second.

"Hang on a minute," said Arthur who was still watching and listening intently, "he hasn't betrayed us yet. He told us that Necropolis was his home city, so wasn't it obvious he was bound to have family here somewhere?"

"I thought it was possible," said Clive, "but I'm pissed off we are finding out about it like this!"

"He knew we would find out as soon as he went out there," said Geoff "let's see how it plays out shall we?"

"If he betrays us, I'll charge out there and kill him myself," said Tina.

"Only because you can run faster than me," remarked Dave.

"Everybody can run faster than you Dave!" Tina replied with a slight smile, "and anyway, you would probably die before you even reached the tent," she continued as the smile almost broke into a laugh. Dave said nothing further and only scowled at Tina.

Igor had been sitting in the tent with his older brother Victor for a few minutes now. The Captain of the guard had sent someone to get them drinks. He was going to have to be incredibly careful with his words. Victor could always tell when someone was lying to him.

"So, what brings you back to Necropolis after all these years Igor?" Victor asked as another guard entered carrying two goblets of wine, placing one on the desk in front of Victor before turning and handing the other to Igor, accompanied by a sly but obvious sneer, before walking out again.

Igor took a sip of his wine while he chose his response. "I got left behind on the surface, and I need to get back to my master; Necropolis is on the way there," he said.

Victor smiled at his younger brother, while he twisted the Magic Ring of Truth on his left index finger. He knew Igor wasn't lying to him, but he wasn't telling him all the truth either.

"I'd heard that Boris had killed his apprentice for turning against him," he said.

Igor took a sip of wine, he knew he had to be careful here. "My master did blast his apprentice out to sea for attacking us. My teleport device was destroyed in the battle. That's why I'm walking back," Igor replied hoping there was enough truth in his statement for Victor.

"Sounds like the traitor got what he deserved," said Victor coldly.

"I agree entirely," replied Igor.

"Did you go to see our parents?" Asked Victor already knowing the answer.

"No, I didn't," replied Igor sadly as he lowered his head. "You know that Mother won't want to see me. I'm still only a lowly apprentice in her eyes, she won't want to see me until I am a Master. As for Father, I'd rather not see him at all."

Victor nodded at his younger brother. He was in fact telling the complete truth there. "Mother only really acknowledged me once I became Captain of the Guard."

Igor raised his head and lifted his glass to his brother. "Congratulations," he said without any sincerity. "At least one of her sons made her proud," he thought to himself.

"Thank you, my brother," replied Victor knowing that Igor had not been sincere at all. "Tell me, on your travels through the tunnels have you seen any adventurers?"

Igor had expected something like this. "I saw a small band out there, why? Is there a problem?" he replied as casually as possible.

Again, Victor knew his brother was being economical with the truth. "No big problem really, some patrols have been attacked and I just thought you might have seen something, that's all."

"Nothing of interest really, they were heading towards the goblin cavern, no doubt to kill a few of them," Igor said as another guard entered. He went around the desk to whisper something in Victor's ear; Victor didn't look happy at whatever the news was. As the guard left Igor finished his wine and stood up to go, "Well it's been good seeing you again brother, but I need to get going."

"Of course, Igor," Victor replied as he also stood, sensing the lie. "Tell me, which way are you heading? I'll walk with you to the tunnel," the captain smirked.

Igor suspected his brother wanted more information from him. He was never this pleasant to him before. "I need to go see the Dracolich at Cheddar Gorge," replied Igor, as he walked out the tent.

Victor had stopped in his tracks, stunned.

"The Dracolich!" he said in shock. "Why would you want to go anywhere near that abomination?"

Igor shrugged. "I'm a necromancer," he said very matter of factly. "It's what we do." He was now enjoying the sheer look of terror on his older brother's face.

Victor saw the grin on Igor's face and quickly composed himself, wanting to once more have the upper hand. "Of course, this way" he smiled as he led the way across the cavern and towards a large sealed iron door.

Igor walked alongside his brother, trying to appear confident with all the other dark elves watching them. He wasn't feeling confident inside though, and he couldn't wait to be out of this place, he just hoped it did not show. As they arrived at the iron door, the guard saluted the Captain but glanced suspiciously at Igor.

Victor turned to face his brother. "You're sure you want to go out there?" he asked, with seemingly apparent concern.

"I'm not overjoyed at the prospect to be honest, but I have my orders," said Igor, again being economical with the truth. He was careful to not say WHO was ordering him to go to the Dracolich.

"Very well then," replied Victor with some resignation. "Take care out there" he said, as he held out his hand.

Igor looked at the offered hand in momentary surprise before shaking it warmly. "Thank you brother, I will," he responded as he looked around the cavern at all the dark elves watching them. "Enjoy your command," he smiled.

"I will," he said as he followed his brother's gaze "GET BACK TO YOUR TASKS!" he bellowed at them as they scurried away.

Igor chuckled to himself thinking that this was more like the brother he remembered.

"Right then," said Victor as he turned to the guard, "open this door so my brother can get on his way."

"Yes sir!" the lowly guard replied as he unlocked the door quickly.

"You do realise that a door will not stop a Dracolich if it wants to come in here don't you?" Igor said with amusement.

"It's more to stop anyone accidentally heading to their doom," replied Victor sarcastically. "Besides, it makes me feel better when it's shut," he said.

"Fair point. Do you know much about the route ahead for me?" Igor asked.

Victor raised his eyebrows in surprise. "You don't know the way?" He replied.

Igor smiled. "I'm a wizard, we usually teleport everywhere."

"Well," Victor snorted, "this tunnel leads directly to Cheddar Gorge. It was dug by those stinking dwarves many centuries ago as a trade route, so it's just a long, boring, straight tunnel. No junctions or caverns of any kind, just a couple hundred miles or so of walking to your doom."

"Sounds fun, thanks for the info. See you next time Victor" said Igor as he ventured out into the tunnel.

"If there is a next time Igor," said Victor, as the door slammed shut.

The Captain of the Guard walked back to his tent and found that there was already someone sitting in his chair. He quickly suppressed his anger at the apparent insult however, as the visitor was none other than the High Inquisitor himself. The leader of the Cleric order of Lady Edna.

"Your Worship," said Victor, as he went into a low bow.

The High Inquisitor stood "Did your brother reveal anything to you?" he asked with his rasping voice.

"No, Your Worship, he spoke truthfully in the most part," replied Victor.

"He was always a clever dark elf that one," said the old cleric.

"Indeed. May I ask why I was instructed to let them pass? They killed twelve of my men!" Victor dared to ask.

"They would have killed many more if you had tried to stop them," He said dispassionately. "Far better to let them go to face the Dracolich instead. Either it destroys them, or they do us a favour by destroying it" The High Inquisitor said as he turned to leave.

"But Father, why would they want to go anywhere near that thing? It doesn't make any sense" Victor said.

The High Inquisitor looked over his shoulder at his Son. "All you need to know Victor is that Lady Edna wishes to see the outcome of their journey, wherever that leads."
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Make Haste While The Dark Glooms

The five members of The Group had been watching and listening to Igor's conversation with great interest. Their initial fears about Igor betraying them, once they had discovered that the Captain of the Guard was his older brother, had passed quickly. Even Dave had begrudgingly admitted that Igor had done well in getting through the cavern of dark elves, without giving away their location.

What had troubled them most, was what happened after the Captain had walked Igor to the tunnel leading to Cheddar Gorge. Whilst they were on the far side of the cavern talking by the iron door, another dark elf had arrived nearer their side of the cavern and immediately went to the Captain's tent.

"I don't like the look of this," said Clive, who was keeping watch on the events here, while the others watched Igor on the scrying device.

Geoff looked up at Clive and went to join him. "What's wrong?" he asked.

Clive pointed to the new arrival. "Who is that? He looks like trouble," he said.

"Hmm, judging by his attire I'd say he is a high-ranking cleric of some kind," Geoff replied.

Igor had left the cavern now and was running away down the tunnel, so the others joined them to watch.

"He's making himself at home, isn't he?" said Dave as he watched the cleric sit in the Captain's chair.

Igor's brother had arrived back at his tent just at that moment.

"He doesn't seem happy to see this guy," remarked Tina.

They watched them finish their conversation and the old cleric started to leave, then for a brief second he seemed to glance in the direction of their hiding place, before turning back to once again to face Victor.

"We need to get out of here!" said Geoff. "Now!"

"Agreed," said Arthur as he checked the scrying orb. "Everybody, grab hold of me!" Arthur concentrated on Igor's location and activated his Ring of Teleportation.

They left their hidden location in the cavern, reappearing in the tunnel next to a startled Igor, who tripped over his own feet in shock.

"Shit! You nearly gave me a heart attack!" exclaimed Igor as he got up and dusted himself down. "I thought you wanted me to be further away before joining me?" he asked.

"Change of plan," said Geoff. "Some ancient looking cleric was talking to your brother and I could have sworn he looked directly at us."

"A cleric? Did he have a staff with him, with a Dragon symbol atop it? And was he wearing black and gold velvet robes, with a Dragon insignia on the back?" Igor asked worriedly.

"Yes," they all answered.

"Shit!" Igor said again. "We need to go, now!"

"I just said that!" replied Geoff. "Who is he anyway?"

"My father! Igor spat as though he suddenly had a horrid taste in his mouth. He makes Boris look cute and fluffy. We need to get out of here, quickly."

Gertrude was not sure how much time had passed since she had been chained to the wall. Although she could see perfectly well, without any frame of reference, she could have been here for several hours or several days.

All she knew, was that she was hungry. Her captor had not given her any food so far, and she wasn't sure she would have trusted him to eat it anyway.

There was a bucket of dirty water that tasted vile, but she had little choice other than to drink that; if not she would never see the outside of this cell again. Gertrude was determined not to give Boris the satisfaction of seeing her weak, and begging for her life. So, she had continued to test herself against the chains which bound her to the wall. The main problem was that the longer she was in here without food, the weaker she was becoming, and these chains were not budging an inch. Even when she did have full strength.

So after much thought, Gertrude had decided to try a new tactic. While she could not break the chains themselves, it may be possible to use these unbreakable chains to grind away at the rock wall instead. Gripping a length of the restraint in both hands, she moved the metal over the wall in a vertical motion repeatedly. She winced as her knuckles scraped against the hard surface; but as before, whenever she was injured the wounds healed almost immediately.

Of course, they continued to open again and again, but the cycle continued and Gertrude pushed on for as long as she could stand. When she finally stopped and sat down to rest, she was pleased to notice that a small gouge had begun to appear in the rock. The chain itself was undamaged and must have had some kind of magic on it, but the wall was just rock. Admittedly hard rock indeed, but if she could damage it a little, then she could damage it a lot. Gertrude drank some more of the horrid water and stood up to resume her work with renewed determination.

Several hours after they had left Necropolis, The Group had finally decided to stop and make camp for a few hours. It was a well-earned rest too, as they had travelled a huge distance in that time. Arthur had used his Wands of Haste and of Endurance to good effect again. They knew that this tunnel would be straight and unremarkable for the next two hundred miles, so they had decided to take advantage and run. In that time, they had covered most of the distance to Cheddar Gorge. They had only stopped once the tunnel composition changed and they realised they must be on the outskirts of the ancient abandoned Dwarven city.

Once they had rested and eaten their meal, Clive wanted to discuss tactics for their upcoming battle with the Dracolich.

"Ok Igor, I just need to make sure I have this correct in my head," said Clive. "We can only wound this creature with strong magic weapons and spells?"

Igor nodded. "That's correct."

"Ok good," Clive continued, "once we kill it though, unless we can find and destroy its phylactery, then the creature will just inhabit its old body again in the next few days?"

Igor nodded again. "That's also correct."

"So, we kill it and we destroy this phylathingy," said Tina, "what's the problem?"

Igor chuckled. "There are a few problems, Tina. The first is that this Dracolich will almost certainly be huge, even by Dragon standards. They continue to grow as they would have when they were alive. The second problem is that it can control the undead, so there will probably be a small army of undead dwarves in there with him. The third, and probably the most important problem, is finding this phylathingy as you called it. The Dracolich itself is probably the easiest part of the whole battle! This phylactery could be literally anything and could be anywhere! That's the problem Tina," said Igor in practical resignation.

Tina was unusually quiet for a moment. "So, what you're saying is that there are only three problems to deal with? Sounds easy enough to me," she said smiling at Igor.

Igor couldn't help but laugh.

"Ok, so somebody will have to go in first to scout out the terrain. Any volunteers?" Clive said with a chuckle.

"That's going to be difficult I'm afraid," said Igor. "Like Dragons, a Dracolich can see through illusions and invisibility spells."

"Of course it can," said Dave sarcastically. "Sounds like a job for our friendly neighbourhood opportunist, eh Tina?" Dave laughed and winked at her.

"That won't be necessary," said Arthur. "I can assume an ethereal form and just slip through the rock walls. I should be able to scout out the cavern sufficiently without arousing the creature."

"That could work," replied Igor looking at Clive.

"Sounds like a plan then. Just be careful Arthur," said Clive, as he stood and clapped the wizard warmly on the shoulder.

"I'm always careful. I'm not Dave you know!" Arthur said smiling.

"Hey! That was uncalled for" protested Dave.

Arthur laughed "See you all soon" as he cast the spell he needed. The wizard dissolved into nothingness and drifted off down the tunnel until he was out of sight.

Arthur didn't like using this spell very much. It felt so alien to be without a physical form. The last time he had used it he realised, was when he had first met Gertrude in the mines of The Cult of Puff. Arthur's mind drifted back to that time; both he and Tina had been terrified of taking the young girl back to Haven with them. The Group has taken on all manner of creatures over the years without a hint of hesitation, but raising a child? That was another matter entirely. The task had mainly fallen on the shoulders of Tina and himself, with Geoff coming in to help a few months later. Although they struggled initially with parenthood, it had in the end, become their greatest adventure. Arthur wasn't going to rest until he had her safely home. Suddenly he was snapped from his memories as he realised that the tunnel had come to an abrupt end. It was not a door as such, the tunnel just ended in a rock wall.

"Dwarven engineering," Arthur thought to himself as he willed his incorporeal form through the wall.
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Cheddar Gorge

Arthur emerged on the other side of the wall to find himself in a much larger tunnel that was at least thirty feet wide. Dave had pointed out that the long tunnel they had run down to get here was wide enough for trade wagons to pass each other. But in here they would be able to get several wagons side by side. There were rooms cut into the rock walls on both sides, with holes higher up above what looked like archer posts. No doubt this chamber was the first line of defence against would be attackers. Arthur drifted quickly through the rooms but found nothing of interest. He moved further down the chamber until he got to another wall blocking his way.

"A choke point? Very clever," he thought to himself. He slipped through this wall also.

Once Arthur emerged on the other side of this defence wall he was momentarily stunned. If he had any lungs in this form, his breath would have been taken away, for he had arrived in the city proper. Arthur had visited quite a few dwarven cities in his life, and had always been amazed at both the workmanship and the ingenuity of their habitats. But all of that paled in comparison to Cheddar Gorge. The city looked huge, he could barely see the roof of the cavern, even with his magic eyesight, and he couldn't see the other side of the cavern at all. Within the entrance where Arthur currently stood, was a large perfectly square courtyard. There were two storey buildings all around the courtyard, with four streets moving off in opposite directions like the points of a compass. "This could take a while to scout out," Arthur thought to himself in amusement and awe.

Arthur had spent the next hour or so quickly scouting many of the surrounding buildings as he could. As with the barracks he passed through earlier, there was nothing of interest; in fact, almost everything was eerily intact. The side of the city Arthur was currently in was a mixture of living accommodation and workshops as far as he could tell, with large warehouses carved into the rock walls. The architecture was incredible and must have taken the dwarves centuries to finish. He didn't really see anything of note until he came upon a large courtyard, which on one side, looked right over the edge of the gorge itself. There was a magnificent stone bridge spanning across it that was wide enough to drive a wagon over. "Incredible! How does that even stay up?" he thought to himself. This was the first chance he had had to see the gorge itself, and Arthur was amazed. It was huge, like a mountain canyon but underground. He couldn't see the bottom clearly, but there were several winding roads downwards that had been cut into the cliff walls. There were also mechanical lift shafts that he had seen before, in other dwarven mines he had visited. He had no doubt that they went all the way down to the bottom.

The gorge was at least a hundred feet at its widest point, but narrowed at the edges where it met the walls either end of the cavern. There looked to be two bridges connecting each side of the city, with a road cut into the side of the rock walls at the end of the gorge itself. The bridge where Arthur was currently located was at the Eastern edge of the cavern and appeared to lead to another large courtyard, over on the other side. As he had not found much on this side of the city, Arthur decided it best to check out the other side as well, before descending down to the bottom.

As he drifted across the bridge, Arthur could see that the buildings on the other side had not fared as well as those he had already visited.

"Clearly the battle took place on this side of the city," Arthur thought to himself as he continued forward.

As he reached the courtyard, it was now clearly obvious that this side had been where the dwarves had held their ground against the Dracolich, at least for some time There were few buildings left intact, and for the first time he encountered some of the original denizens of this place. As Arthur quickly looked around, he came across several dozen dwarven warrior skeletons roaming aimlessly, still in their fine dwarven armour and carrying their battle-axes, they were ready to do battle once more should the need arise.

Arthur decided to float down the gorge to see what awaited them down there. On his descent, he found several rooms and tunnels leading off in the direction of mine shafts on both sides. Some of these shafts were swarming with undead dwarves. They seemed to be going about their usual mining duties in death, just as they had in life. Arthur noted that it was only the gem mining operations that were proceeding, not the ore mining.

"Seems Dracoliches like gems just as much as when they were Dragons then," he mused.

He could see a group of skeletal dwarves pushing a cart of gems along the road, towards the bottom of the gorge; Arthur decided to follow them. As he neared the bottom of the gorge, he started to sense the presence of an incredible evil. The sensation was almost powerful enough that it made Arthur want to leave the area immediately, but he pushed away the fear and proceeded onwards. He didn't have to go much further however, before he spotted the creature for the first time.

Igor had been right, the Dracolich was gigantic.

Much bigger than the red Dragon Blaze, that's for sure.

The beast was lying on a huge pile of gems and gold, and appeared to be asleep; although, Arthur wasn't sure a massive undead skeleton even needed sleep. The creature was almost completely bone, there was hardly any flesh attached to the skeleton at all.

"I hope magic weapons won't just pass through this thing?" he suddenly thought to himself.

While the beast seemed to be oblivious to his presence, Arthur searched the area. The base of the gorge at the Western end, was almost completely covered in gems and other treasures, whilst the Eastern end was largely abandoned it seemed, apart from a few roaming undead.

The wizard drifted through various chambers cut into the rock face and found them mostly empty. The ones near the Dracolich however, were full of treasure. There didn't seem to be any area that the creature was protecting more than others, so finding this phylactery could really prove difficult. There wasn't much more he could do here, and he didn't want to risk waking the beast, so drifted back to the top of the gorge. Arthur then changed back to his human form so he could teleport back to the others at the camp, and report his findings.

After Arthur had given them all a nice scare by appearing in their midst unannounced, and after a couple of grumbles he proceeded to give them his scouting report. Dave had predictably gone misty-eyed when he heard about the wonder of Cheddar Gorge, and the rest just listened intently.

"So that's it, Clive. What's the plan of attack?" asked Arthur once he had finished.

"Well, the way I see it we have three issues to deal with. Firstly, we need to kill the Dracolich, obviously. Now I believe that myself, Arthur and Dave are best suited to that task," he said.

"Hang on!" Tina interrupted. "You can't take this thing down on your own!" she said worriedly.

"Ordinarily I'd agree with you Tina, but we have two other tasks to complete simultaneously. Once we engage the beast and pull it away from its hoard, I want you and Igor to go through everything and find that phylactery. It's crucial that you do this and that you do it quickly and quietly. Igor, I'm hoping that your Necromancy skills might help find it."

"It's possible, I've never seen one before though," said Igor.

"None of us have," said Tina.

"Which is why we need the only one of us with experience in these matters looking for it," said Clive.

"Fair enough," said Igor nodding in agreement.

"Geoff, I need you to take care of the undead out there and keep them off our backs. The Dracolich is bound to send them to try and keep us off balance," said Clive.

"No problem," said Geoff.

"Ok then, any questions?" said Clive.

Nobody spoke. "Wow! Not even you Tina? That's a first!" Clive exclaimed.

"It's a good plan. It's totally crazy, but I like it," said Tina with a small grin.

"Good. Let's all get some sleep then, before we go and destroy this thing," Clive said.

"You guys go ahead, I'll keep watch. Dragon's don't need a lot of sleep, despite the stories saying otherwise," said Geoff with a smile.





CHAPTER 33




The Dracolich

They had decided to not waste time with checking out the entrance chamber, or the empty side of the city, despite Dave's protests. Clive had pointed out that there would plenty of time to investigate the city once they had rescued Gertrude. So, Arthur had teleported them all directly to the courtyard overlooking the gorge.

"We won't have long to scout our positions before the Dracolich senses our presence. What do you think Clive?" said Arthur.

"Well, I think that you and Dave stay on this side and Geoff and I take the other side where the undead are gathered," replied Clive.

"Sounds good to me. What do you think Dave?" said Arthur.

"Hmm, what?" said Dave who was busy examining the stone bridge.

"Terrific! He'll be a great help!" said Tina in exasperation.

Dave turned back to them all "Sorry, it's just that this place is a legend to us dwarves. I didn't even believe it existed until now," said Dave in awe.

Clive gripped Dave's shoulder. "Don't worry my friend, this place will be in dwarven hands again soon?" he said.

"Maybe they'll even raise a statue in your honour?" said Tina with a chuckle.

"Right then," said Clive "back to business. Arthur, I need you to get Geoff and I over to that side. Then come back and wake up the beast with something flashy. Once it's on its way up, you need to quickly get Tina and Igor down there, before getting back up top so you can help to deal with the Dracolich. I'll hit it from this side and let's see if we keep it occupied. You ready?" Clive asked them.

They all nodded in grim determination.

"Ooh, hang on," said Arthur as he reached into an impossibly deep pocket of his robe. "Here it is," he remarked as he pulled out the scrying orb and handed it to Igor. "There you go, let me know when you've found the phylactery."

Igor took the orb and placed it in his own pocket "will do" he said.

Arthur grabbed Clive and Geoff "I feel like a bloody taxi driver!" He said with mock indignation, as they disappeared and reappeared on the other side of the gorge. "Have fun!" said Arthur as he pointed to the undead dwarves heading their way and teleported his way back to the other side of the bridge.

Geoff laughed as he raised his Holy Symbol "been awhile since I've done this," he said as he began to chant. The Dragon symbol glowed, and then a bright white light filled the courtyard causing dozens of skeletons to crumble and fall.

"Show off!" said Clive who moved away to find a good vantage point.

Geoff smiled as he himself went to look for more undead; he didn't have to go far. It was then that the beast at the bottom of the gorge roared. "Show time!" said Geoff, as he turned back to the courtyard.

Arthur had dug deep into a pocket to find the wand he wanted. "Ah! There it is. I haven't used this in decades" he said smiling.

"What is it?" asked Igor excitedly.

Arthur grinned "looks like you're about to find out. Here it comes" he said as he looked over the edge at the creature rising rapidly towards them.

The Dracolich was both angry and exhilarated at the same time. He had been in slumber for untold years and was glad for some action, any action. Whilst he slept, or what passes for sleep when you're already dead, he had questioned many of the decisions that led him to this point of his existence. He had been a magnificent red Dragon in his life, feared by all.

His name was Inferno, and he was the strongest and most deadly of all Lady Edna's Dragons.

The Dragon war was raging when he was born, and continued to rage in his old age. Dragonia was now filling up with weak creatures that both of the gods had created. He would never question his god of course, but he didn't see the need to create these creatures, not when they were winning the war.

After his last battle, he had suffered a few serious wounds and needed to rest before the next fight. Lady Edna had informed him that she would be sending a dark elf to him , and he would present to him a gift from her; something which he was to use wisely. When the dark elf had arrived at his lair, which was accessed through a large cave located at the base of a valley, between two huge mountains, she had given him a potion bottle. She told him that it contained something called The Elixir of Lichdom, and informed him that it would grant eternal life, of a sort. He was to take it if and when he grew too weak to continue in the war. At hearing the puny creature infer weakness on his part, he had immediately pounced on the dark elf and consumed it in one gulp. With that, he gave it no more thought and went in to a deep sleep so he could heal his wounds.

Unbeknownst to him, while he slept, the Dragon war had escalated to the point that the god's themselves had become personally involved. This had led to huge earthquakes in which ground itself shook. As the first shockwave hit his enormous lair the cave collapsed on him, burying him under tons of rock.

His head was luckily free to move, but his body was trapped and crushed. He was barely clinging to life and was preparing himself for death when he noticed the tiny elixir bottle next to his head. He had managed to move his head enough to get the bottle in his mouth when more shockwaves hit. These earthquakes were so violent that they changed the very composition of the bedrock that Dragonia was built on.

Entire landscapes changed, and in doing so caused a huge chasm to open beneath the Dragon; he fell for what seemed like miles. He eventually came to a stop when the chasm he had fallen into began to close around him. Once the rock and debris from above had finished falling onto him, he was totally buried. As the once mighty Dragon lay there entombed, he realised that the elixir bottle was still in his mouth; so, with his last minutes of life ebbing away and using what little strength he had left, he crushed the bottle and swallowed the liquid, glass and all. Within seconds his body became wracked with incredible pain. Far worse than the pain he was already feeling, from the horrific wounds suffered in the fall. He was not in pain for long though as within mere seconds, he had died.

But that was not the end for Inferno; his spirit left his wrecked body. In this form, he could see his broken carcass below him, but before he could comprehend what had just happened to him, he felt an irresistible urge to move to a place of safety. He knew he needed something inanimate, something that could contain his soul. Inferno was not certain how he knew this; it had just come to him like a random thought, but in this thought he had complete trust. He looked to see if there was anything around him other than rocks, and just when he started to feel himself slipping apart, he spotted a large diamond that must have fallen with him, from his treasure hoard far above.

"Perfect," he thought, as he willed his soul into the gem. Once inside he immediately felt safe and secure. He had stayed in this vessel for an unimaginable amount of time, contemplating what had happened to him. He felt rage at his god for the injustice he had suffered.

If he had known that this is what she meant by granting him eternal life, he would much rather have died and travelled to the astral plane with his brethren. He felt cheated by this cruel existence. He was somehow certain knew that he could go back to his body, should he choose to do so, but what would be the point? Its buried under millions of tons of rock!

This was how things remained for Inferno until many centuries later, when the dwarves had discovered this place and built a city for themselves. Unfortunately for the dwarves, they had dug down too far, uncovering his old skeleton. As soon as he realised that his remains were free, he had immediately left the comfort and security of diamond and returned to inhabit his old body again.

It felt strange to be back in his old Dragon form after being inside the gem for so long. After a while however, things began to feel more natural.

In fact, Inferno felt stronger than he had ever done before. He had tested out his newfound strength by destroying the dwarves that had been unfortunate enough to free him, and in doing so, he realised that his actions were no longer physical, but were now instead magical. He no longer felt tired after flying; in fact, he realised he should not be flying at all, given that he was now only bones! He also found, by sheer accident, that he could raise the dead dwarves up again as zombies. He immediately set them to work uncovering as much of his original hoard as possible. Throughout the centuries that followed, he had been attacked by more dwarves, those trying to reclaim their homeland. As well as by dark elf's looking to claim this place as their own. All had been failed, all had been destroyed and were put to work in the mines, used as slaves to help him further increase his treasure hoards. It was a boring existence though; Inferno knew that he was trapped here forever, with no chance of ever returning to the surface. He had tried to leave his body again but found that he could do no more than return to the gem and then back to his pile of bones body, nothing else. So, he ensured that the diamond vessel was safe and went back to his thoughts, dreaming of a time once was. He had remained this way for some time, how long nobody really knew; until one day he sensed the presence of living creatures above him and he felt his undead soldiers being destroyed. So, for the first time for many, many years, Inferno stretched his wings, roared as hard and loud as he could and took flight to deal with these invaders.

Arthur aimed his wand at the rapidly rising Dracolich and activated it. Dozens of large boulders rained down on the undead Dragon, causing it to roar in both pain and anger.

"Meteor swarm, nice," said Igor nodding in appreciation, as he also used his Wand of Fireballs on the rapidly approaching behemoth. The small ball of flame flew into the body of the Dracolich and exploded into a large ball of flames. This time however, the beast did not seem fazed at all.

"Looks like fire doesn't affect it. Good to know," said Arthur, "right then, let's get you two down there." He gripped their shoulders and teleported away from the courtyard, just as the Dracolich crested the top of the gorge.

They all reappeared next to the huge mound of treasure.

"Good luck!" said Arthur, as cheerfully as he could muster.

There was another roar from the creature high above them.

"You too Arthur, be careful," said Tina as she hugged him tightly.

Arthur smiled and vanished.

Inferno had taken flight once his undead had been destroyed. No doubt more dwarves trying to take his home from him, he thought to himself. No matter, they will soon replace the skeletons they had destroyed. But it was at that very moment that he was suddenly pounded by a Meteor Swarm spell. He knew the spell well, he had even used it himself from time to time. He knew that the more powerful the caster, the more powerful the spell, and this was an immensely powerful spell indeed. He hadn't experienced pain like it, not since his death.

This wizard is formidable indeed, "this could be fun!" he mused.

Inferno roared and surged upwards again just as a puny Fireball spell hit him. This time it just warmed him but caused no damage.

"Hah! Pathetic" he thought, as he flew right through the fire. As a former red Dragon, fire spells had little effect on him, and now as a Dracolich, none at all. Inferno reached the top of the gorge and landed near a startled looking dwarf.

"Where are your wizards, puny dwarf?" he roared.

Before the petrified dwarf could answer, he felt the nasty sting of a magic arrow in his back. The arrow had just passed through him and clattered onto the floor beneath, but the enchantment on the arrow itself still hurt him, and he turned away from the dwarf to locate his attacker.

"An elf!" he roared, leaping up to fly over to the side of the gorge where the creature boldly stood.

Clive had heard the beast roar and could see it rising quickly. He looked over at Arthur as he fired a spell at it.

"Nice one Arthur," he muttered under his breath as he watched meteors smash into the creature, causing obvious pain.

But it was soon on the rise again as Igor sent a Fireball its way.

Clive noted that fire had no effect on the Dracolich whatsoever. He then saw them both teleport away with Tina in tow, leaving Dave alone on the other side of the gorge just as the beast landed next to him. Clive quickly took an arrow from his quiver and drew back his Elemental Bow, he thought of lightning and the arrow suddenly crackled with energy, as Clive adjusted the elevation, allowing for the distance across the gorge, and let fly.

The arrow flew straight and true, hitting the Dracolich in its back. Clive was worried for a moment because he could see the arrow passing straight through the beast, but clearly, the magic enchantment had hurt it.

"Good to know," he said to himself as the undead Dragon immediately turned in his direction before leaping into the air and flying directly at him. "Uh-oh. Geoff! We've got company!" he shouted.

Geoff had been busy dealing with dozens of skeletons. They were no bother to him and the only reason there were any left at all was that they moved so slowly, and his Holy Symbol only had a certain radius. He had heard the Dracolich roar a couple of times, but had to trust in his friend's abilities to deal with it while he carried out his own job. That was until he heard Clive shout.

Geoff quickly returned to the courtyard to see the sight of Clive firing his bow at the rapidly approaching creature. He wasn't going to get to his friend in time, so out of instinct he raised his Holy Symbol and chanted, forgetting that Igor had warned him that his clerical abilities would have no effect on the beast.

The huge skeletal Dragon used his deathly cold breath attack on Clive and hit him full blast, knocking the half-elf onto his back, frozen solid.

The beast landed and looked as though it was about to stomp on his frozen friend. Geoff continued to chant, and the usual bright light and Holy Power struck the undead creature.

The Dracolich turned towards Geoff and seemed to stagger back a little before it took off and flew back to the far side of the cavern and out of sight. Geoff didn't have time to think about what had happened as he rushed to Clive's side. He was covered in frost but alive. Geoff placed his hands on his friend's chest and prayed for Healing, which Lord Bob seemed to grant immediately, as Clive sat up dusting off the frost.

"Well, that was unpleasant. Thanks, Geoff. I feel like Dave must," he said.

"I heard that!" said Dave as he and Arthur arrived next to them.

"What happened?" asked Arthur.

"It breathed on me," answered Clive.

"I know that! I meant why did it flee?" asked Arthur.

"I used my Holy Power on it. I am so used to the undead crumbling to dust, but it seems that a Dracolich is too powerful for that. I managed to scare it off for now, but it won't last. It will be back shortly. So we need to be ready." Replied Geoff.

"I thought Igor said Holy Magic would not work on a Dracolich? Interesting," Arthur said in curiosity.

After Arthur had left them at the base of the gorge, Tina and Igor suddenly realised that they were surrounded by advancing skeletal warriors.

"Looks like we will have to deal these before we try to find the phylathingy" said Igor with a chuckle.

Tina laughed. "I'm beginning to like you dark elf," she responded as she drew her short sword and her dagger, and set off in a whirl of destruction.

Inferno had flown at the annoying archer, taking a few stinging hits for his trouble. The damage wasn't serious, but he wanted to be rid of the pesky elf anyway.

Just before he landed, he blasted it with his death breath. Inferno was still not used to this new breath attack. As a red Dragon his breath had always been fire, but since his change to undeath his breath was now icy cold. It didn't feel right; although, he had to admit it was still rather effective.

It was at this moment he heard the chanting and could feel the Holy Power hit him. He had felt this before from the many dwarven priests that had attacked him. But where before it had not even made him flinch, this time he felt compelled to flee. He roared in frustration as he'd never fled from anything before, but this time he couldn't resist. He turned to look at the cleric briefly before he fled, and was stunned to see a gold Dragon before him in human form.

He took flight to the far side of the cavern while he pondered this new information and what it could mean.

"A Dragon cleric?" he muttered to himself. He had never heard of such a thing.

"I suggest we spread out ready for its return," said Clive as he took cover behind a wall. The other three had found similar hiding spots just as they heard a roar from the other side of the cavern. "Here it comes," said Clive, who was readying his bow.

Arthur had readied his Wand of Meteor Storm again, as that had at least hurt it the last time. He waited until the beast was close enough that Clive could fire at it, before activating the spell. This time though the Dracolich anticipated the attack and swerved to avoid most of the meteors, only taking very minor damage.

As the creature closed in on them, a Blade Barrier appeared right in front of its face, causing the undead Dragon to roar in pain as its momentum carried it straight in to the effect of the spell. So much so that it landed a lot harder than it must have intended to, because it then took a few moments to gather itself again.

This was an opportunity for Dave to attack; he swung his gleaming battle-axe, that happened to be enchanted to be more effective against the undead, and connected on its front left foreleg, smashing into the bone and almost severing it. The Dracolich roared in pain once again and moved with almost impossible speed as it snapped his jaws on to Dave, picking him up and flicked his head towards the gorge behind him, releasing the dwarf sending him flying over the edge.

The three friends shouted Dave's name as he disappeared out of sight. The Dracolich took advantage of their momentary shock and whipped his tail around, knocking them all off balance.

Clive however, was too quick for it and leapt out of the way.

Arthur was not so agile, taking a direct hit to the chest and flying back into a wall behind him, where he lay motionless.

Geoff had time to see it coming and rolled out of the immediate danger, but was still clipped and sent sprawling.

Clive was worried.

Dave was gone. Arthur, their main weapon was down and neither he nor Geoff could do much against the beast. Clive continuing to fire arrows at the creature even though he knew that they were not inflicting much damage.

The creature just ignored Clive and hobbled away, looking for Geoff who had rolled into a group of skeletons. He was just about to destroy them when the Dracolich found him and surprised the cleric; not by attacking but by speaking to him.

"Tell me young Dragon, how do you have clerical powers? Is Lord Bob still changing the rules of the war?" said the Dracolich mockingly.

Geoff turned to address the undead creature, trying to stall for time. "The war finished many hundreds of years ago," he replied, as he saw Clive moving to check on Arthur.

"Has it been that long? I've lost track of all time down here. Which side won?" asked the beast.

"Nobody won. The gods joined the fight themselves and nearly destroyed the world, so they retreated and called a truce instead," answered Geoff.

"A truce?" roared the former Dragon.

"You would rather the world was destroyed?" asked the cleric.

"I would rather we won! If there is a truce, why are you here attacking a fellow Dragon?" asked the Dracolich.

Geoff snorted at the beast. "Because you are not a Dragon anymore. You're an abomination and you need to be destroyed." He replied, as Dave, who had just reappeared, smashed his battle-axe once more into the unsuspecting creature's already injured leg; this time, severing it entirely.

The Dracolich screamed out in pain and stumbled over losing its balance. Its head was right next to Geoff who quickly prayed and laid his hand against its cold skull, asking for a Healing spell. He hoped this would have the opposite effect on undead. Lord Bob provided as much power as he could handle, and the pain caused to the undead creature was quite significant indeed.

The skeletal Dragon decided to flee, this time voluntarily. He took off unsteadily, rising slowly into the air and away from these bastards.

I will heal and deal with them soon he thought to himself. At least as an undead creature, I don't have to rely on physical strength to fly.

"It's getting away Geoff. Do something!" cried Dave.

Geoff quickly weighed the options in his mind and realised that with Arthur out of the fight, there was really only one thing he could do to stop the Dracolich escaping. "Sorry my Lord," he said as he released the concentration required to keep his human form in place, and he changed back to his natural state, a gold Dragon.

Geoff spread his wings and leapt into the air after the beast. The Dracolich was much bigger than he was but as it was sorely injured, he hoped he would be able to overpower it. Geoff gained on the beast quickly and decided against using his breath attack, as it probably wouldn't have worked anyway.

Instead, he just latched onto its back with his powerful claws. He then gripped as hard as he could onto the skeleton of the creature, and bit down onto its neck. The Dracolich thrashed about, trying to free his claws and bite, but Geoff refused to let go.

Inferno knew he was finished. Had he been in his living form he could have twisted out of the smaller Dragon's grip, but as he was now only a skeleton, the living Dragon had the advantage; there were plenty of bones to grip onto, and he couldn't break free, no matter how hard he tried. He wasn't sure how much longer he could have carried on anyway with the injuries he had suffered. As the last of his magical strength ebbed away, he fell towards the ground.

Geoff wasn't sure if the Dracolich was feigning defeat or not, so he hung on for the ride as they fell towards the gorge together. He was however surprised when the beast spoke to him as they fell. "I should thank you young Dragon, as now I shall join our brethren at last."

Geoff took the risk to release his jaw from the beast's neck so as to reply, seeing as they were plummeting down the gorge, "you're welcome" he replied as he released the Dracolich seconds before they impacted the ground, and thought of Haven and disappeared.

Tina screamed as she watched the Dracolich and Geoff both plummet to the ground, but stopped when she realised that he had been clever enough to do what Dave had done, when he himself had fallen in to the gorge.

The Dracolich hit the ground hard.

Its skeleton, being so ancient had practically disintegrated on impact. There was no doubt it was dead, but the problem was making sure it stayed that way. They had dispatched all the undead soldiers down here now, but so far they had not found anything out of the ordinary, nothing that might be the phylactery.

Arthur then appeared with Dave and Clive in tow. Tina ran to them; she was especially worried about Arthur, who seemed barely able to stand.

"What happened up there?" she asked with concern.

"Arthur took a heavy hit to the chest, he needs healing badly. Where's Geoff?" asked Clive.

"I'm here," replied Geoff as he appeared next to them and immediately went to work on Arthur.

"I see that Geoff copied my cunning plan then. Going back to Haven then returning to save the day," said Dave proudly.

"It's about damn time you did save the day!" replied with Tina with a smile.

"I hate to go back to business Tina, but this will all be worthless if we can't find the phylactery. Any luck with that?" asked Clive.

Tina shook her head. "There's just so much here it could take weeks to go through it all," she replied in hesitant defeat.

"We don't have weeks!" replied Clive.

"Guys, hang on. Something is happening" said Igor pointing to where the Dracolich had fallen. "Do you feel that?" asked Igor.

Tina shook her head. "I don't feel anything. What is it?" she asked.

"I'm not entirely sure, but I believe it's the soul of the Dracolich," he said.

"Well, where is it going? Can you follow it?" Clive asked excitedly.

Igor smiled, "I believe I can yes," he said as he went back to the piles of gems.

The necromancer clambered over the mounds of gems until he came to an alcove cut into the rock. On a ledge within the alcove was a huge diamond. Igor could sense the soul residing inside it, so he picked it up and carried it back to the others. "Here it is, the phylactery," he said proudly.

"Great work Igor. so how do we destroy it?" said Clive.

"We disintegrate it," said Arthur who was now sitting up, feeling much better.

"I don't suppose you have a Wand of Disintegration on you, do you?" asked Clive smiling.

"Come on, look who you're talking to," Arthur replied with a chuckle. "It's in here somewhere," he said as he rummaged in a pocket. "Ah, here it is." He produced one of his infinite number of wands.

"Igor if you would be so kind as to place that on the floor," said Arthur.

Igor dropped the diamond and walked away. Arthur then simply pointed the wand at the gem and blasted it into fragments.

"So ends the existence of the oldest Dragon in Dragonia," said Geoff sadly.

"Good riddance I say," said Dave. "Now let's go back to Haven and have a well-deserved rest, before finishing this mission and rescuing our girl."

"Agreed," said Clive, "better leave a Holy Symbol here so we can get back here."

"Good idea," replied Geoff as he took his off and placed it on the floor.

With that, the ancient dwarven city of Cheddar Gorge was empty once more.





CHAPTER 34




Back on The Road

The Group arrived in Haven to see Lord Bob waiting for them. 

"Ah there you are, it's good to see you all in one piece. Particularly you Dave," he said winking at the dwarf.

"Thank you, my Lord," said Geoff. "May I ask if you have any news about Gertrude?" he asked as the others gathered around him expectantly.

The god frowned a little. "She's ok for now; the dark elf has chained her up in a cell. She's fighting him though," he told, offering some reassurance at least.

Tina turned and headed back to the portal. "I'm going back! We don't have another moment to lose. Who's coming with me?" she fumed.

Lord Bob walked over to her. "Now, you won't be much help if when you get to the necromancer's lair, you're all exhausted. You all need to have a good rest before heading back. I can already hear your protests Tina, so don't bother. I took the liberty of slowing time here in Haven the moment you arrived. A day here will only be minutes on Dragonia, so please rest." said the god calmly, as he laid a hand on Tina's shoulder.

"Thank you," said the halfling, "to be honest, I think we could all do with a bath. Some more than others. Mentioning no names of course, Dave."

"What's this? Pick on Dave day?" protested the dwarf as he headed straight off to his bathroom.

The others all headed out of the library to their respective rooms, except for Geoff and Igor who was still standing in the same position as when he had arrived. He was staring at Lord Bob open-mouthed.

"Ah my boy!" said the god as he went over to him, taking his hand and shaking it. "I'm Lord Bob, you may have heard of me," he said with a smile.

Igor just stammered without saying anything.

"While we wait for young Igor here to rediscover the power of speech, how about you fill me in on your travels?" said the god as he took a seat.

"Of course, my Lord" replied Geoff as he took the seat opposite and brought Lord Bob up to date on their adventure so far.

The god of course knew what had happened, but he wanted to hear it from Geoff's point of view.

After Geoff had finished his account of their travels, ending with The Group's arrival back in Haven, Lord Bob produced a large, detailed map. "This is a map of all the tunnels and surrounding area around which that you travelled this far. I have been watching your progress through your Holy Symbol. I would like you to give this to the dwarves in Undermountain; that way, they can start reclaiming Cheddar Gorge as their own immediately, before the dark elves realise what has happened." he said.

"How will they get to it without going through Necropolis?" Geoff asked.

Lord Bob pointed to the map showing the two-hundred-mile-long tunnel.

"If you see here, there is another trade route that comes quite close to this tunnel, I think they could open that up and block the other tunnel off. That should enable the dwarves to get to Cheddar Gorge without even seeing a dark elf," he said.

"That's a fantastic idea, we'll go there and tell them the good news right before we head back out on the road tomorrow," replied Geoff.

"Good, now I can hear you thinking about your encounter with the Dracolich. What's on your mind?" the god asked him.

"Yes, my Lord; it's just, that it thanked me for killing it. Why would it do that?" Geoff asked in confusion.

"Because Geoff, that was once a mighty red Dragon called Inferno. He was a menace during the war, an unbeatable foe in battle. Many of my Dragons fell to him, but my sister dishonoured him by tricking him into becoming a Dracolich; an abomination to our kind. He deserved his place on the Astral Plane when he died, but he was denied that. To be undead for that length of time is unimaginable. Trust me, he's far better off now, and he knew it. Now, you better get some rest, and find Igor a bed before he falls over. I'll be back before you go," said the god cheerfully.

Geoff nodded and got up to lead Igor away, who whispered into Geoff's ear, "That's Lord Bob over there, he's a god!"

Geoff smiled at him. "I know Igor, I've met him before."

Several hours later they were ready to head out again. They felt rejuvenated after a good night's sleep and a proper meal. The Group were in good spirits as they were nearing their goal. Even Igor, who had now rediscovered his voice and had been bombarding them all morning with questions about Haven, and Lord Bob. He was in the middle of another such question when he stopped mid-sentence; the god had reappeared in the library with them.

"Good morning team!" he said, accompanied by his usual smile. "A few things before you go. Geoff, here's a new Holy Symbol for you to leave in Cheddar Gorge."

"Ah, thank you my Lord. I was wondering about that," Geoff replied as he took the item from the god.

"Also, let me show you all this," Lord Bob said, as he pointed to the large map on the wall. "As you can see, this was your original task." The map changed to show the dwarven city of Undermountain in relation to Gertrude. "And this is what you have left to do," he continued as the map shifted to Cheddar Gorge, "you have less than a quarter of your original journey to go."

Tina went to the map and selected Cheddar Gorge, and the wall changed to show their new destination. "Let's get going then," she said, with renewed determination.

"Wait! I have another quick task for you and Arthur first," said the god.

"Oh. What's that?" said Arthur quickly before Tina could argue.

"I need you two to quickly go to Undermountain and tell them about Cheddar Gorge, and to also give them the map. They will probably ask you to take a few dwarves with you to the city in order to secure it," said Lord Bob.

Tina started to protest, but Lord Bob just held up a hand to cut her off, "Before you start Tina, you won't be missing anything, there are still a few undead to clear out. The others still need to make their way to the top of the gorge and across the city to the exit tunnel. That's going to take them a while and when you're done, you can travel directly to Geoff through the portal."

"Why me?" asked Tina, scowling.

Lord Bob smiled at her. "because my dear, the dwarves so love your sunny disposition," he said laughing.

"Fine!" she said as she selected Undermountain instead, and stomped through the portal.

Arthur chuckled. "Somehow, I don't think she's fine," he said as he followed after her.

Clive chuckled. "Thanks for that, my Lord. We'll be paying for it later," he said as he selected Cheddar Gorge on the map.

"She'll be fine, didn't you hear her?" said the god with a smile.

They filed through the portal one by one with Geoff the last to leave. "We'll have her home soon my Lord," he said.

Lord Bob nodded to him. "Of that I have no doubt my boy," the god replied. "Oh! And Geoff, move that Holy Symbol from the bottom of the gorge. It's not much of a view!" he said before vanishing again.

Tina and Arthur had caused quite a stir in Undermountain; the dwarves were understandably overjoyed at the news about the defeat of the Dracolich.

Cliff, the dwarven leader, wanted to have a feast in their honour, but Tina had refused the offer quite loudly. The dwarves were so happy at the news that they weren't even offended. Cliff had asked Arthur if he could teleport a few soldiers and engineers to Cheddar Gorge in order to secure the city, whilst they organised a more permanent solution with the other dwarven clans. Tina went back to Haven, and then on to join the others in the city.

By the time she got there, they had reached the top of the gorge, and had finished destroying the rest of the undead in the mines. In a matter of hours, the city was cleared entirely and they were ready to head out again.

Arthur had transported fifty dwarves in total and they had already begun examining the city's defences. They concluded that the barrier walls had been dropped across the access tunnels to keep the Dracolich and the other undead contained, presumably to enable survivors to escape.

The dwarven engineers explained that it would have been the last resort as the remaining dwarves would have been trapped in here with the beast. It was going to take them some time to figure out how to move them again.

Tina had protested in frustration at the delay, as the defences were also in place on the exit tunnel they needed to go though. But the problem was overcome by Arthur, who returned to his ethereal state once more to travel through the walls. Once he was on the other side and had memorised the layout, he went back and teleported the others through as well.

So, just a few hours after they had left Haven, they were back on mission and headed out to hunt down Boris.
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The Final Countdown

Gertrude had been scraping away at the rock for what seemed like an eternity. Although she was starving and exhausted, she kept at it. The metal plate to which her chains were fixed, was attached to the wall by massive steel bolts. She had managed to chip and wear away enough of the rock on one side of the plate now, that she could almost fit the chain behind the it. She hoped that once she was able to do that, the extra leverage might help her pull the plate from the wall.

"Just a bit longer," she said to herself with determination, as she resumed her work.

The Group were using Arthur's Haste and Endurance spell combination again but they weren't running this time, they were now just walking fast. They had resumed their scouting formation and were making use of these final few miles of their journey to pick Igor's brain about Boris, and his base of operations.

"What should we know about Boris's personal defences?" asked Arthur.

"Well, he has a Spell Shield obviously," replied Igor, "but you got through that before if I recall," he said with a smile.

"I remember," said Arthur, "what about magic items?"

"Plenty of Rings, Earrings, Amulets and Robes of Protection. He became extremely paranoid after your last encounter and was more worried about spells getting through than anything else." Igor replied.

Arthur nodded. "I expected as much. The trick will be to hit him hard with plenty of simultaneous spells in order to bring that shield down, then anything will be able to finish him," he said.

"He's also got plenty of wands on him at all times, though not as many as you! He wears a Ring of Teleportation as well," said Igor.

Arthur tutted. "Great! So, we've got to stop him from escaping too" he said.

"What about the base itself? What resistance can we expect?" asked Geoff.

"As you know, it was originally a small dwarven mining complex. The original entrance to the mine is sealed, but assuming we can get through that door, there's a large chamber that we used to use to keep undead in," Igor said.

"Lovely house guests," said Geoff sarcastically.

Igor nodded. "Indeed, they stink. Once you've obliterated them, there is a long winding corridor that leads down to the lower levels of the mine, under the entrance chamber. It has dozens of rooms off from it that we used to use for storage; you know, weapons, potions, materials etc. Eventually, the corridor will lead to a T-junction. The corridor it joins to is essentially a big circuit around the base. Clockwise it will take you past the living quarters and the study first. Counterclockwise will lead to the labs and cells first," said Igor.

"Sounds easy enough. What about traps?" asked Geoff.

"There are a few in the corridor, they are mainly alarm traps though, in case the undead stray. There is a deadly trap on Boris's quarters and study. The doors can only be opened by him, so we'll have to draw him out if he's in there. Plus, the areas around the cells are null magic zones, which is why Gertrude can't escape on her own," Igor said.

"Sounds like we'll have to split up then," said Geoff.

"Probably not a good idea to bunch up in a corridor anyway, he likes Lightning spells if I recall," said Arthur.

"Anything else we need to know about?" said Geoff.

"He has two vampires called Bart and Arnie that he uses as his personal bodyguards. He rarely goes anywhere without them," said Igor.

"He has them under his control at all times? Impressive" said Geoff.

Igor shook his head. "Boris did control them originally, but they now serve him willingly. They're unusually very loyal," he said.

"Looks like we're going to need a good cleric Geoff," said Arthur with a smile, "do you know any?"

"Funny man, you just take care of Boris whilst I deal with the vampires and the other undead," Geoff said.

A few hours later, when they stopped for a rest, Arthur, Geoff and Igor explained to the others what to expect once they got to their objective.

After going through several different scenarios, they concluded that without knowing exactly where Boris and his bodyguards would be, planning was almost impossible. They would just have to improvise when they got there, something that wasn't completely foreign to them.

Geoff checked the location sphere and they could all see that the gap between them and Gertrude was far smaller now; with a bit of luck, they would be there in a few more hours.

So they packed up and threw caution to the wind a little, deciding to run in two groups, with Tina and Clive up front and the others a little way back.

They kept this pace up until a few hours later when the tunnel opened out into a large cavern that seemingly had no other exit. Geoff checked the sphere again and could see that this must be the place, because Gertrude's Holy Symbol was nearby.

They walked around the cavern until Tina stopped them in their tracks, as she had spotted a trap built into the floor.

They glanced at the sphere again. Just on the other side of the solid wall right in front of them, not too far away, was Gertrude.
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The Base of Operations

Boris woke from his nap to find Bart and Arnie standing over him. Even after all this time, it still freaked him out a little. "What is it?" he said grumpily.

"The exterior tunnel alarm has been triggered, Master," said Bart.

"But not the door alarm," said Arnie.

Boris slapped his own face to wake himself up.

"It's probably just a rat again," he said as he got up wandered over to his viewing wall. He placed his hand on the crystal ball and thought of the cavern outside.

The image started blurry, but slowly cleared to show a large empty space. "You see? I told you. Now let me go back to sleep," he spat as he went back to his bed.

Bart and Arnie quietly slipped away and went back outside to stand guard.

In the cavern, The Group were being quiet under their Invisibility spell.

It was Igor's idea to trip the alarm and go invisible. Once Boris had checked the cavern and found nothing, it would leave them free to find a way in unhindered.

"Nicely done Igor," said Clive,

"Thanks," he replied beaming with pride.

"Arthur? Any joy getting through the wall?" Clive asked.

"No. The wall itself is rock, much like the defence walls we saw in Cheddar Gorge. This one is magically sealed though, so I cannot travel through the wall at all. There appears to be no mechanism to use either, it's probably on the inside and as you know we can't teleport in," said Arthur, sounding defeated.

"Great! There must be a way in. What about brute force?" Clive asked.

"We aren't strong enough, even with spells," said Arthur, annoyed.

"I might be, in my Dragon form," said Geoff.

"That might work!" said Arthur excitedly. "The spell just seems to stop something breaching it by magic means; if the rock wasn't there, I think we could just walk right through," said the Wizard.

"You sure about this Geoff? Will you even fit in here?" said Clive.

"I guess we'll find out. You guys best stand back," said Geoff as he moved nearer the centre of the cavern. Once the others had gone to the safety of the outer edges, Geoff relaxed his mind and shifted back into his natural form. As it turned out, he was actually a little cramped in here, but he still had enough space to smash and scrape at the wall.

When the alarm went off this time, Boris heard it himself. He was about to dismiss it again when he heard the banging.

"What in the name of Edna is that?" he said as he went over to the viewing wall.

Bart and Arnie came rushing up to him.

"Master!" they said in unison.

Boris waved them away. "I know I know, I'm old but I'm not deaf!" he said as he reactivated the view screen once more. As the blurry image cleared, this time the viewing wall was filled with the head of a huge gold Dragon smashing through the defence wall.

"HOLY SHIT! A GOLD DRAGON!" Shouted Boris as he stumbled back away from the wall and fell to the floor.

Bart and Arnie rushed to help their master up.

"All right, all right get off me!" Boris said as he dusted himself down.

"What do we do Master?" said Bart.

"How did a Dragon get down here?" said Arnie.

Boris thought for a second. "Well, I highly doubt a gold Dragon would just happen to be wandering around and stumble into the door by accident! It's obvious, they must have come for the girl. So the first thing we're going to do is kill her before they can find her" said Boris with his trademark evil grin on his face.

Bart and Arnie visibly flinched. "Oh, don't worry you pair of scaredy cats, I'll do it. You can hold the Dragon up for me," Boris said laughing.

Bart and Arnie looked at each other and smiled in relief.

Boris was stunned for a moment. "You two would rather face a mythical creature like a gold Dragon than a chained-up girl?" he asked in disbelief.

"Yes, Master," they said in unison before leaving the room.

Boris shrugged his shoulders. "Vampires!" he muttered as he started to put on the robes and magic items that he would need for battle.

Geoff had managed to smash the wall down in short order, and had retreated to turn back to his human form. Before the dust had even settled, the undead came pouring out to meet them. Tina, Clive and Dave immediately leapt into the battle, while Arthur and Igor sent Fireball spells over the fighters' heads into the room itself. By the time Geoff had joined them again in human form, there were no undead left for him to deal with.

"Let's go then," said Clive as he walked through the barrier into the smoky entrance chamber.

"If I'd known that you would be filling the room with fire, I would have just breathed in here before I changed back," said Geoff, before coughing.

"I can deal with that," said Igor as he cast a Spell of Wind and blew the smoke out of their path.

Arthur raised an eyebrow before smiling at the dark elf "You beat me to it" he said.

Now that the smoke had cleared a bit, they could see an exit to the room on the far side.

Bart and Arnie left the master's living quarters and made their way up the corridor to the higher levels. They could hear the obvious sound of battle above them. The vampires didn't rush though, as they wanted the invaders to waste some, if not all of their energy on the fodder upstairs.

"Do you think Boris will be able to kill the girl?" asked Bart.

"I'm sure he'll find a way" replied Arnie.

"I'm just glad we haven't got to go in there, she gives me the creeps," said Bart.

Arnie looked at him and laughed "you do know that you're a vampire, don't you?" Arnie said.

Bart laughed as well "you know what I mean, she's not natural, it's unnerving," he said.

They reached the first of the storage rooms that had a view of the door into the entrance chamber, at the end of the corridor.

"I suggest we wait in here and ambush them," said Bart.

"Good idea," said Arnie.

They slipped inside and waited for their prey to arrive.

The Group made their way quickly through the entrance chamber and to the door that would lead them down to the base below. Clive opened the door and could see a corridor cut into the rock; it was about six feet wide and was on a downward slope. Further down the corridor, they could see doors leading to the storage rooms that Igor had earlier described.

Clive turned back from the corridor to quickly address the rest of The Group. "OK, I will lead with Tina, Arthur and Geoff go next with Dave and Igor bringing up the rear at. When we get to the junction, Tina, Dave and I will go to the cells and find Gertrude. Arthur, Geoff and Igor, you go and kill that bastard. We'll come and back you up once Gertrude is safe. Any questions? Good let's go!" He said as he turned and moved out into the corridor.

They moved down the passage at a fair pace and were quickly passing the storage rooms on either side. Clive hated to leave the rooms unchecked, but they were on a deadline and they needed to find Gertrude before Boris killed her, which he would surely do just out of spite. It was something that Igor had warned them might happen. They had just travelled far enough down the slowly spiralling corridor to see the T-junction when there was a shout from the dwarf, and the sudden sound of a heavy weapon dropping to the ground at the back of the party.

The front four members of the party all spun around to see Dave lying on the ground with a vampire standing over him smiling. But their surprise only lasted for an instant before they all started to respond. However, before any spells or weapons could hit, the vampire vanished. "Careful! They can teleport in here too!" warned Igor.

Tina had been arguably the best fighter in Dragonia for decades now, and her instincts were sharp. So much so, that she immediately sensed the presence of an attacker behind her. She went into a low clockwise spin, slashing with her short sword and stabbing upwards with her dagger at the same time. The sword severed a right leg just below the knee, which made her attacker scream and stumble over, right atop the uprising dagger which sank deep into its side.

Clive had responded to the threat behind him just a fraction slower than Tina, but his brain worked through the problem quicker. The vampire was on its way to the floor, but the elf had fought undead creatures for a lifetime now, and he knew that a vampire would not be dispatched quite so easily. Geoff would need to destroy the beast. First, he would have to make sure it stayed still long enough. Clive thought all this through in a mere fraction of a second; he spotted the ring on the vampire's left hand and swept his elven blade down towards the creature, slicing through its left arm with ease. The vampire's screams continued as his second detached limb hit the floor. Igor turned back towards the sound to see what was going on. At that very moment, the second vampire sprang from its hiding place to strike at the unsuspecting dark elf.

Arnie had been lying in wait, getting ready to pounce. This had been their plan, to cause panic and confusion, to strike and move and strike again, to change places and keep the enemy guessing. That changed once Arnie heard Bart's screams. He leapt out at the vulnerable, unknowing dark elf.

While Igor was not battle-seasoned, Arthur and Geoff were. They had heard the screams behind them, but had trusted their friends to deal with it. So unlike Igor, they never left their backs exposed, which is how they saw the second vampire emerge from the open door behind the dark elf, and were ready for it. Arthur cast a Magic Missile spell, which was certainly not the deadliest spell in his arsenal, but it was the quickest. Five bolts of energy surged from his fingertips and struck the vampire directly in the chest, staggering him back for a moment. Meanwhile, Geoff had already begun chanting and had pointed his Holy Symbol towards the undead monster.

Arnie was enraged! His beloved friend Bart was down and doomed, and his surprise attack had also failed. He thought about retreating to his master for a moment, but his desire to rip these invaders apart overrode that plan. He vowed to at least take the unknown dark elf down with him. As he was about to leap forward and attack the dark elf turned, and sudden recognition dawned on Arnie "Traitor!" he bellowed as he sprang forward.

Igor froze as the snarling vampire leapt at him; he raised his hands defensively, but just before the creature was about to strike it was stopped in its tracks, staring down in surprise at the gleaming battle-axe now stuck in its chest.

"At least I'm brave enough to hit you from the front," said Dave with a smile.

Arnie looked down at Dave in shock, before the Holy Power from Geoff struck him, and he disintegrated into dust.

Geoff spun and did the same to the stricken vampire now laying on the floor in front of Clive and Tina.

"Thanks, Dave. I thought you were dead!" Igor said as he shook the dwarf's hand in gratitude.

"How rude! I don't always die in the first encounter you know!" Dave protested.
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Boris

Boris had finished gathering his things together and was cursing himself for being complacent about base security. He had not thought for a minute that anyone would find and breach his sanctuary. Nobody alive knew of its existence. He hoped that his bodyguards would hold them up for a while, at least giving him long enough to deal with the wretched woman in the cell. Then he would deal with these intruders himself.

As he opened the door to his quarters, he heard the screams. He smiled as he closed the door again, thinking of the pain his vampires were no doubt causing to the idiots who dared to breach his home.

The ancient necromancer hurried along the passage; he was nearly at the junction with the exit corridor when he heard Arnie scream, "Traitor!" Boris rushed to the junction in confusion.

"Who was this traitor," he muttered to himself. He arrived just in time to see Bart and Arnie utterly destroyed, but it was who he saw destroy them that made him so angry.

That rage was then doubled when he spotted a fully healed Igor with them. He drew his favourite wand, also yelling "Traitor!" as the Lightning Bolt surged up the corridor, bouncing off the walls.

Tina and Clive dropped to the floor and Geoff grabbed Igor and tumbled him into the open door of the store room to get out of the spells way. Arthur and Dave just stood there and took the hit.

Arthur did this purposefully as he knew his Spell Shield would absorb it, and it would give him time to cast another Magic Missile spell in return.

Dave just wasn't quick enough and got blasted right in the chest. For the third time in his life, the dwarf was killed by Boris's Wand of Lightning Bolts.

"He was doing so well," said Tina as she glanced back at Dave, before she running towards the dark elf, closely followed by the others.

Boris retreated around the corner as Arthur's Magic Missile spell wove around his running friends and struck his Spell Shield, and he fled down the corridor out of sight.

The Group quickly followed and rounded the corner after the necromancer. They had to duck out of the way and back into the corridor though, as another Lightning Bolt crackled by. Clive peeked around the corner letting fly an arrow that flew unerringly towards it's target, but it just impacted on the dark elf's shield. Meanwhile Arthur sent another spell.

"We have to keep hitting that shield, it won't last forever," said the wizard.

This trade-off of blows went on for many minutes as Boris continued to retreat further down the corridor. Arthur was having to use more defensive magic to protect his friends, as Boris was using area effect spells.

"I'm impressed how you made it back to me Igor, pity I'm going to kill you as a reward," said Boris mockingly.

"We can't keep this up!" said Clive as he fired yet another arrow, just to see it sizzle on Boris's shield. "Can't we get behind him?" he cried.

"No!" replied Igor. "We still can't teleport in here; the devices the vampires were using were destroyed by Geoff," he said, as he too fired a spell down the corridor.

"Sorry about that," said the cleric as the blade barrier spell he'd prayed for instantly appeared on Boris.

"Damn it!" Said Igor crossly as he realised something obvious. "Sorry, I'm not thinking clearly. We can run the long way around the corridor. It will take a while, but it loops around directly behind him."

"I've wanted to kill you all for so many years now, it warms my heart that you've come out of retirement just so I can finish the job," cackled the dark elf, as his spell shield crackled under the constant bombardment.

"Can you believe this guy is monologuing?" said the newly resurrected dwarf as he joined them once again.

"Had a nice nap, have we?" said Tina jokingly as she quickly hugged her dear friend.

"So how are we doing?" asked Dave.

"Same as ever," replied Tina as another spell hit Arthur's extended Spell Shield.

"That bad eh!" said Dave with a laugh.

"You two run around the back way and try to surprise him." Ordered Clive, "and be careful."

Tina and Dave nodded and ran off in the opposite direction.

Along with the other attacks, Boris knew his shield would fail soon; he could escape anytime he wanted of course, but he wanted to kill that wretched woman before they could save her, purely out of spite of course.

The evil necromancer had backed up far enough around the corridor to be within reach of the door to Gertrude's cell. He retreated through the rest of the stationary Blade Barrier spell and took the key which was hanging on a hook by the side of the door. Timing would be crucial because the second he entered the cell, all his magics would fail, making him vulnerable to attack. But he was confident that he should still have time to kill her and make his way back outside the cell, where he could teleport away before they could get to him.

He opened the door to see the dark, silent cell. He could see Gertrude looking right at him with hatred in her eyes, as she pulled on the chains in desperation. He turned to fire a Fireball down to his enemies who were huddled around the corner like cowards. He was heartened to see Arthur's shield fail as they all got doused in flames.

"How does it feel to burn?" he cried out with an evil laugh, just as he heard a cracking sound coming from within the cell.

"Let's find out shall we!" shouted the freshly freed Gertrude, as she wrapped her right arm tightly around Boris's neck from behind and pressed her left hand against his face.

The evil necromancer screamed in agony as his flesh burned and melted away; he reached back and clawed at her face and neck, but any wound he caused was instantly healed. To make matters worse, his own fingers burned the instant he touched her. She moved her hand from his face so she could grab his flailing arm by the wrist, burning that as well.

Boris thrashed around in desperation as he tried to escape, but although Gertrude was exhausted from hunger, her rage was such that she was far too strong for the aged dark elf. He tried to teleport away, but the pain was so intense he couldn't maintain the necessary concentration. Gertrude had his wrist so tight in her grip that she burnt right through the limb and his lifeless hand fell to the floor.

She then quickly moved her attention back to the screaming dark elf's face, gripping his head with both hands and squeezing. The normally kind-hearted and gentle young woman refused to let go of the person responsible for so many horrible deeds. She pushed aside the feelings of revulsion at what she was doing and held fast, up until the screaming stopped and the evil necromancer's skull melted between her hands.

Boris died in agony, just like all his victims had before him. The last thought that went through his head before it melted away in Gertrude's hands was of revenge, in this life or the next.

To Gertrude's surprise, as he died his body then vanished and she herself sank to her knees.

The separated members of The Group both saw Gertrude grab Boris from behind and rushed to her aid. But by the time any of them got to her, the dark elf had already been killed and vanished; leaving behind only a hand, which Igor knelt down to pick up.

Tina and Arthur hugged her tight as the adrenaline faded, and she collapsed in their arms. Arthur dispelled the magic holding the chains together and the restraints fell to the ground. Geoff went to her and placing his hands on her face and immediately the healing power surged through him. He hadn't even asked for it yet. Lord Bob was clearly watching. Gertrude eventually stood up under her own power and looked at her family for the first time in so long. Finally, after all her bravery, all this time imprisoned, she allowed herself to cry.
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The Reunion

After they had all hugged each other, and after a large amount of crying, it was time to finish their business.

"So, are we ready to check out the rest of this place? And are we going to discuss where the dark elf's body vanished to?" asked Clive.

"My guess is that he had a Contingency spell in place that might just remove his body; ironically I imagine, to stop another necromancer making him undead. He clearly doesn't practice what he preaches" replied Arthur.

"Wizards! So how do we get into his study to get the good stuff?" said Dave.

"With this," said Igor, holding up Boris's hand, and with a proud smile on his face as he stood up.

The smile quickly faded as Gertrude leapt at him.

"Dark elf!" she screamed as she grabbed his head.

Igor shrieked, but in surprise rather than pain, and dropped the severed hand to the floor.

The others were all surprised at Gertrude's attack too and quickly went to rescue their companion.

It took a lot of strength to free the squealing dark elf from the fully healed Gertrude's grasp.

Geoff went to Igor expecting to see severe burns but was surprised again to see that, other than apart a bit of shock, he was fine.

Gertrude eventually calmed down, after being repeatedly told that this dark elf was a friend, and that he had in fact been instrumental in helping to find her. Igor, unsure was keeping his distance though.

"We need to get her back to Haven Igor, Lord Bob will want to see Gertrude," Geoff said.

"Ok," said the clearly still flustered Igor. "Well she just needs to walk back outside until she is clear of the device," he replied.

Gertrude shook her head. "No way, I'm not going back until I've got my gear back," she said with determination.

"I expect Boris kept your items in his quarters, but only he can access that room," said Igor.

"That's no problem," said Tina as she bent down and picked up the hand off the floor again.

"That's scary!" said Dave.

Tina smiled as she strode off back towards the living quarters. "Let's go then!"

The others quickly caught up with her and together they made their way to Boris's rooms.

"We need to be careful here. The door will kill anyone who touches it. Believe me, I've seen it happen" said Igor grimly. "May I?" he asked as he held out his hand to Tina.

"Knock yourself out," replied Tina as she handed the severed hand to Igor.

"Thanks," said Igor as he gingerly took the hand and held it against the door. There was a faint buzz as the door released and swung open.

The Group then entered Boris's private study. Immediately, Arthur was looking through the various magic items on his desk and shelves. Igor went to the back of the room and to a large chest, where he again pressed the severed hand of his former master against the lock. The same buzz came from this as the door, and it swung open.

"I had a feeling that the treasure chest would be trapped too," Said Igor, as he put down the hand and reached in to retrieve the treasures hidden inside.

Tina was there in a second at the mention of treasure. "Here you go Gertrude, I imagine these are yours," said Igor as he placed swords, wands, jewellery and a spell book onto the floor.

Gertrude approached and started equipping her gear once more. "Thank you," she said quietly.

Igor smiled weakly "You're welcome," he said.

"What's this?" said Tina as she took out the only other thing in the chest.

It was a large black box with ancient golden script on it.

There were several shapes cut into the sides which looked identical to the teleport device that Igor had once had in his possession.

"This is the artifact that shields this place from unauthorised Teleportation spells," said Igor.

"Great! How do we turn it off?" asked Tina.

"I don't know. It's always been active while I've been here," replied Igor.

Arthur came over so that he could take a look, and after studying it for a few minutes, he pursed his lips. "I don't think this thing can be turned off," he said in frustration.

"Can we destroy it?" asked Gertrude.

"Hmm, artifacts such as this are tricky to destroy. They resist all magic and weapon attacks. However,..." Arthur said, his voice trailing off. Suddenly he broke out into a smile, looking at Geoff. "Dragon fire would do it!" he laughed.

Geoff chuckled "how convenient."

Several minutes later, they had taken anything useful from Boris's study and carried the box out to the entrance chamber. Clive placed it on the floor in the centre of the room and they all made their way outside. Geoff stayed in the centre of the cavern where he had changed before, whilst the rest retreated behind him into the tunnel that had led them here.

"We could have just left that box there and walked out here to return to Haven, you know," said Igor.

"I want that box destroyed, and if Geoff can incinerate that place in the process, all the better," said Gertrude with pure hatred in her voice.

Igor bowed his head. "Sorry Gertrude, I totally understand," he said.

Geoff relaxed his mind so as to revert back to his natural form. He didn't have a lot of room to manoeuvre, but he drew in as much breath as he could and placed his head as close to the door as possible. He was worried about blow back from his Dragon breath filling the cavern. He need not have been concerned though, as when he exhaled and his breath ignited, it filled the chamber instantly and then proceeded down the long corridor to the lower levels.

Geoff breathed fire for what seemed like several minutes before he finally stopped. Once the flames had cleared and he'd adopted his human form once more, The Group investigated the doorway to see that the box was now gone. The room was just walls of molten rock now, and though they didn't go to check, if they had they would have seen that the base was totally destroyed.

"Let's go home," said Tina as she took Gertrude's hand, and they all vanished back to Haven.

As soon as they arrived, Gertrude was immediately hugged by Lord Bob.

"It's good to have you back safe and sound my dear," said the god joyfully.

"It's good to be back, my Lord," replied Gertrude tearfully.

"I made it back too," said Dave cheekily.

Lord Bob looked at him and winked. "Of course you did! You'll outlive me, my boy! Now, before we celebrate, I think young Gertrude here could do with a bath," he said laughing, as he waved his hand in front of his nose.

"Thank you very much! Bathing opportunities were limited where I was staying!" she protested.

Lord Bob continued to laugh. "Not to worry dear. It's all taken care of," he said as he clicked his fingers and she vanished from the library, only to reappear naked in her bathtub.

"Now that's taken care of I want to thank you all for your exemplary job in rescuing Gertrude. I never doubted you for a...." the god stopped mid-sentence, cocked his head slightly and vanished.

"What the bloody hell is that all about?" said Dave in confusion.

"I'll go find out," said Geoff as he too vanished.

"Don't people walk anywhere anymore?" said Dave in exasperation.

"No! It's too slow" said the god as he reappeared with Geoff "We have a serious problem."





CHAPTER 39




The Undead Rise Once More

"It seems our evil little necromancer had one last trick up his sleeve," said Lord Bob. 

"I knew it was too good to be true," responded Dave sarcastically.

"Indeed. When he died, it appears that the locks on his undead storage spaces opened. We now have hordes of undead roaming the land" replied the god.

"We need to get back out there and help where we can," said Tina.

"How many are we talking about?" asked Clive.

"Thousands!" Replied Geoff.

"Thousands? How can we possibly deal with that many?" asked Arthur.

"You will need to split up," said Lord Bob, "every city has huge numbers approaching them, but they can hold them at the city walls mostly; there are plenty of clerics in those places, and we're providing them with constant Holy Power. The most at-risk places are the smaller towns and villages. They have less undead near them, but they also have less to defend themselves with" said the god.

Clive turned to the map on the wall and was about to activate the first place he could see as the god said, "Let me select the places for you all. I can send you to the places most in need."

Lord Bob selected a location and the wall immediately changed to the view of a dimly lit village street, which was already under attack by the undead. "Be safe," Clive said as he ran through. They could see him immediately go to work on the zombies in view.

Tina was selected a suitable place to aid and went next. A similar scene greeted her, but she too just ran through bravely and started to fight without delay.

Arthur was next, and was about to go through when he turned to Dave "would you come with me, Dave? I may need the backup" he said winking at both Lord Bob and Geoff.

"Oh right, sure no problem," said Dave who was relieved not to be going on his own; he may be immortal, but it still hurt when he died and he wasn't sure how much he could do alone against an entire army.

"Be wary boys, this force is controlled by a vampire as well." Said Lord Bob ominously.

"Terrific!" Replied Dave as he trudged after Arthur.

The forgotten figure of Igor started moving to the map, when Lord Bob placed a hand on his shoulder "I'm sorry lad, but I can't send you down there. You'll most likely be attacked by any villagers yourself; at the very least, you'll cause enough of a distraction out there that people will die as a result" he said sadly.

Igor slouched away. "I know you're right, I just want to help," he said, his voice full of sorrow.

Geoff clapped Igor on the shoulder as he walked by and went to the map. Lord Bob selected Newtown. As he was about to leave, Lord Bob said, "Take care out there Geoff, there is a lot to deal with around Newtown. I'll try to get you some backup of your own until the sun rises."

"Thanks, my Lord," said the cleric as he left the quiet library and appeared in the centre of Newtown, to the sounds of battle.

Tina had no problem dealing with the zombies in the village, she cut through the slow-moving creatures with ease. Once they were all dead again, she quickly made sure the villagers were ok before returning to Haven. Lord Bob was there to meet her; he instantly selected another place that he felt she could handle, and she leapt back into the fray.

Clive had a similar situation in the village he was in and again, once he was done, he returned to Haven where Lord Bob selected another place in need, and the elf went to help.

Arthur and Dave had a slightly different scenario where they went to, due to the fact that the undead in this location were, as warned, being led by a vampire; this would definitely take a little longer.

Fortunately it was currently being held back by the local cleric, who would not usually have been powerful enough to effect a creature of that kind. He was chanting continuously and brandishing his Holy Symbol, and the intense glow was creating a kind of barrier that the vampire seemed reluctant to breach.

The old man was himself surprised; his Holy Power seemed much greater than it had ever been, and he had dispatched quite a number of the zombies with ease. The alarm had been raised by Steve, the village guard, who was still patrolling during the night.

The cleric thought he was doing fine and was confident he could handle the situation, that was until the vampire showed up.

It was taking all of his concentration to keep himself between the deadly creature and the villagers.

Dave had helped Steve deal with the few remaining zombies while Arthur attacked the vampire directly, peppering it with Magic Missiles, assuming it would be too quick to be caught by any of the bigger spells.

Eventually the beast got frustrated and impatiently made a bold move to attack the cleric but Arthur caught it with a Containment spell, holding it fast in his Holy light. Once it could no longer move, the cleric was surprised again to receive enough power to be able to destroy it completely.

With that task completed, Arthur and Dave returned to Haven for the next assignment.

This arrangement carried on for a while, when Lord Bob suddenly sensed trouble. Gertrude had come back to the library and began to ask where everyone was, at which point Tina returned covered in gore.

"What's going on?" said Gertrude, in a panic.

"Nothing for you to worry about dear, go get some more rest," said Tina dismissively.

Lord Bob called up the next location and they could all see the battle that was going on. Without hesitation, Tina ran out and joined in.

"What is going on?" Gertrude repeated in frustration.

"It's ok my dear, it's being dealt with," said the god reassuringly. "There really is nothing for you to worry about."

At that moment Clive returned in a similar condition as Tina; he saw Gertrude and said, "please stay here, we've got this," as he too went straight back out.

Gertrude was about to explode when Igor stood next to her "I know how you feel; I want to help too, but it's for the best if we stay here" he said.

Gertrude spun to face him and he flinched, causing her anger to quickly slip away as she realised he was petrified of her. "I'm so sorry about before, it was instinctive, but that's no excuse for attacking you. Please forgive me?" she said.

"I thought you were going to melt my face too," replied Igor as he dropped his chin to look at the floor.

Gertrude put her finger under his chin and lifted his head to look at him. "If you had been truly evil it would have done but you're clearly a good man Igor," she said smiling warmly.

"Elf, actually," he replied with a chuckle.

"So anyway, what is going on?" she asked.

Igor sat her down to explain, while Arthur and Dave returned with similar messages of reassurance for the two sat at the table. Lord Bob was keeping unusually quiet as he sent the wizard and the dwarf back out again.

That was until Gertrude stood up and started heading off to get her gear. "HOLD!" said Lord Bob loudly as she stopped moving, "you can't go out there, it's not safe."

"I don't care! I want to help," she said defiantly.

"Gertrude, I've just got you back. I don't want to send you back out there again!" he said.

"I know you worry about me, but I'm a Paladin aren't I? All those times we talked about how you made the Paladins to inspire hope and to help people; well surely that's what Dragonia needs right now, my Lord. There are people down there that need me. Please, let me help save them," she pleaded.

The god sighed.

"You're right, of course you're right. I know it. I'm just being selfish, that's all. Nobody's perfect you know," he said with a hesitant smile.

"Does that mean I can go?" she said excitedly.

"Yes you can go, against my better judgement, and I'm sending Igor here with you too," he said with some reluctance.

Igor leapt up "really?" he said with excitement.

"Yes really, you can keep an eye on each other" the god said.

"I'll get my stuff," said Gertrude as she went to move again.

"Don't bother," said Lord Bob as he snapped his fingers and Gertrude was suddenly fully dressed, ready for battle.

"It really is unnerving when you do that," she said.

Lord Bob grinned and then selected a place on the map. "Be careful out there. Oh, and Igor, you'll be needing one of these to get back," he said as he handed him a Dragon symbol, just like the ones used by the other members of The Group.

"Wow! Really?" Asked Igor in astonishment.

The god laughed. "You've earned it."

"Igor," said Gertrude. "Welcome to The Group!" as she walked towards the scene unfolding before them.

As they went through the portal, Lord Bob smiled to himself and said: "A dark elf and a Paladin taking the battlefield together. Edna won't be happy."





CHAPTER 40




Unexpected Friends

As soon as they arrived, Gertrude realised that they were in Bellmore. She smiled, as she knew that Lord Bob had chosen this place on purpose. They had arrived at the church and could see that the undead had caught the town by surprise.

There were zombies roaming the streets looking for prey, while a vampire was laughing maniacally terrorising the guards who were trying to deal with them.

"Come on Igor, let's deal with that thing first," she said, as she was about to rush off.

"Hang on!" he replied as he looked around worryingly at the increasing number of people who had noticed him.

Gertrude had noticed them too and was beginning to think this was a bad idea when Julie, the town cleric rushed over. "Why have you returned with your kidnapper," she said angrily as she looked at Igor.

"This wasn't my kidnapper Julie, he's a friend and he's here to help," she said.

"Really?" Julie said in disbelief. "Well he can start with that vampire then," she said as she folded her arms.

There were quite a few people gathered around now, and all were pointing at the dark elf more than the nearby undead.

Igor drew his Wand of Necromancy and tried to block out the noise, instead concentrating on the mind of the vampire. He found it with relative ease and instantly began to assert his control over it.

Without hesitation, the creature fought back, singling the dark elf out as a threat. The creature charged at the necromancer, unafraid of anything else, for it knew that if the wizard gained control of his mind, it was over. The beast was closing on Igor when Gertrude leapt into its path. It practically fell over itself in a frantic scramble to get away from her. Gertrude had forgotten how Boris's vampire bodyguards had acted around her and wondered what they were so afraid of. During the vampires panic, Igor had managed to get control of its mind and had commanded the beast to halt.

Gertrude approached the creature as the small crowd around Igor watched intently. She reached out a hand and touched its chest; immediately, the abomination disintegrated into dust.

There were cries of surprise from the crowd as Gertrude turned back to Igor.

"Well that was unexpected," said Igor.

"So that's why they wouldn't go near me," she said, mostly to herself.

"You still maintain you're not an angel then?" said Julie smiling at her.

"Let's just mop up the rest of the undead shall we," she replied.

Once they had returned to Haven, Lord Bob was grinning at them.

"So how did it go?" he asked coyly feigning ignorance.

Gertrude frowned at the god, "You know full well how it went, you see everything!"

"Just thought I'd give young Igor a chance to start somewhere a little easy. Would you like something a bit more challenging now?" he asked.

"We can handle it," said Gertrude proudly.

Lord Bob selected the next location. "Have fun," he said.

They emerged outside a church to see the road leading away from it practically deserted. There were sounds of battle coming from the distance, so they quickly in that direction.

As they ran further down the road, it turned right towards the town gate, where they could see a small battle ongoing. Recognition suddenly dawned on Igor, "Uh oh," he said as he slowed to a stop.

Gertrude, realising that she was alone stopped to look back at him. "What's wrong Igor?" she said.

"This place is Winkle Bay, it's where I was being kept prisoner before the others released me. I won't be welcome here at all, and I'm not sure you can convince them this time." he said with concern.

"Nonsense! We're here to help. Nothing else matters." She said with determination.

Igor pointed over her shoulder to the small group of soldiers heading their way. "You might want to explain that to them then." He said.

Gertrude spun around, "I will." She said, as she strode quickly forward to meet them.

The guard leader stood forward from the rest of the group to meet with Gertrude. "Lady Gertrude, I'm Steve of the town guard, it's good to see you safe and well again, but why have you brought him back here?" He said as he pointed to Igor.

Gertrude looked over her shoulder at Igor and smiled before turning back to Steve.

"Because he is my friend, and he is also now a valued member of The Group. We've come here to help you with your undead problem; that is of course, unless you don't want our help?" She said.

Steve looked at his fellow guards, then looked back at Gertrude. "Any help you could give would be most welcome. They've got the situation in hand here at this gate, so we are on our way to the other gate now."

"Let's get going then!" Said Gertrude, as she started running. Igor and the guards tried to keep up.

At the other gate, the situation was most definitely not in hand. The zombies had broken through  and were spilling into the streets. The town guard were being overrun and Gertrude could see why. As with the attack in Bellmore, the undead force here was being led by a vampire.

"I'm going to fight my way through to that thing. Igor, you try to take control again," she said as she charged into the closest swarm of zombies. She didn't even bother to draw a weapon, she just ran through them with her arms outstretched. Every single creature that she touched disintegrated. A few of the mindless creatures tried to bite her, which would usually be a grave concern for anybody else, but not for Gertrude.

The zombies just turned to dust the moment they encountered her. Soon enough, the vampire noticed her, and at the same time felt the mental attack coming from the necromancer. Rather than attack however, he simply turned to flee, but before he could get too far he lost control to Igor. The now dormant vampire just stood there helplessly as Gertrude finished off the last few zombies and made her way over to it. Mere seconds later the beast was too gone, and the guards were all cheering in gratitude. Gertrude made her way back to Igor to ensure he was ok, but was surprised to see him tending to Steve, along with the old town cleric.

They were shaking their heads as she knelt next to him, "What's wrong?" She asked.

"He's been bitten, he'll be turning soon." Said the cleric.

"Can't you do anything for him?" She said to Igor.

"I'm so sorry Steve, but once a zombie bites you there's nothing we can do," said Igor sadly.

"It's ok. Lady Gertrude, will you put me out of my misery before it's too late?" Pleaded Steve.

Gertrude shook her head as tears rolled down her cheeks.

"Please, I'm begging you. Before I turn!" Said the stricken guard. "I cannot turn into one of those monsters!" He pleaded.

Then a thought suddenly came to her. She had no idea if it would kill him or not, but she felt compelled to place her hand on the bite.

Instantly the skin knitted back together, and when she removed her hand a small amount of dust fell from where the wound had been.

The small crowd of people around them once again cheered as Igor pulled a stunned looking, but now fully healed Steve to his feet.

"Thank you, my Lady," said the guard as he went into a low bow, "you are truly blessed by the gods".

The crowd began chanting Gertrude's name over and over.

While all this had been going on, Geoff had arrived in Newtown to see the town in the midst of a battle. This town had seen a massive increase in population size since he'd last been here; in fact, it was now a city. This had made it an important target for Boris it would appear, and he had stationed a significant force to attack this place.

At some point, they had built a high perimeter wall around the entire city. Most people seemed to be heading towards the North wall, so he too went that way in order to get a better look at the fighting outside. The sun was coming up rapidly now, so he hoped that would help with any nearby vampires. He could hear battle above him though, as he reached the wall and climbed the nearest ladder.

When he got to the top and had pushed his way through the crowd of men, he saw what was outside the city and was stunned. With the dawn sun rising he could see the fields around the wall were all seemingly filled with undead.

"So, this is why Lord Bob sent me here," he thought to himself as he took in the view.

The undead were seemingly being directed to attack the large section of wall where he was standing, no doubt hoping to crush it under sheer numbers. Unchallenged, they would succeed too; he had no doubt about it.

"This will take a bit of time but let's get started," he said as he held out his Holy Symbol and started chanting. The nearby men gave him some room, once they realised what he was doing. Soon the Holy Power shone out from his symbol, destroying dozens of zombies at once, but many more just filled the empty spaces. Geoff continued to chant, turning the undead to dust, but there were so many it would take him hours to clear this army, and they would surely be through the wall by then.

He was contemplating his next move when there was a sudden shout of "DRAGON!", coming from someone on the wall, whom was pointing towards the distant mountains.

People began to scream as the memory of Blaze's last attack many years ago came flooding back.

"Oh, terrific! What excellent timing," said Geoff. He didn't want to leave, but he knew that he needed to get help from his friends in order to deal with the Dragon; and of course all the undead too. He just had to hope that Lord Bob was also aware of the situation.

It was at that moment he looked at the approaching Dragon more closely with his enhanced eyesight, and was surprised to see another flying alongside. It must have originally been flying behind it and hidden from view. The sun was in his eyes and he was struggling to make them out clearly enough, but then another appeared, flying on the other side of the lead Dragon. There was now immense panic spreading through the people of Newtown as they realised what was coming their way, and Geoff too was worried. Three red Dragons, all at once! That had not been heard of in generations.

He didn't have time to dwell on it however, as the undead had taken advantage of the panic and distraction, and had practically breached the top of the wall. So, Geoff tried to block out the approaching Dragons and prayed once more, destroying dozens of zombies and securing the wall for the time being.

He then looked back at the Dragons once again and was stunned to see that there were now actually five Dragons, all diving down toward the city. There was no time to do anything about them, but Geoff wasn't going to flee, leaving all these people to die, so he just went back to praying and killing zombies for as long as he could.

While he was destroying another batch of undead, Geoff suddenly realised that the screaming had turned to cheering, as the Dragons swooped over the fields breathing fire on the army of undead.

It was only as they flew by him that Geoff realised that the Dragons were actually gold!

After they had completed two more passes, the bulk of the undead had been destroyed and the Dragons all landed on the field in front of Geoff. The cheering was now so loud that Geoff couldn't hear himself think.

One of the gold Dragon's shouted, "Quiet! Please, you'll make us all deaf, we are already quite old you know."

An excited hush fell over the crowd.

"Lord Bob said he would be sending me some backup! I didn't realise he meant waking the gold Dragons! I am most grateful and humbled," said Geoff reverently.

"You're welcome, Geoff. Come with us, we are to rid the world of this curse," the lead Dragon said as he leapt into the air and flew off, with the others all following suit.

The people around Geoff cheered and slapped him on the back.

"The gold Dragons have returned. The gold Dragons have returned," they chanted.

"We never went away!" he said, as he leapt high off the top of the wall and reverted to his Dragon form, swooping up just before he hit the ground and flying off to join the others.

He could hear the cheers behind him for miles.





EPILOGUE

Boris awoke with a start from a nightmare. A nightmare where his face was being melted right off his skull by a crazed witch!

As he opened his eyes his blurred vision gradually cleared, and he could see that he was in a square room with white walls, floor and ceiling.

In the room were two table;, he was laying on one of the tables, completely naked. On the other table was his old body, broken and burnt. He looked down at his new young body and smiled.

"It worked!" he said breaking out into an evil laugh.

<<<<>>>>
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