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Prologue
 
Dented armor. Dull swords. Bobbles and trinkets set within poorly-crafted gold. This was what passed for tribute in the kingdom nowadays. It was hardly worth the effort of stealing; perhaps he would allow the young ones to divide such paltry gains amongst themselves. It would lead to fighting, of course, but that was good. Better they quarrel among each other and learn to use their claws and teeth so that they would never be caught unprepared by lesser creatures.
He was about to turn away when a new scent caught his attention. It was faint, easy to miss, yet it carried with it the unmistakable whiff of the potent and exotic. Looking through the torn-apart wagon once more, he ran a massive claw through a pile that had seemed to be only rags. From the road, one of the fleshy creatures began to protest, which only made the mystery all the more tantalizing.
A glimmer of light sparkled in the evening’s fading light as he parted the small mound of cloth. He leaned in closer and took a long sniff with his giant snout. This was the source of the scent, no doubt about it. He was too large to take hold of the curiosity; a small matter that was easily rectified. The air crackled with power, and suddenly he was within the cart. His majesty was hidden, replaced by the form of a lesser creature in metal armor that poorly replicated the natural defense of his people. Much as he loathed wearing this body, sometimes it was necessary. The small could wriggle around where the mighty would never fit.
This close to the object, he could feel its power. The sensation was a strange one. Not magic, not as he knew it. No, this was something different. Yet even as his hand drew closer, he knew it was not lesser. If anything, he suspected magic may be a pale imitation of the force contained within this strange crystal object. His hand wrapped around the glowing surface—only now could he see that the light it shone was its own and had nothing to do with the sun—and lifted it from the heap of rags that had hidden its splendor.
All around him, the world seemed to twist and shift. Yes, this was new indeed: new, strong, and rippling with possibility. He emerged from the cart, looking over to the young ones who were still pinning down the cart’s original owners. The plan had been to release them once their wares were plundered; this was all about sending a message, and that was hard to do without witnesses. Now, however, the plan had changed. He needed to know as much as possible about this strange artifact, and these creatures would part with every last scrap of their information. They would be forced to, using whatever means were needed. He already knew that the object was incomplete, though he had only just taken it into his possession. This was a single piece of something far greater.
And he would have the whole, even if he had to burn down all of Alcatham to possess it.
 



Chapter 1
 
Russell brushed past two elves and what he was pretty sure was a dryad before nearly tumbling over the fifteenth person in red-and-black screaming about chimichangas. If not for Cheri shoving through the crowd with the impunity that only royalty and narcissists could manage, he’d have been dragged back by the wave of bodies washing over him and lost in the sea of nerddom. Fortunately, this was far from his big sister’s first convention, and she’d long ago shed any extraneous levels of empathy that might impede her making her way around.
Double Con, named because it had once been two cons that were eventually forced to merge for fiscal reasons, was far from the nation’s largest gathering of fantasy and comic-book fans. In fact, it probably wasn’t even on the top ten of mid-range conventions. Russell kept internally insisting that was why it was forgivable that he’d never thought to investigate it for signs of Broken Bridge Publishing. He and Cheri had been scouring the internet for any signs of the small company that put out those curious, limited edition modules for Spells, Swords, and Stealth, a game that had once occupied far less of Russell’s mind and sanity.
That, of course, had all been before the first module he played, when situations seemed to change despite what he recalled reading, and his friend Tim’s dice had blazed with light before disintegrating. It had been an experience strange enough to split the old gaming group apart, and though he’d forged a new one since, the second module had proven to be strange as well. Aside from trying to track changes only to have the pages mysteriously smudge, there was the issue of his party getting a chest that was impossible to open. Who put that sort of item in a module without providing a solution? Broken Bridge Publishing did, that’s who. They seemed to feel free to break all sorts of unspoken rules, especially regarding company promotion in the days of the internet. No website or listed address. Not even a social media account. If one didn’t scour the fine print of those modules, they wouldn’t even know the company existed.
Or at least, that had been Russell’s take on it, right until Cheri all but knocked down his door last night, shoving her phone under his nose until he finally looked at the screen. Sure enough, there it was, right on Double Con’s homepage: a booth number for Broken Bridge Publishing in their vendor section.
Even hopping in the car first thing that morning, they were cutting it close. It was late in the final day of Double Con, and Russell could already see vendors packing up their wares, giving up on making any more sales. That didn’t deter Cheri, who, if anything, had been even more gung-ho than Russell. Flaky as his sister could sometimes be, when she caught the scent of adventure, it was damned near impossible to knock her off course—as a poor man in foam armor learned firsthand when he took an elbow to his gut as he tried to cut Cheri off.
Russell didn’t hesitate, sliding along in the gaps Cheri created. They were so close. He couldn’t afford to fall behind. It had been several months since they started the hunt for Broken Bridge, and this was the first real lead they’d gotten. To be able to talk to an employee, to see a mundane face that would assure him all the strangeness was in his head, would be worth getting a few dirty looks as they plowed across the crowded hall.
Finally, as they sidestepped a cluster of people dressed like ninja-trained turtles in post-pubescence, it came into sight. The sign wasn’t particularly grandiose; in fact, if he hadn’t known exactly where it would be and scanned for it, Russell suspected his eyes would have slipped right past the marker. But there was no denying it was there: a plain black-and-white banner with the words “Broken Bridge Publishing” printed across it. For the first time since they’d left the car, Russell surged ahead of his sister, adrenaline and desperation carrying him faster than he would have normally dared travel. Pushing his way past the last of the crowd, he finally broke through and set his sights on the booth they’d driven hours to reach.
Russell’s heart sank so fast it may have knocked a few ribs out of place on the journey. Before him was a barren, empty booth. They were too late. So much speeding, so much hurrying, and it hadn’t been enough. They’d taken too long, and now their shot at answers had slipped away. When or if they would get another was anyone’s guess.
Slowly, Russell began to turn, but a bright streak of color caught his eye. A woman with multi-colored hair was rising up from beneath the booth, cracking open a cold soda as she did. Russell’s feet carried him closer, his attention caught by the heavy makeup and nose ring the woman wore before he noted the edge of a cooler that could be seen just behind the booth. She’d been hunched down getting a drink. Russell’s heart leapt back up twice as quickly as it had fallen, overshooting his chest entirely and lodging in his throat. This was it. He was finally standing on the precipice of answers, and the moment was overwhelming him.
Cheri didn’t seem to suffer from such grandiose inclinations, as she sauntered past him and hunched down over the booth’s counter. “Hey, you work for Broken Bridge? Because we’ve got some questions for you all about the weird stuff you’ve been churning out.”
“Name?” If the woman was fazed by Cheri, she didn’t show it, merely sipping her soda and making the demand in a neutral—even bored—voice.
“Excuse me?” Cheri seemed more annoyed by the detached response than she would have been by being ignored, and Russell knew his sister well enough to see where that would lead. The last thing they needed was to get tossed out when they were so close to finally getting answers, so he pushed his sense of foreboding aside and stepped up to the counter.
“My name is Russell. Russell Novak. And this is my sister, Cheri.”
Unlike Cheri’s demands, this got a reaction from the woman. She raised both eyebrows and set down her soda. Holding up her now-empty hand, her fingers beckoned. “You got the name right, now let’s see some identification.”
Confusion seemed to have displaced Cheri’s annoyance as she watched her brother dig into his pocket and produce a driver’s license, barely used. The woman examined it thoroughly, like a bouncer searching for a reason to keep someone out of a club. She turned it over several times, ran it under an oddly colored flashlight, and even tested the flexibility. Eventually, she was satisfied and handed it back to Russell.
“I’ll be honest. I wasn’t sure you were going to show,” the woman said. Rather than reaching for her drink, she rummaged in the booth’s contents just out of sight from what Russell and Cheri could see. “The first ones were here on day one, and since then, it’s been nothing but killing time and dealing with people asking questions I can’t answer. Wish you’d made it here a little sooner. My job ends with the last pickup or the convention’s closing. I could have been paid for a whole weekend and only worked a few hours if you were more prompt.”
“The hell are you talking about?” Cheri leaned over and tried to get a peek at whatever was happening under the booth.
“I’m talking about the book.” The woman raised her head quickly, nearly clipping Cheri as she did, and turned to Russell. “You’re here for the last one, I assume. I mean, it was your name on the list.”
From below the counter, she produced a shrink-wrapped book bearing the Spells, Swords, and Stealth logo across the top. Gingerly, Russell reached out to accept the package, staring in mute awe at what he already knew was the next step in his party’s journey. They’d been doing smaller quests since the last module ended, leveling up and gaining some new gear. At the time, Russell had believed he was laying groundwork to something grander. It was only as his hands closed around the book that he realized everything they’d done was nothing more than killing time, waiting for exactly this moment.
“Hold on a damn minute, how did you know we were coming?” Cheri demanded, not nearly so easily placated.
“I didn’t know shit,” the woman replied. “I applied for a temp job a month back and got hired. All I had to do was receive a shipment of books, come to Double Con, and give them out when the people with the right names showed up. Everything else—the booth, the cooler, all of it—was here when I showed up. I assumed you all did some sort of special pre-order or something, though why they wouldn’t just mail the freaking things is beyond me.”
She reached under the counter, scooping up a backpack and grabbing her unfinished soda. “Anyway, I’m out of here. You two already cut it close enough, I’m not getting stuck in end-of-con traffic for you people. Have fun with your book.”
“Wait!” Russell finally managed to look away from the gift in his hands, turning his eyes to the only person who’d actually managed to make contact with the mysterious company. “Did they tell you anything else? Do you have any contact information for them, even an email?”
“Nothing contact-wise,” she replied. “The email was all through the temp agency, and I remember thinking it was weird that there was no return address on the package. But there was one thing here when I showed up. Just a note on the counter. Hang on.” Flipping the backpack around, she opened a few pockets before yanking out a small piece of crumpled white paper and handing it over to Russell. “Didn’t mean jack shit to me; it sounds like something out of a cheap fortune cookie.”
Russell carefully unfolded the paper and smoothed it out against the book still clutched in his hand. Slowly, he read each word aloud, being careful not to skip so much as a single syllable.
“Only those who seek treasure will find it.”
“See? Fortune cookie shit. That really is the last thing, though, so have fun. I’m gone.” With that, the woman threw her backpack over her shoulder and set off into the crowd. It wasn’t until she’d completely vanished from sight that Russell realized they hadn’t even gotten her name.
“Okay, all cards on the table: up until right now, I’ve been thinking this was mostly in your head.” Cheri sidled up next to him, looking down at the note. “Sure, I had your back, and I was hoping to be wrong, but it sure seemed like this was just you dealing with stress or repressed fears or something. That, however, was fucking weird as shit. How in the hell did these people know we were going to show up at a con half a day’s drive away from our town?”
“Maybe they didn’t,” Russell said, still processing the words on the note. “Who would have come to this place? Who would have known about it, except the people who were actively hunting for Broken Bridge Publishing? I think the note means we have to work for the books from here on out, if we want to keep the journey going.”
“Yeah, I put that together myself, thanks,” Cheri told him. “The main issue I was bringing up was how did they know you would be among the group? I mean, she had your name and everything.”
“I was trying hard not to think about that.” Russell refolded the note and tucked it carefully away in his pocket, never for a moment releasing his grip on the module.
“You know, whatever this is, whatever’s happening, I think it gets deeper if we play that thing.” Cheri’s voice was uncharacteristically concerned, a trait she’d all but buried in herself since her final years of high school. “But if you get rid of it, toss it in one of those trash cans by the door, it will probably all come to an end. We can just keep playing regular games, ones where the dice don’t fall apart and strangers aren’t waiting for us several states away. You don’t have to keep pushing.”
“I know.” Russell turned the book over, looking at the description on the back. This one, like the last, was set in the kingdom of Alcatham. Rather than working the rural and outlying areas, however, it seemed to center on the massive capital, Camnarael, and the complex arrangement of lands surrounding it. Already he could picture the possibilities, all manner of quest threads for his party to follow. As a GM, he considered himself to be at least decent in crafting campaigns, but nothing he’d ever come up with was quite as intricate, balanced, or compelling as the adventures Broken Bridge produced. If he walked away now, that would be the end of it. For him and for his players.
“Be honest with me,” Russell said. “If I were willing to toss it in the trash, to walk away from everything weird we’ve grappled with, would you really want me to? Answer as a player, not as my sister.”
“Well, your sister is still pretty damn worried about what all of this is,” Cheri replied. “But as a player, the mystery only makes it more interesting. Honestly, I think we all want to see what comes next. You’re the GM, though. You’re the captain; you decide where to steer us. Back to safe waters, or into the storm and toward the adventure.”
“Let’s head back to the car.” Russell tucked the book carefully under his arm and tried to recall which way they’d come in. “That woman was probably right about the traffic, and we’re going to want to get some rest. Tomorrow, the party starts a new campaign in the capital of Alcatham.”
 



Chapter 2
 
A soft whistle was the only warning before the wolf felt cold steel dig into its right flank. The pain was sharp, but not too deep. Hunters had gotten in deep with their arrows before; this was wider than anything from a bow, though. A few sounds, foreign yet familiar, filled the air, and suddenly the pressure in the wolf’s flank was gone, hot blood spurting out of a now-open wound.
It jerked its head around frantically, trying to uncover the source of the attack. The woods smelled of lesser creatures—soft skin, no natural claws to protect themselves. Their flesh was what the wolf had been hunting, though it seemed they too were hungry. Or perhaps scared. The lesser creatures often killed more than they needed to feed, which was just one of the many reasons they were inferior to wolves.
The wolf’s sight fell on a new form shifting into view, the scene before it drawing its attention away from the symphony of scents. The new form gleamed in the late day’s light, its whole body covered in the hard silver that broke even strong wolves’ fangs. A long blade was at the creature’s side, no doubt sharp enough to carve through even hardy wolf flesh. This shining man was cutting off the wolf’s easiest escape route, trying to pin it in. Luckily, this wolf was old and wise; it knew the woods well.
Spinning around, the wolf tried to race toward another, narrower opening in the trees. From there, it would escape and stalk these creatures through the night until they grew tired and slack. Then it would feed, with perhaps a bit more relish as the pain in its side ached. First came the escape, however.
That plan came to an abrupt halt as another figure stepped into the gap the wolf was heading toward. Unlike the shining one, this one stank of stronger beasts, the red monsters that sometimes killed all they saw and left only blood behind. This creature wore that hide like it was her own, and nasty as the scent was, it paled in comparison to the smell drifting from the weapon in her hands. It was dark, stained, and every instinct in the wolf’s lineage screamed at it to run from that smell as fast and as hard as possible. Digging in its paws, the wolf slid to a stop, eyes and nose still trained on the terror before it.
It was this distraction that allowed another of the creatures to slip in close. It moved so silently the wolf might have mistaken it for one its own kind. The sharp tang of metal on metal echoed at the last second, but by then, it was too late. A blade carved through the wolf’s back, causing its back legs to go limp, drowning out all thoughts of escape in torrential waves of pain. Letting out a snarl, the wolf snapped its jaws more for form than necessity. It had lost this fight, that much was already clear, but it would still strike until the last bit of strength left its body.
“Fifth wolf in two days that’s come after us,” said the one who’d slipped in behind the wolf, already too far away to strike. “We need to do something about this before one of them catches us by surprise.”
“I was actually going to bring that up at dinner tonight.” These noises came from a small one the wolf had missed amidst the chaos. It was crooked and tiny, easy enough prey that the wolf could have snapped it up and run off before the others were any wiser. “In the meantime, can someone please put the poor thing out of its misery? I fear my daggers will just add more pain to the end.”
“Guess that’s my cue.” The one who stank of blood-beasts and wore their flesh stepped forward, hefting the dark instrument up into a kill pose. She muttered new noises, ones like the chittering of the smaller green creatures the wolf had hunted many times before, then swung downward.
Just before the blow connected, the wolf heard its killer mumble one last thing: “We really need a damn archer.”
*             *             *
The fire crackled as Thistle drew in the dirt. The remains of their recently killed wolf roasted on a spit. Most of it had been picked clean already, as Timuscor the knight, Gabrielle the barbarian, Eric the rogue, and Grumph the wizard had gobbled down the meat ferociously. Mr. Peppers—the boar Timuscor had adopted—was also present, though he seemed content to munch on grass and wild roots. When the first wolf had come to their camp, it had almost seemed like a blessing—everyone was so weary of scavenged vegetables and small game. But then the next one came and the next. By this point, they were all getting a bit weary of wolf meat, to say nothing of the toll of endlessly worrying about when one would finally succeed in sneaking up on them.
At least they were drawing near to civilization once more. The increased animal activity was the first giveaway, along with seeing more travelers on the roads. Granted, as wanted fugitives from the kingdom of Solium, a kingdom many in the party considered home, the party usually had to duck down or leave the kingdom road to avoid such fellow travelers, but it was heartening nonetheless. It had been weeks since their last stop at a trading post for fresh supplies, and many times longer since they’d departed the cozy peace of Briarwillow. True, Briarwillow was a town now populated almost exclusively by the undead (and a few mages doing lots of study on the situation), but they’d still had ample gifted cooks and bakers who’d made the stay more enjoyable.
Standing up to his full height–not that it was much different from that when he was hunched over—Thistle the paladin clapped his hands together. It was a habit his traveling companions were well aware meant his work had been completed, so they rose wordlessly from their seats to see what he’d been drawing.
It appeared to be a roughly-drawn map showing the road they were on, a vast circle labeled with the word “Camnarael,” and several other roads branching out in all directions, one of which led to the word “Baltmur.” Since that was their destination, it seemed obvious why Thistle had labeled it, though no one was entirely sure why he’d bothered making the map in the first place. They all knew they were heading to Baltmur; it wasn’t like they needed to be reminded.
“I’ll bite,” Gabrielle said eventually. “What is this?”
“In simple terms: a map, though I’m sure you were already aware of that.” Thistle stretched his small arm out, gesturing to the drawing and pointing at the space between themselves and Baltmur. “In more useful terms: this is an illustration of the problem our group is currently facing. To be blunt, there are two paths open to us right now. We could go north, sticking to the outskirts of the capital—” Here Thistle tapped the circle labeled Camnarael “—and eventually making our way to the lone road through the mountains that leads to Baltmur. Or we could go through Camnarael and take the road from there.”
“Seems obvious, doesn’t it?” Eric bent down, examining the map, trying to figure out what he was missing. Thistle wouldn’t have brought the issue to the group’s attention if it was this easily solved. Coming up with nothing, he pressed on. Someone had to get the wrong thoughts out of the way so Thistle would explain. “If we stick to the outskirts, we’ve got a straighter path and lower risk of running into anyone who might be working for King Liadon.”
The king of Solium was not known for his good temperament or willingness to forgive. Though they’d encountered no agents of his since fleeing the dungeon where he’d sent countless adventurers to die, none of the group was foolish enough to believe such people weren’t out there. He had a reputation for hunting down even the paltriest of deserters, and such folk hadn’t escaped with an artifact of unfathomable power—Eric and his friends had.
“Aye, that does make it a more appealing route,” Thistle agreed. “But therein also lies the problem. Once we reach the road to Baltmur, our terrain will change considerably. Though I’ve never been there myself, I know the reputation well enough: largely barren lands with little in terms of vegetation. The things that live there are tough, hungry, and known for preying on adventurers. Much as I dislike these wolves, which we’d have to deal with all the way to Baltmur’s road, keep in mind that they’re a far sight kinder than what’s waiting for us when we begin that leg of the journey.”
“We’ve managed so far.” Grumph generally wasn’t prone to pride, but in the many weeks since they’d left Briarwillow, he’d seen his friends grow constantly stronger: dispatching monsters meant to make them into dinner as well as training hard every day. He himself had been working tirelessly with the tome his teacher in the mages’ guild, Dejy, had provided. Grumph was slowly becoming more than just passable as a wizard.
“And while that has been good for us overall, it has also taken a toll, old friend.” Thistle paused, looking around the group. It was normally considered poor form to be as blunt as this situation demanded; however, given the circumstances, he felt it was a necessary overstep. “If I may speak frankly: we’re all feeling the cost of the road. Constant travel is leaving us weary. There is never enough sleep and rarely adequate food. You have all pushed through with miraculous fortitude, but the simple truth is that eventually, fatigue will win out. We need to rest. True, genuine rest, even if only for a few days. More to the point: we’d be far better equipped for the trip to Baltmur if we had some actual supplies. Remember, the hunting will be scarce, and everything we do encounter will be eager to see us dead.”
“Getting supplies is easier said than done,” Eric remarked. “The gold from Appleram has taken us this far, but between travel supplies, fresh horses, and getting our equipment mended along the way, we’re beginning to hit the edge of our finances.”
If anything, Eric was being generous in his assessment. What had seemed like an impossible amount of gold was down to only a few coins, enough to perhaps afford lodging at an inn; though, in a place as expensive as Alcatham’s capital, they might only be able to manage a single night. And wolves, while filling to the belly, generally didn’t wander the forest with sacks of silver tucked beneath their jaws.
“Are we doing something wrong?” Gabrielle was hunched down over her pack, having wandered a few feet away from the map while Eric and Thistle talked. “When Grumph and I traveled with Fritz, she rattled off prices for her wares in the thousands as if they were some paltry sum, and then acted surprised when I almost choked at the cost. I got the impression that most adventurers have more coin than we do. So far, we’ve stolen an ancient artifact and destroyed part of a god’s divinity, yet I’m down to three gold and five silver.”
The look that passed between Grumph and Thistle was telling, and Eric was about to call them out on whatever tidbit the pair was hiding when another voice spoke first. It was Timuscor, defying his generally quiet nature for an occasion other than talking to Mr. Peppers.
“We’re not taking any quests. My days before your group are admittedly fuzzy, but I know that was a big part of them. Go to the local tavern or guard station, find out what was causing trouble, handle the issues, and collect a handsome reward. Strange, though, that there was always something to deal with. You’d think we’d have come upon a peaceful town at least once or twice.”
“Let’s call it the curse of being an adventurer, rather than delving into the more existential possibilities,” Thistle suggested. “But Timuscor has struck the nail dead center. Though we’ve been training our bodies and skills to their fullest, our status as fugitives has kept us from taking on quests in exchange for gold. As a result, our funds—and equipment, if we’re being honest—have fallen behind where we might like them to be.”
Amidst the armor and weapons they carried, only Gabrielle’s axe, Eric’s sword and armor, and Thistle’s belt were still in good condition. The axe was simple enough to account for, as it was relatively new and visibly magical, and Eric had learned enough about sewing from his mother to mend the veilpanther armor, already so much like cloth. His sword was a curiosity, but as an inheritance from his paladin father, the reason it never wore down was most likely divine protection or some manner of imbued magic. As for Thistle’s belt, the contraption simply held well, even as often as he drew his daggers from it—a fact for which he was dearly thankful. Once he lost the power to call his weapons back, they might end up in dire straits indeed.
“So… do we quest? I mean, how do we quest? Just pick a direction, aim for a town, and hope they’ve got some well-paying problem we can deal with?” Gabrielle asked.
“Camnarael is our best bet,” Grumph rumbled. It was often hard to pick up tonal differences in the rough growl of a half-orc’s voice, but they’d been traveling long enough that his reluctance was noticeable by the entire party.
“Aye, that it is. In fact, it’s because we’re nearing Camnarael that I brought this to the group’s attention.” Thistle pointed down at his map, waving his hands in an expanding pattern, as if he were trying to get a grip on the massive circle labeled with the capital’s name. “You see, Alcatham’s capital is more of a conglomeration of various towns and lands than it is a single city. Unlike Solium’s capital, which was built to be defensive and impregnable, Alcatham’s was created to unite an area that had... let’s call them unexceptional diplomatic relations. True, once you get into the central city proper, things would look more like Solium, but the main difference here is that the center serves as a hub. That’s where the citizens gather for trade, travel, and of course, quests.”
“All centered right there,” Grumph added, tapping the circle in its middle. “No need to run around.”
“Smart.” Timuscor leaned over the map, taking in what Thistle and Grumph were saying. Though he wasn’t as quick as some of the party’s nimbler minds, he could get where they led him eventually, so long as there was a bit of patience extended during the more complex bits. “Normally, you’d have to go to each town to see the available quests, but if it’s all in one spot, then every adventurer can choose the challenge and reward best suited to them.”
“I get it. We ride into town, check to see if there any quests that we can handle and that pay well, then do them and buy enough supplies to make it to Baltmur,” Gabrielle said. “Just one thing, though: going into the central capital of Solium’s nearest neighbor seems like a really great way to get spotted by someone working for Liadon.”
“It’s risky,” Eric agreed. “But so is trying to press on to Baltmur with inadequate supplies. At least if we survive Alcatham’s capital long enough to do a few quests, we’ll be better equipped to deal with anything Solium sends. Your demon armor and axe are doing well, but the rest of us are running thin. Even I can only patch my veilpanther hide for so long.”
“Neither path is safe; the one that is the least dangerous is a matter of perspective,” Thistle told them. “Even assuming we don’t meet an agent of Liadon, questing is still dangerous in and of itself. We would hardly be the first group of adventurers to overestimate our capabilities and pay with our lives. Whatever choice we make, it needs to be as a group. Last time we followed my hunch, it led to quite a bit of complication, and while I don’t think Grumble is guiding my every inclination, I have learned the value in group decision-making.”
“I vote for Alcatham’s capital,” Timuscor said. “Don’t ask me to explain why, but I feel as though we’ve fallen behind somehow. My instincts say we need better equipment before undertaking such a dangerous journey, and that seems like the best way to get it.”
“Capital,” Grumph echoed. Though his own gear was actually doing well—spell books were enchanted to be extra durable—he could see the fraying edges of his friends’ equipment and bodies. They needed to regroup and re-gear in order to face the road to Baltmur with rested bodies and ready minds.
“I’ll say capital, too.” Gabrielle resisted the urge to touch her axe, a habit she’d fallen into with her previous weapon. That one hadn’t burned at the slightest contact, though, nor had it tried to fill her mind with violence and anger. Even knowing they were walking into danger, she kept her hands away from the axe until it was needed. In a way, the cursed tool had been a blessing, as only now was she beginning to realize how often she’d reacted to things by reaching for an implement of violence.
“The capital works for me.” Though Eric didn’t say it out loud, he’d been hoping the decision would go this way. Being a rogue in the forest —even an improperly-trained one—made it tough to be especially useful to his friends. In a city, there would be alleys to sneak down, locks to pick, and all manner of methods he might use to pitch in.
“Leaving me for last. I also agree that we should head for the capital,” Thistle said.
Timuscor coughed loudly, and then pointed to his feet, where Mr. Peppers was standing attentive. “You forgot someone.”
“Aye... of course.” No one was entirely sure what to do with the boar that had been summoned yet refused to turn back into mana. It was a strange creature, always a little too bright for anyone’s comfort, but Timuscor had bonded deeply with the animal, and no one had the heart to begrudge him a pet. “Mr. Peppers, which path do you vote for?”
Thistle hadn’t actually been expecting a response, which made it all the more interesting when the boar trotted across Thistle’s map and plopped down directly in the middle of the giant circle, obscuring the word “Camnarael” completely.
“Guess that makes it unanimous,” Eric said. “We’re off to the capital of Alcatham.”
 



Chapter 3
 
“Are we going to find a way to open the chest?” Tim was all but bouncing up and down with excitement at the announcement of the new module, clutching the character sheet of Timanuel the paladin so tightly that it was crumpling along the edges.
“Well, that depends on you as a party and the choices you make,” Russell told him. “This is a pretty dense module. There are a lot of options to take that lead down all sorts of paths, but they’re designed to be time-sensitive. If you choose one quest over another, by the time you get back, the second quest might not be there anymore.”
Broken Bridge had taken an ambitious, unusual step with this latest module by implementing something as realistic as lost opportunities. In most modules, the party could follow a quest to the end, and then take the next in the line, and so on. This one was designed to take away certain paths as they made their choices. True, the GM could always elect to ignore the rule, but Russell actually agreed with it. He liked the idea of opportunity cost, something he’d never have thought to introduce yet that undeniably added a certain weight to the party’s choices. Besides, somewhere in his gut was a feeling that if he didn’t play the module as intended, he would never get another one.
“It’s an interesting mechanic,” Bert said. Easily twice as wide as anyone else at the table, at a glance Bert seemed like the kind of guy who’d have stuffed all the SS&S players into a trash can rather than supporting the party as Wimberly, the gnome gadgeteer. Those broad muscles only concealed the dedicated, crafty mind Bert possessed, however; no one at the table—Russell included—spent more time studying the rules and planning for potential battles. “We’ll have to make our choices carefully.”
“I favor any quests that take us back to the forest. Gelthorn is uncomfortable in the city for too long.” Alexis had made some progress in speaking audibly when out of character, so at least now the whole table could hear her, even if they did have to strain a bit. It was always strange to see the shift when Alexis faded away and Gelthorn stepped in: the mousy brunette all but vanished under the powerful personality of the elven forest warrior.
“Forests are fine, as long as there’s a magical thread for us to follow,” Cheri said. She was leaning back in her chair, checking over Chalara the mage one last time before the game began in earnest. Truthfully, Cheri hadn’t expected to keep playing with this group past summer, now that college had restarted and her friends were back in town. But damned if it hadn’t turned out to be a pretty interesting game, and she found herself liking Russell’s group more than expected. It had been a long while since she played Spells, Swords, and Stealth with sober people who genuinely cared, and she’d forgotten how much it drew her in. So she missed a couple of keggers every week; there were always more around the bend.
“You’re all getting quite ahead of yourselves.” Russell lifted his GM screen, separating the players from him and concealing the book serving as source material. Often GMs rolled behind their screens as well, but after what happened with Tim’s first campaign, Russell rolled in the open. If things went screwy, he wanted witnesses. “First, you’ll need to make it to Camnarael, and there’s plenty of room for random encounters along the way.”
A collective groan rose from everyone at the table save Alexis, who met the news with a gentle smile.
“More wolves? Their pelts don’t even fetch that much,” Cheri complained. “Can’t we just skip to the good stuff?”
“Look, the outlands of Alcatham have a wolf problem. It’s not my fault they’re the most common entry on the random encounter table. Just hope you don’t roll something a lot more dangerous,” Russell cautioned.
Tim, always looking on the bright side, smoothed out the wrinkles he’d just put in his character sheet and checked the inventory. “At least we’ve got that magic cooking top from the trader. Only two thousand gold, and now we can cook all the wolf meat we want without sending up smoke.”
“I still can’t believe they put a stove in this game,” Cheri said.
“I can’t believe it was made by some enchanter instead of a proper gadgeteer,” Bert added, a touch of hurt pride in his voice. “The two thousand gold price tag did make it a steal, though.”
Russell let them talk as he consulted the books about the trek to Alcatham’s capital. He’d already begun hand-copying the pages as well as making photocopies of both the notes and the book, but a piece of him had resolved itself to the possibility of never catching the shifting text except with his own memory. No, what he needed was another strange event, something tangible, something that people could witness. And the only way he knew of to get that was to have the players stumble into it. Much as his group wanted to race to Alcatham, Russell was using all his self-control not to just teleport them there. If he wanted this to work, he needed to be patient, to do the module right.
This time... this time, it would work. Something would happen. It had to.
*             *             *
When the first limited-run module by Broken Bridge Publishing was released, there were a few hundred sold. Though the number seemed low, any analyst would have admired the fact that every copy produced was ultimately purchased. No copies lingered on back shelves or discount bins; none were thought to be held back by selfish shop owners as potential online auction items. Perhaps it was some well-designed marketing trick, or the fact that by the time anyone realized how rare the books would be, they’d already been snatched up. But whatever the reason, the books were bought and played in homes all over the world.
The second module was different. For one thing, it never saw commercial release. The official explanation, from those who bothered to whisper about it on barely-seen message boards, was that every purchaser of the first book was entered into a lottery, and those who won had the new modules delivered to their doors. Some people wisely wondered exactly how such a contest would work, especially since no one recalled giving home addresses when buying their first copy, but as those who won began to play, the topic had died out and the message boards were forgotten.
No one talked much about the third module. At least, not online. By this point, those who got their hands on a copy realized that they were touching something as mercurial as it was special. They all felt with one wrong word it would end, blown apart like a sneeze on a spider’s web. Though they didn’t know it, these were all people who had played their last module out properly, as well as hunted Broken Bridge for more.
Well, they were almost all such players, with one very special exception.
“Yo!” Mitch banged open the comic shop door, noting the dusty scent that hit his nostrils. It was a step up from the usual nerd BO he found in these places, but he still wrinkled his nose all the same. “We’re here for the game!”
Glenn and Terry made their way inside behind Mitch. Neither looked especially cheerful about the location—nearly an hour away from the closest of their houses was a bitch of a commute—but they’d more or less run out of options. No GM around would let the group into their games anymore, except maybe Russell, and no one wanted to deal with all that weird shit again. So getting an email from someone offering to host a game was a sweet deal, even if they weren’t totally sure how the prospective GM had gotten their email addresses in the first place.
At first there was no response. Mitch had to wonder if they were getting punked. Then a flurry of movement arose from the back of the store. A woman under a towering stack of comics staggered into view. She caught sight of the three young men and nearly dropped her burden, managing to set it down, just in time, on a nearby table instead.
“I’m so sorry. I was in the back getting more stock instead of being out here to greet you customers. Please, let me know what you’re looking for, and I’ll be glad to find it for you.” Her tone was offputtingly cheerful, at least for Mitch. Though with the short brown hair and big eyes, she seemed cute enough to try and be at least a little civil.
“We’re just here for the SS&S game. Some dude named Jamie emailed us about starting a new group,” Mitch said.
“So you’re my new players.” She clapped her hands excitedly and rushed over to the counter, which she promptly disappeared behind. “It’s a pleasure to meet all of you. I hope you don’t mind that I emailed out of the blue. I was talking to Mr. Landon over at Comics, Comics, Comics, and he mentioned you three were searching for a group. Since I’m new in town and just got a limited edition module, it seemed like kismet.”
At last she popped up, holding a hard-cover book that all three immediately recognized as a Spells, Swords, and Stealth module. They stared, still trying to wrap their heads around the fact that they’d driven out all this way to meet a girl GM. Those certainly existed, but none of the three had ever wanted to play under one. If they were a touch more introspective, they might have realized this sort of attitude was exactly why they’d had to drive an hour out of town to find someone willing to game with them. But sadly, that was not the case.
“Wait... so there’s no Jamie?” Glenn asked, poking his way through the problem as best he could.
“Of course there is. I’m Jamie. That or someone else with my name decided to meet their group on the same day I was meeting mine. And you’re Mitch, Glenn, and Terry, I assume.” If Jamie was bothered by their confusion or assumptions, it didn’t show on her grinning face. She was still rummaging about at the counter. She pulled forth a dented GM screen and a bag that echoed with the familiar clatter of dice. “Fair warning: I will still have to run the store while we play—at least until I get more employees—but as you can see for yourselves, the interruptions will be few and far between, unfortunately.”
Mitch looked back at Glenn and Terry, trying to get a sense of how his crew was feeling about all these curveballs. On one hand, they’d be committing to a game that was a pain in the ass to commute to, and since the GM was minding a store, it wasn’t like she’d be able to meet them halfway. Plus, they’d be playing under a girl, and all of three were utterly sure that girls focused on dumb shit like role-playing instead of killing and looting. Then again, she had said “limited edition” when describing the module, and the idea of getting to play something rare while all the shithead groups in town were stuck with the run-of-mill material did have a certain charm.
Ultimately, it was an issue of pragmatism over anything else. They were out of groups for the moment. Eventually, tempers would cool and people would chill the fuck out over the minor things Mitch and the others had done in-game—small shit like killing other party members because they’d gotten really cool items—and when that happened, they’d be welcomed back. It would take time, though, and during that wait, they could either have whatever half-shit game Jamie threw together or nothing at all. Well, there were the online options, but that crap was for nerds.
Without getting an opinion or exchanging more than a look with his friends—mostly because he considered himself the unquestioned leader, but also because he didn’t care what they wanted— Mitch made the decision. “Okay, we’ll game with you. Just know that we’ve already got our party dynamic figured out and honed, so don’t try and throw any restriction horseshit at us. I’m the barbarian, Glenn is the wizard, and Terry is the rogue. We’ll take an NPC heal-monkey if the game needs a fourth or just spend starting gold on a shitload of healing magic. And don’t expect us to talk our way out of things if punching is an option.”
“My, you’re just as boisterous as Mr. Landon indicated,” Jamie replied, smile unwavering. “That party arrangement is fine, and I don’t think you’ll run into too many diplomatic challenges. This module is all about finding the quest that’s right for you, meaning you’re free to choose tasks that let you chop and kill to your heart’s content.”
“Kickass,” Glenn said, finally getting excited at the idea of simulated murder.
“Just one thing to keep in mind.” Jamie grabbed her book, dice, and screen, and then headed over to a card table that was slightly less cluttered than the ones around it. “While you can go nuts on the quests themselves, getting your missions requires going into the kingdom of Alcatham’s capital. It’s a place with lots of adventurers and, therefore, high-level NPCs designed to keep the peace. I’ve only skimmed things so far, but I’d highly recommend staying peaceful while in the capital. Otherwise, your characters are going to be in for one hell of a fight.”
“Psh, that’s just what the book says.” Mitch made his way over to the table and halfheartedly moved a small stack of comics out of the way, placing them on another table. He offered up his most charming smile, which was admittedly handsome, if not somewhat spoiled by the haughty gaze in his eyes. “You’re the GM. You can pull the enemies back if they get too rough. After all, you wouldn’t want to wipe your group out too early. We’d probably lose interest in the game.”
As a rule, Mitch always found it important to establish the power dynamic with a new GM early on. Total control over the game could go to their heads, so Mitch made sure to remind them that without the players, a GM was just a dork reading a book. It would be all the easier this time, since Jamie was so desperate she’d emailed total strangers to come play. Mitch expected to be the one really running the games, even as Jamie had to the do the un-fun work of being GM.
That’s what made it all the more surprising when Jamie met his suggestion with a delighted, tinkling laugh. “Oh no, I’m afraid there won’t be any of that. The game is only fun when there are consequences. I’d sooner give up Game Mastering than let go of that principle. The choices your characters make, the things they say, the people they hurt, it all has the potential to come back on them, just like in real life.”
“But it’s not real life,” Terry pointed out. “It’s a game. That’s why we can cut some guard’s throat and take his sword if we want it.”
“Yes, you can. You absolutely can,” Jamie agreed. “And all you’ll have to do is subdue him, and any friends or allies he might have in the world. I’d suggest you keep this next bit in mind as you make your way through the kingdom: nothing, in life or the game, is willing to die easily. If you try to kill them, they will strike back with every ounce of fervor and strength they possess. Everything fights with all it has when life is on the line. Even NPCs.”
 



Chapter 4
 
In the time it took them to reach Camnarael, the group encountered four more wolves, one bear, and a dire turkey that made for a delicious change of pace once it was roasted over the campfire. There would have certainly been more had they stayed to the outskirts of the kingdom as originally planned, but with every passing day, they rode farther into civilization. True, there were still large gaps of untamed forest or festering swamp to pass; however, these scenes were interspersed with ones of modest towns or thriving villages. It made the journey easier, as they were able to intersperse their rough nights with ones on actual bedding, even if it did further cut into their dwindling coin reserves.
Eventually, the smaller hamlets fell away, giving rise to an enormous farming community that encircled a city large enough to see from over a day’s ride out. All semblances of wild lands fell away as more travelers filled the road and guards wearing the crest of Alcatham became a frequent sight. Here, at least, there would be no tolerance of untamed monsters or roving bandits. However, with the increased safety arose a need for subterfuge, and the demands of that were sitting worse with some than others.
“I feel exposed,” Gabrielle muttered under her breath, adjusting the collar on her robes for the umpteenth time.
“And I’m sure Grumph isn’t enjoying hauling that axe of yours, but we need to blend in as best we can until we’ve obtained a quest.” Thistle wasn’t sure how often he’d had to remind her that the situation was temporary, only that he would easily be as glad as she when the deceit came to an end.
Though they were all peculiar in their own rights, Gabrielle and Grumph were easily the most eye-catching of the lot. Between his being a half-orc with a spell book and her blood-red demon-hide armor, they were the ones for whom King Liadon’s people would most likely be on the lookout. Thus, to better obfuscate themselves in the crowd, Thistle had suggested the two switch their visible roles. Gabrielle’s armor was packed up and stowed on her horse, traded out for a set of Grumph’s mage robes that Eric had hemmed and altered halfway back to cloth before they’d fit her. Grumph, in turn, had strapped Gabrielle’s imposing axe to his back. While Thistle’s old friend said nothing, his minor squirming made it clear that Grumph wasn’t particularly keen on the burden.
“At least we’re almost there.” Eric’s own camouflage had been the simple addition of a cloak to cover his sword and armor—like any good rogue, he’d taken pains to avoid standing out in people’s attention.
“That we are.” Grumph’s head was tilted back to appreciate the workmanship of the large stone buildings they passed, which appeared to have stood for hundreds, if not thousands, of years.
Unlike the capital of Solium, Camnarael was not surrounded by a massive wall, nor did it have a clear perimeter. Instead, it cropped up gradually, signs of civilization and advanced architecture snowballing until suddenly one had arrived in the city proper without even realizing it. This gradual progression also meant that the streets weren’t as narrow, so they were more accommodating to the steady flow of travelers as they made their way through the kingdom’s hub. Smaller roads split off from the main at regular intervals, leading to all the various reaches of Alcatham’s lands. One of them, a narrow path with visibly less use than the others, would carry all the way up through the mountains to the beginnings of Baltmur. That was the road the party would have to go down eventually. Though, when that time came, they hoped to be better prepared for the hard journey ahead.
“Where to?” Timuscor asked. He was near the front of the group, insistent on staying close to Thistle since the gnome had also packed away his armor. Gnomes were often seen in all manner of garb and role, but to be hunkered down beneath a full suit of plated mail was unusual, and exactly the sort of curiosity that might draw the wrong type of attention.
“Straight ahead, to the building with Alcatham’s crest emblazoned atop a pair of crossed swords,” Thistle replied. “Shouldn’t be too much longer now.”
“Going to take a wild guess that you’ve been there before.” Gabrielle’s tone had taken on a bit more bite than usual, no doubt a side effect of being forced from her armor and weapon.
“As you know, before I settled in Maplebark, I paid a debt to another group of adventurers by acting in their employ. Alcatham’s quest centralization, aside from being quite pragmatic, has the added benefit of drawing adventurers from all across the lands. Being able to gather in one place and see the array of options spread out before you is far more appealing than wandering from town to town, hoping to hit on a worthy task. So, yes, I’ve been through here before, though not for quite some while,” Thistle said.
“Wonder if the mead is still good.” Grumph’s comment drew a few curious glances from the others. They knew that Thistle and Grumph’s past intertwined at some point, but since the gnome’s story of how he’d come to join his previous group of adventurers had been absent any half-orcs, they knew it wasn’t at the outset. Evidently Grumph had been tagging along by the time the old group made it to Camnarael.
“If anything, I bet they’ve improved the recipe.” Thistle actually licked his lips as he spoke, and his eyes took on a distant expression the others rarely saw, except when he spoke of his late wife. “That mead is something special, crafted from ingredients across the kingdoms, tinkered with by only the finest of brewmasters. We spent many a night telling tales and jokes over the mead served in these halls. I daresay it might be what first inspired Grumph to start his own tavern.”
Grumph said nothing to that. Instead, he raised a thick, hairy finger and pointed farther down the road. As everyone followed his direction, they saw what he’d noticed amidst the bustle before them—a massive building with dozens of horses tied up nearby and people in armor mingling about in front of the entrance. High overhead, plastered large enough for all to see, was the crest of Alcatham above a pair of crossed swords.
“Aye, old friend, we are here indeed. Everyone, welcome to Alcatham’s Hall of Adventurers.”
*             *             *
The elf was unassuming, which was hardly an impressive feat since she was paid to be so. Visible, but unseen; audible, but unheard, that was her credo. While some tried to hide themselves entirely, she’d always found that to be too risky. Be caught hiding and all attention was on you. Be seen harmlessly existing, and people’s interest would fade away as quickly as it had come. True, she employed a few magical means to assist in this endeavor, but the bulk of it by far came from training and practice. It was that experience which allowed her to complete the second, perhaps more crucial aspect of her job: to watch carefully without appearing to look.
Honestly, she wasn’t expecting much. She was only sitting at the outdoor restaurant, sipping carefully from a mug of ale, because her turn had come up in the rotation. It was a bit galling, really, to be handed down these tasks that should rightfully be forced upon the newer shadows. However, the organization put a large emphasis on fairness—a necessity, given how their people reacted to a perceived slight—which meant that, for long-term jobs like this, even the higher ups had to take a turn.
Really, though, what were the odds they’d spot some refugees from Solium marching directly down the capital’s center road? It was ludicrous; King Liadon was getting madder by the day. Still, the amount of gold he was offering was too good to ignore, so every dusk and dawn, a fresh shadow was dispatched to keep watch on the Hall of Adventurers. All over Alcatham, and likely the other nearby kingdoms as well, others were doing the same. Some rewards were hefty enough to spend time on, even if one knew they were a long shot.
It was only because of her professionalism that the elf was alert enough to notice the group making their way through the streets. According to the information in King Liadon’s offer, he was searching for a woman in red armor, a gnome in full plate, a half-orc with a spell book, and a human with a short sword. She could only imagine how many corpses he’d reanimated just to get that information, because anyone with that sort of bounty on their head was bound not to have left any real witnesses. The party trekking along didn’t quite fit the bill of what had been described—for one thing, the woman was wearing robes from the Guild of Illustrious Mages, and the gnome certainly didn’t look like he could handle a full suit of plated armor. Clothes could be changed, however, and she knew as well as anyone that a few practiced alterations were all it took to slip by unremembered.
Taking a keen eye, she noted that the group almost fit the bill. Everything lined up in terms of race and sex, save for the extra human male in thick armor and the boar strapped into some sort of side-carry contraption on his horse. That was... odd, but it was a long road from Solium’s border to Camnarael—plenty of time to pick up an eccentric knight. Still, adventurers often came in motley groups, and this was hardly the first pairing to fit the description in the weeks her organization had been watching. Chances were strong they were nothing more than yet another false lead; the real party was probably dead or halfway across the sea by now.
Despite knowing all that, the elf still polished off her drink and carefully rose to her feet, being sure not to jostle anyone or cause a disturbance. It was her turn to keep watch, and she needed to do it properly, as an example to the paler shadows if nothing else. Besides, a false lead at least held the potential to be interesting, and she would happily take that chance over half a day more of sitting around watching the road.
Not to mention the mead in the Hall of Adventurers was far better than what this restaurant served.
*             *             *
“Bustling” was the word Eric might have used to describe the inside of the Hall of Adventurers, but only because he didn’t know adequate synonyms to properly encompass the chaos they encountered upon stepping through the door. People were scattered all about, dozens of men and women in armor, robes, cloaks, and outfits Eric had never laid eyes on before. Most, if not all, of them had weapons visible: not necessarily displayed as threats, but always within easy reach. Eric rested his hand on his own short sword, ensuring he could manage a clean pull if the need arose.
Fortunately, the mood in the hall didn’t seem to be an aggressive one. If anything, people were suffering from an abundance of cheer. This was probably helped in no small part by the fact that the entire left half of the building seemed to be a massive tavern. Long wooden tables and benches ran the length of the space, barely filled even by the multitude of adventurers quenching their thirst. Servers ran up and down the spaces between tables, taking seemingly endless orders for tankards of ale along with the occasional plate of food. One rogue pie’s odor made its way across the room and Eric’s stomach tightened, remembering how long it had been since their feasts in Briarwillow.
The right side of the building, where Grumph and Thistle were steadily steering them, was filled with small counters not unlike a shop, staffed with people wearing the same Alcatham crest and swords they’d seen outside the hall. A long line of adventurers wove through the area, waiting for the next counter to free up. The concept seemed strange at first, but after a few moments in the rapidly-moving line, Eric could see why they’d adopted such a system. Some of the clerks were faster than others at whatever was happening, meaning that if they’d had their own lines, each would move at different paces. Seeing others fly by while staying stuck was bound to aggravate some tempers, and this took such predicaments out of the equation. It was a smart precaution, one they’d no doubt come up with through trial and error.
As they waited patiently, Eric’s keen eyes took note of a pair of staircases near the back of the room. One was open, and several people were going up and down as they pleased. The other, however, was flanked by a large man in exceptional armor and a half-elf woman wearing robes similar to what Grumph had been given, only far more ornate. Though they were approached by the occasional adventurer, the duo almost always shook their heads. The one exception was a woman in armor as green as the forest, who they wordlessly let pass. Working his way forward, Eric leaned down so he could whisper to the only member of their group that might shed light on the curiosity.
“What’s the deal with the guarded staircase?”
“Ah, I’d nearly forgotten about the ‘elite’ section.” Thistle didn’t bother to affect Eric’s hushed tone. Evidently this wasn’t a secret, or at least not enough of one to bother whispering about. “The first set of stairs leads to the inn where adventurers can purchase lodging—an option we may very well want to consider, as housing this deep in the capital is not cheap, and this place is well-defended. The second stairs, however, lead to a section of the building only accessible to adventurers deemed as elite. They have a private dining, sleeping, and even quest assignment quarters, so they aren’t forced to wait with the rest of us rabble.”
“Elite adventurers, huh? Who gets to arbitrarily decide what makes one of us better than the others?”
“The Hall’s oversight committee,” Thistle replied. “Though it is far from arbitrary. To be offered elite status, one must complete quests of exceptional difficulty, the sort of accomplishments that turn to legend. In all the times we were here before, Grumph and I only saw a single adventurer offered consideration. And he’d killed a dragon singlehandedly. An evil one, of course.”
Whatever smart remark had been waiting on Eric’s tongue quickly died away at Thistle’s explanation. He’d never even seen a dragon nor heard of someone who had, not even among the steady stream of adventurers who’d made their way through Maplebark. According to legend, they were impossibly strong creatures of magic, fire, and claw. Few had stories to tell of them because the good ones kept their distance and the evil ones left almost no survivors.
“Wow. That is... elite,” Eric said at last.
“It wasn’t an ancient dragon, but yes, the task was still quite impressive, which is why the amazing accomplishment was seen as such a marvel and a rarity. But I don’t want you getting the wrong idea about the people who gather here. For the most part, they are like us, fighting hard to make a living in this world. The ones who walk those steps are different.” Thistle nodded to the staircase, where a man in pitch-black robes was descending. “They exist in a world all their own. Their concerns are not ours. Whatever grand tasks they might be planning or dealing with, we have to concern ourselves with the mundane, with surviving one day at a time.”
As Thistle spoke, the line moved again, and suddenly they were at the front, waiting to be waved over by the next clerk that finished.
“Now,” Thistle said, keeping his eyes peeled for the first sign of movement. “Let us see what this next task demands.”
 



Chapter 5
 
In practically no time, a man with long brown hair waved them over to his counter. Thistle didn’t waste a moment in leading the group forward. None could argue with his promptness, as few things spurred one on like a whole queue of impatient adventurers at one’s back, ready and waiting for an excuse to cause trouble.
Despite dealing with exactly that sort of folk all day, the clerk’s smile was cheerful as the party approached him. There was a small stool that Thistle climbed without a word; it was no doubt put there specifically for gnomes who needed to see over the counter. Eric slipped a few paces back as Grumph moved forward, leaving Gabrielle and Timuscor to hold their positions at the rear. Though no one said it, everyone implicitly agreed that it was best to let the more experienced party members do the talking. However, they did huddle as close as they could without interfering, each of them curious to see how this Hall of Adventurers functioned.
“Good afternoon,” the clerk greeted. “My name is Sylan. Are you here to undertake or complete a quest for the kingdom?”
“Have to start with undertaking, as we’ve only just arrived in town,” Thistle replied, matching the clerk’s cheer with a happy tone of his own.
“Then let me be the first to officially welcome you to Camnarael. Tell me, have you handled quests from the Hall of Adventurers before?”
“Not in any official capacity, no.” Thistle paused for a minute, trying to think of how to frame the previous situation that had led him to these halls. “The last time I was here, I was something of a squire; hadn’t yet graduated to adventuring of my own.”
“I understand; we get adventurers who are new to the Hall every week.” Unfazed, the clerk reached beneath his counter and produced a thick scroll with arcane symbols along the edge. Before any of the group got more than a cursory look, he’d unwound the first section atop the counter, displaying dozens of small paragraphs in different handwriting.
“Though any adventurer is permitted to accept almost every quest, we do urge you to try and work within the realm of what you can handle,” the clerk explained. “That way the kingdom sees these problems dealt with more quickly and fewer lives are lost in the process. For those who haven’t taken work from the Hall before, we keep a log of simple, but necessary, tasks that need regular attention. How much trouble one of these gives you will provide a good idea of what you can handle and will aid us in suggesting future quests that best suit your party.”
“Aye, the quests of trial. I’d nearly forgotten about those.” Thistle leaned in, studying the scroll carefully and running his miniature hands along every line written across it. “Bad news, old friend,” he said to Grumph. “Looks as though the mandrake issue sorted itself out, so we can’t do the same one as before.”
“There were some issues with a frost ogre and his chimeras some years back. Lots of rebuilding on the outskirts, but the hard freeze seems to have solved the mandrake issue for good.” The clerk seemed impressively unbothered by the group taking some time while others completed quick exchanges at the other tellers. There was no sense of rushing as Thistle scoured the document, only more cheerful grinning and the occasional tidbit of explanation.
“Gather round,” Thistle requested at last, motioning for the others to lean in even closer. “From what I can see on here, we’ve got three options well-suited to our team’s talents. To the south, near where we came from, there have been some increased wolf attacks. Even more than we saw. They’re looking for adventurers to thin the herds a bit, with a bonus if we can kill any pack leaders. Normally, I’d say that’s a bit too risky at the outset; however, we did get a lot of practice killing those wolves on the trip in.”
“It’s a very popular quest among those who have been traveling,” the clerk told them.
“If we don’t like that plan, there’s an enchanted spring to the east that needs regular maintenance. Seems magic seeps into the nearby plant life, which then grows too fast and can choke the spring if it’s not beaten back. We’re also allowed to take all the water we like, as it has some minor magical properties,” Thistle added.
“Not the biggest fan of gardening, but at least it would be less bloody than the wolves,” Gabrielle said.
Eric gave a small shrug. “I kind of like gardening.”
“Well then, you’ll likely enjoy this last one too,” Thistle told him. “There’s an enchanted orchard of ildenberries to the north, and they’re in season. We get paid per berry we pick and are allowed to keep as many as we can carry.”
“Sounds way too easy,” Eric said.
“Which is why I was getting to the second part. Evidently, this orchard is protected by mystical guardians. No indication of what they are here on the notice, only warnings that they can be real annoyances and are dangerous if enough gather together. Seeing as there’s no requirement to kill them, though, this appears to be the most peaceful option set before us.”
“That’s only three out of way more.” Gabrielle leaned a bit more over, nearly sending Thistle tumbling from his stool by accident. “What about all these others?”
“They require skill sets that we don’t possess,” Thistle replied. “For example: many are best handled at a distance, and while daggers and spells can do much, they are no substitute for a proper bow. And as we don’t have anyone who has yet mastered the art of reading arcane symbols, I had to eliminate any quests that required too much dealing with old magic. I’m happy to break it down for you one by one later on, but at the moment, I thought it best to focus on choosing our task and freeing up Sylan for the rest of the groups in line.”
“Right. Sorry about that.” Gabrielle stood up straight, allowing Thistle to regain secure footing once again.
“Nothing to be sorry for. The desire to learn and know more is a natural, healthy one,” he assured her. “But for now, we should focus on which quest to undertake. It’s our first chance to make some coin in a long while, and I’d suggest we choose carefully.”
The group huddled closely together under the watchful eyes of Sylan the clerk, as well as another set in the room’s corner that they didn’t notice, and hurriedly proceeded to discuss which path they should take. There were some quick words spoken, and one almost-raised voice, but ultimately they settled on an option.
“Sylan,” Thistle declared, turning back to the clerk. “Please give us the information on the orchard. It seems we’re going ildenberry picking.”
*             *             *
The elf wasn’t close enough to hear which quest her quarry undertook. Getting close to them on the open floor before the counters would have been difficult, but doable, for one of her skill level. However, there was no need to take unnecessary risks, not when more reliable methods could be employed.
Technically speaking, the shadows and the Hall of Adventurers had no official arrangement, due in large part to the fact that the shadows didn’t exist, as far as the kingdom was concerned. Through the years, though, it had become standard practice to keep in mind which clerks could be convinced to part with information through the exchange of coin. By the time her prey had wandered over to the bar area, seating themselves and ordering a round of meat pies, the elf had traded two gold to learn that they had undertaken the task of collecting ildenberries.
Simple as it had been to acquire, that tidbit of knowledge presented her with a serious conundrum. Though few travelers knew it, that particular ildenberry orchard was easily among the deadliest destinations of the trial quests. True, seasoned adventurers would be able to handle it without issue, but judging from their scant armor and road-worn weapons, she couldn’t imagine this group had much experience under their belt. If they were just random adventurers, then it was a non-issue: just a few more corpses to act as mulch for the orchard. However, if these were the people King Liadon was looking for, then their untimely death could represent a serious loss of income. The missive had been quite clear: they were to take as many alive as possible, with at least two still capable of talking at minimum. Whatever they’d done, the king very clearly wanted to be the one to make them suffer for it.
Of course, the odds were still good that these people weren’t the right targets at all. She was just playing a hunch, following them around on the off chance that it was a lucky break. Trailing them into the Hall was one thing, but anything beyond this would require more commitment. The most obvious option was to slip a little potion into their ale and have them carried off to a ramshackle safe house for interrogation. It was tempting, the main drawback being that if she was incorrect, it might stir up the wrong kind of trouble. The shadows lived in the capital thanks to care and discretion; the first thing they were trained for was to never bring down more heat from the law than was strictly necessary. And adventurers, even ones as seemingly innocuous as these, could be stronger than they appeared.
On top of all that, though, she just didn’t want to deal with the others if her hunch was off. Tailing someone for information was well and good, but a snatch-and-grab of the wrong adventurers, right from the Hall, would be the sort of thing she wouldn’t live down for years. Pride was not, objectively, the best way to make decisions, yet she felt it at least deserved to weigh in a bit.
So, without any way to stop them, she needed to follow them long enough to determine if they were the king’s real targets or not. Should they prove to be the ones under bounty, she could ensnare them on the road. Should they turn out to be another in the endless string of false starts, they could fend for themselves in the orchard, and perhaps she would grab a few ildenberries while she was out to make a nice jam.
It was the smarter plan, the one that set a proper example for the paler shadows. Unfortunately, it also required that she let the others know. The elf was never one for bureaucracy—it was why she’d taken to this line of work in the first place—but someone would need to take over for her when it came to watching the road. While the others would protest, saying she was doing this solely to get out of watch-duty, no one could deny the lead was solid enough to justify following.
Which worked out nicely for her, because, in truth, she really was doing this partly to get out of sitting at that damn restaurant.
*             *             *
While Thistle and Grumph went to haggle about supplies for the next day’s journey and Eric and Timuscor set about securing the horses, Gabrielle headed up to her room. As the lone female in the party, she was the only one who’d gotten lodging of her own. Truthfully, she didn’t mind doubling up when need demanded it, but the inn only rented rooms with two beds, so with the others pairing together, she was left the odd woman out. It was a kind gesture she appreciated, even if she might have preferred to be a little closer to her axe.
These last few days were the longest she’d been away from her weapon since Fritz bargained it into her price range back in Cadence Hollow. When Thistle had first pitched his plan, she’d expected to miss her armor the most, yet within a day’s time, her hands were tingling to be near the cursed tool once more. Though she was inexperienced with magic, Gabrielle wasn’t thick. She understood that these inclinations were some side effect of the axe’s magic; it hurt physically to touch, and now she was discovering that it tugged at her mind when she was without it. That was why she hadn’t asked to take it back for the night, hadn’t made some flimsy pretext about protection in case of break-in. This time apart was good; it allowed her to get her head back on straight.
Once the door was closed and secure, Gabrielle carefully removed the mage robes. Her tenderness with the garments was from equal measures of respect and necessity. While she would need them to continue the subterfuge, they would ultimately be returned to Grumph when the deceit was done, and she knew how much he cared for them. Even if the big lug said nothing, she’d seen the admiration in his eyes when he looked at Dejy, his teacher, and these had been a gift. Until it was time to hand them back, she intended to hold the robes in the same regard as their true owner.
Finally free of the cumbersome clothes (which were frankly a bit too much like the old formal dresses of her former life for Gabrielle’s tastes), she set herself to the task at hand. In one motion, she dropped to the floor and began to raise and lower herself using just her arms. The Hall had a training area out back, and a fine one at that, but since she was ostensibly nothing more than a spell-slinger, she could hardly just walk out and start hitting targets. Thankfully, Timuscor had long ago shown her the daily exercises that knights used for conditioning. Simple, effective, and needing nothing more than solid ground to work with, she’d incorporated the routine into her daily training. Usually, it came after sparring, which she was unable to participate in thanks to her disguise. That just meant she’d have to work all the harder on her own.
Since they’d first truly set out on this path—the night Gabrielle had picked up a dead adventurer’s axe during an attack on the goblin camp—she’d worried about her strength. The others had already had talents and skills that suited them well in their new roles; all Gabrielle possessed was a lot of repressed anger and a powerful temper. So she’d trained harder than anyone, using even the smallest moments of time to add a little more muscle to her body, sparring endlessly with everyone in their party who could offer a melee fight. Every day, she worked to be stronger, to be the barbarian her friends needed to survive.
Gabrielle knew all too well that she wasn’t there yet. Her fight with the bandit leader had demonstrated that a little too clearly. That was why she’d been willing to pick up the cursed axe: no matter what it took in return, it offered her the strength she needed. It was a bad deal, but one she was willing to accept... for now. Sooner or later, her work would pay off. She’d keep growing, keep getting stronger, keep turning into a powerful warrior in her own right.
Her arms eventually gave out, and without pause, she hopped to her feet and began to do the stances meant to strengthen her legs. One day, she wouldn’t need the damn axe anymore. But until then, Gabrielle trained.
 



Chapter 6
 
“Wait, there’s a central hall where we go to get quests? Isn’t that a little... MMO?” Bert didn’t necessarily appear distressed at the description of the Hall of Adventurers, but he certainly wasn’t as jazzed as Tim across the table.
“Cart before the horse,” Cheri told him. “Tabletops were around way before video games, and in pretty much every town you go to, the tavern or inn is where you go to get quests. This is just a big ass version of that.”
“Gelthorn would like to roll a Dexterity check to avoid accidently touching or brushing against anyone as we make our way through the putrid city.” Alexis tossed her dice without waiting for confirmation, which wasn’t too shocking since it was the fifth time she’d made this check since they’d entered Camnarael. By all accounts, the team’s forest warrior was currently curled in on herself, focusing on guiding her horse away from anything that might touch them. “I got a fifteen.”
“Since its early morning, you can succeed,” Russell told her. “The streets will be packed later on, but right now it’s only a few other townsfolk and adventurers, and most of the latter are heading in different directions, probably off to begin quests of their own. If anyone wants information on them, feel free to roll Vision checks.”
“I’ll take a crack at it,” Cheri said. Tim and Bert also lifted their dice, but Alexis shook her head.
“Gelthorn would only be focused on the next few feet ahead of her. She can’t roll a Vision in these circumstances.”
“Pity, since she has the best scores of the group, but I respect your commitment to the role-playing.” Russell made a quick note on one of his many papers to give Alexis extra experience at the end of the session. It would hardly be the first time she’d earned it; no one committed to a character like Alexis. “Everyone else, throw those dice.”
The clatter of bouncing D20s filled the room, but when the dice settled, none were showing numbers above a five.
“Everyone is so focused on riding into town and avoiding hitting people with your cart that they fail to pay more than cursory attention to the other travelers around them.” Russell’s hand, ready to flip to the module’s next page and let them know who else was on the road, relaxed. That was information they wouldn’t be getting, and even if they did, there were lots of NPC groups in the module. There was no guarantee he’d remember the exact composition of warriors his players fought on the day Tim’s dice self-destructed, or that he would recognize that nearly the same party, plus a knight and a pig, were currently riding opposite his players. The low rolls, however, ensured that he didn’t even get the chance.
“We need to buy some lodging for this thing,” Tim said. “Hauling it all over the kingdom is really slowing us down.” Timanuel and Chalara were both riding horses hitched to a modest-sized cart with a fair bit of cargo inside. Most would be sold as they made their way through the city, but one piece, a treasure chest magically sealed by a wizard’s death spell, was unlikely to be emptied anytime soon.
“Oh no, fuuuuuck that,” Cheri replied. “You can’t trust anyone in the big towns. We pay for a place to stow a magical treasure chest, and the thing will be gone before we’ve even saddled our horses. After lugging this bastard halfway across Alcatham, I’m not giving up the payday that easily.”
“Tim’s right, though. We can’t bring it along on some dangerous quest. We’re just as likely to lose it in travel or battle,” Bert pointed out.
“Look, we’ve got a bunch of loot to sell, and given that a shitload of it came from a wizard’s tower, I’m betting we can fetch a good amount of gold,” Cheri said. “Since we’re in a huge city with tons of merchants, why not see if we can find something to make the chest more portable? A shrinking spell, a sack of containment, anything that lets us keep it close without being slowed down. Then we just pay for it out of our earnings and split the rest.”
“Gelthorn is trying to fight back a panic attack, so she can’t contribute to this conversation,” Alexis told them.
“We’re out of character right now; you can still put in your two cents.” Tim already knew the response he was going to get, but it still felt important to remind Alexis of this now and then.
Sure enough, she shook her head and repeated, “Gelthorn is panicking, so she can’t think very well, which means this sort of talk would go over her head at the moment.”
“We’ll bring her up to speed once we get some grass and trees around.” Bert flipped through his character sheet, taking careful stock of the remaining supplies. “Wimberly is going to need to do some serious restocking and repairs if you want her gadgets to keep being useful in battle. I’m not against the idea of making the chest portable, but let’s see how much we get and how much it would cost before totally committing to that plan.”
“I guess that’s a fair point, if a bit of a cheap one,” Cheri replied.
“Just a basic risk versus loss assessment. Wimberly knows she needs gear to keep doing her thing, and while the chest might have something of high worth inside, it could also be something useless or unsellable. That means any money spent on it has to be seen as a potential pure loss, and taking care of gadget upkeep comes before gambling.”
“Wow, you have succeeded in making the process of spending loot—which is literally one of the best parts of this game—sound super boring.” Cheri lifted her hands and began to slap them together with purposeful intervals between each strike. “Kudos, Bert. That’s an amazing achievement.”
“I think it’s smart to manage our finances,” Tim said. “We never know when we’ll need more gold for something else.”
“Yeah, except we’re walking up to a massive quest-giving center for the whole kingdom. Pretty sure we’ll be able to make back some quick cash,” Cheri replied.
“That’s a great theory, but you’ll never know if you don’t get off the freaking street and go into the building.” Despite the sometimes overpowering urge to do so, Russell never fast-forwarded his players to where he thought they should go. At the end of the day, no matter how plodding or frustrating they could be, this journey belonged to them. If they wanted to bicker in the street all morning, then that was their prerogative. Though, as GM, he did feel it was within his power to drop occasional hints about the fact that the world around them wasn’t standing still.
“Russell is right. We have to tackle this stuff in order,” Bert said. “First, let’s see which quests they even have right now. That way we have an idea of what we’re facing and what we should gear up for. After that, we sell off all the wizard tower stuff, figure out what to do with the chest, and do some shopping. That work for everyone?”
“If you should encounter any sort of magical device that allows Gelthorn to see this awful stone blemish on the world as a more natural setting, please pick it up for her. Otherwise, just get her some more arrows and herbs. She’ll take a room and try to rest.” Alexis didn’t bother looking up from her sheet, her body as bunched up and tense as her character’s. Whatever they decided, they’d need to keep it to a day at the most. Gelthorn, and by extension Alexis, couldn’t handle being inside civilization much longer than that.
“Wimberly will assure Gelthorn that her needs will be looked after,” Bert said. “Everyone else good with the plan?”
“Sure, I’ve been itching to see which quests were on the table, anyway,” Cheri agreed.
“Timanuel is fine with it, though he’ll probably want to steer the group toward a quest that helps people, if at all possible,” Tim said.
“Freaking paladins,” Cheri grumbled. “I’m at least going to make sure the puppies we pull from trees have gold sacks around their tails or something.”
“You’ll have plenty of time to bicker once you see your options,” Russell told them. As the rest of the party began the task of tying off their horses and deciding who would guard the cart, Russell flipped a few pages ahead in the module to the first section of a large table that spanned a whole section in the center of the book. Though they didn’t know it yet, this first quest was vital, both in what they chose and how they did. Their performance would influence which quests were “recommended” for them upon their return, and the module made it clear that the clerks would be hard to persuade into offering any quests that were deemed outside the party’s skill level.
This trial would set the bar for the rest of the module, and if they really wanted to haul in the loot, they’d need to put on one hell of a showing.
*             *             *
At first, Eric took the feeling for paranoia; the endless parade of people they passed was triggering his instincts unintentionally. He kept telling himself that it was all in his head, that of course people were watching them. They were heading away from the capital and riding by hundreds of other travelers who were wary of strangers. After all, Eric himself was casting a discerning eye on everything they passed, scanning for threats below the surface in the hopes he might gain a few precious moments of warning before an attack.
As the day wore on and they began to hit larger and larger stretches of empty road, Eric found himself second-guessing the paranoia. No matter how empty the roads grew, he couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being watched. There was no reason to it; he searched ahead and behind them with every turn of his head and saw no one following. Yet all the same, something in his gut twisted each time he glanced back, as if it were sensing something his eyes missed.
Eric said nothing to his friends as they rode; everyone else was already tense and on edge. The orchard they sought was two days’ ride out, and while they’d had enough money left to buy supplies for the roundtrip journey, it had been a close call. As it stood, if the quest didn’t go well, they would be unable to afford even one night’s rest at the Hall, to say nothing of buying new equipment. Each of them could feel the pressure, different from battle yet no less dangerous, so Eric resolved to keep his suspicions to himself for as long as possible. That turned out to be only until camp was made on their first night, when Gabrielle reached for the saddlebag containing her armor and Eric stopped her with a gentle grip on the shoulder.
“Got a problem with me prepping everything for tomorrow?” Gabrielle was being patient, more curious at the interruption than worried, but her eyes darted to the edges of her vision nevertheless, scouring the nearby forest for any signs of movement.
“Not a problem, necessarily. I... I guess I have a hunch...” Whatever ideas Eric had conjured about keeping the suspicion to himself, they were quickly abandoned as he took in the uncertain looks coming at him from the others. “Don’t ask me to explain how or why, but I think we were followed out of town. I know it’s crazy. I’ve looked all over, and I can’t come up with a single concrete reason for the feeling. Yet still, there’s something in me that keeps insisting we’re being watched. Maybe I’m just losing it.”
“Aye, that is possible. Between the constant battles and potential death at every turn, you’d hardly be the first to have the wheels fall off the carriage. However, I’d say the more likely possibility is that you’re beginning to demonstrate the rogue’s legendary ability to sense when attention is on them.” Despite the fact that he was obviously trying to be reassuring, Thistle looked somewhat unsettled as he made the declaration. “Though, if I’m being honest, that’s a trait I’d only heard of among rogues far more experienced than any of us.”
“Rogues can sense attention?” Gabrielle asked. “How would that even function? Do they get a tingle every time someone glances their way?”
“As I understand it, and please remember that I’m working from secondhand knowledge, the ability is similar to my power to sense evil,” Thistle explained. “It must be nearby and potent. In other words, someone needs to be really watching the rogue closely. Though my ability is powered by divine guidance, I’ve never heard an explanation for what gives rogues their additional awareness.”
“Could be divine, as well. There is a god of rogues, you know.” Eric hadn’t actually ever prayed to Tristan, the aforementioned god, but he did know that there was a debate between Grumble, god of the minions, and Tristan over who had possession of his soul after death. Perhaps getting this ability early was Tristan’s way of trying to garner Eric’s favor, although Eric didn’t fool himself into thinking such actions reflected on his talent as a rogue. The issue had been a pissing match between gods, pure and simple. It could have just as easily been about a vase as about Eric.
“Let’s debate the ‘how’ later on. For right now, how about we all just assume Eric is right,” Gabrielle said. “And if we are being followed, what does that mean?”
“Bandits, Solium, or unknown threat,” Grumph surmised.
Thistle hopped up from his seat near the newly-made campfire and began to pace, speaking as he walked. “Normally bandits would be the most likely option; however, these roads are close to Camnarael and have regular patrols, meaning a robbery here is risky. I’m not saying it couldn’t happen, but I have to imagine that any bandit going to such lengths would do so for a grander prize than the paltry amount we have.”
“They may not know we’re poor,” Timuscor suggested.
“But there were still travelers of more wealth and opulence leaving this morning,” Thistle countered. “While bandits are possible, we must logically deem them unlikely. That leaves either an agent of Solium or a threat we’ve not yet considered. Either way, our course of action is the same: stick to the ruse for as long as possible and hope they lose interest.”
“And if they don’t?” Gabrielle asked.
Thistle’s pacing stopped, and he looked everyone over carefully before turning his attention to the horse. “Then at the very least, we should endeavor to have the element of surprise.”
 



Chapter 7
 
In his travels, Grumph had seen an abundance of wonders (as well as too many horrors), but he still paused as they rode over a steep hill and the enchanted orchard came into view. It was a lovely sight in the late-afternoon sun, the ildenberries shining on their bushes like succulent fireflies, except they wouldn’t actually set the foliage aflame. Lush emerald grass ran along the ground, the sort that seemed so soft it would put even the finest bedding to shame. Throughout the orchard at regular— unnaturally regular—intervals were massive trees with thick, gnarly roots digging into the soil. They reminded Grumph of something, but he couldn’t quite figure out what. It was a concern he quickly dismissed, since they had more pressing concerns to worry about.
As discretely as possible, Grumph met Eric’s eyes and received a small, almost imperceptible nod. The others watched the exchange, careful to keep such interactions as minimal as they could. Subtle a nod as it was, the message it conveyed was quite serious: Eric still felt the looming sense of being watched from behind them. None of them had really expected it to abate, not after it had followed them so far from town, but there was always the slender hope that it might. Seeing as they had arrived at their destination and the presence was still there, that hope was dwindling down to nothing more than a spark.
“Gather round, everyone,” Thistle said, perched atop his horse and surveying the scene. “It’s time we talked tactics. Given that we know the berries are defended, our most obvious options are one: enter the orchard as a team, with some collecting and others fighting off whatever tries to stop us, or two: sending a few to sneak around while the others act as lookout.”
“Seems like the second option would take a lot longer,” Gabrielle said. She shifted slightly in her saddle, betraying a bulge under her mage robes, which were no longer quite as taken in as they had been. “Plus, let’s be honest, the only one of us that could really sneak around would be Eric. One on collection and four on lookout seems unfair.”
“Grumph might be able to manage as well,” Eric said. “He’s quick when he needs to be, and he’s not weighed down by armor.”
“Axe is still heavy.” Grumph didn’t necessarily disagree with Eric, but they’d committed to this deception fully so far. It would hardly do to have a supposed barbarian enter a dangerous area without his very noticeable weapon.
“Right, forgot about that.” Eric’s eyes twitched. He physically stopped himself from looking around. No one knew how closely they were being watched, and one glance in the wrong direction could betray that they were aware of the pursuer. “It would just be me then.”
“Which still might not be a bad thing,” Thistle said. “Remember, though they sell at five silver per berry, we’re allowed to keep as many as we wish. Supposedly, these have quite the restorative and invigorating power. They won’t be a substitute for real food long-term, but we could use them to pad our rations and stay here for a few days in order to carefully gather more.”
While Thistle obviously didn’t say it out loud, this strategy also came with the benefit of potentially forcing the hand of their pursuer. If whoever was following them hadn’t brought adequate supplies, then they’d either have to retreat to town, hunt for food, or attack the party and finish the job. There was no guarantee that the gambit would work out in their favor, but theoretically, anything that forced their stalker into unexpected actions had the potential to give the party an advantage.
“Forgive me for saying so, but I’m not sure I favor the idea of spending several nights so close to an area where we might be doing battle.” Timuscor had moved a few paces forward and was staring unwaveringly at the orchard. “We know there are guardians of some sort here, and that they will attack those who steal the berries. What we don’t know is whether or not they’ll stop attacking if we flee. Perhaps they limit themselves to the orchard, but they might just as easily follow us to camp and mount a counterattack while we’re compromised.”
“They may not be intelligent enough for that,” Eric pointed out. “We don’t even know what these guardians are.”
“Which is precisely why Timuscor is right,” Thistle said. “Trying to form a strategy without knowing our enemy’s capabilities is risky at best, outright dangerous at worst. We should see what we’re dealing with first, then either suppress it or retreat and think of a new plan.”
Gabrielle nudged her horse forward, guiding it over to a nearby tree that was far smaller than the giant trunks jutting up from the orchard, and began to dismount. “Guess that means we’re all going in then.”
“If things go bad, I could get away easier than the rest of you,” Eric said.
“You’re fast, not magic,” Grumph rumbled. He was glad Eric was getting more confident in his skills—the gods knew the young man had needed a little self-assurance—but they still had to make sure he didn’t overestimate himself. There were some threats he’d be ill-equipped to handle, and for an adventurer, one mistake could be all it took. “We go in together; watch each other’s backs.”
“Couldn’t agree more.” Thistle had already moved over to the tree and was being helped down by Gabrielle as she finished tying off her horse. Lifting the gnome was even easier than normal since his armor was still packed away. “This is as much about learning as it is collecting, so we need to go in full force, testing our enemies’ capabilities as well as how far they’re willing to pursue. Everyone gear up. We’ll do our best to sneak in, but we should probably expect engagement as soon as we’re in the orchard.”
Dismounting his own horse—a hardier one than the others needed—Grumph carefully tied the creature to the tree and rummaged through its saddlebags. Unlike several of the others, Grumph wasn’t actually stripped of his usual tools. Gabrielle could hold the spell book, but so long as Grumph had a little time to review the contents in the morning, he’d still manage to cast. Although it had been risky, even with the others cleaning up the campsite and hopefully shielding him from view, no one wanted to walk into a situation with this much potential danger short their only mage.
Grumph didn’t need to debate much on what to bring into the orchard. He’d have to haul Gabrielle’s axe, that was a given, and he never wore armor in the first place, so that wasn’t an issue. The only question was whether or not to take along his blade.
Forged from the tail of a particularly nasty breed of demon, Grumph’s short sword could make quick work of many opponents. Or, at least it had been able to before. After using it to destroy a magical crystal in his trial for the mage guild, it had been singed and developed jagged chips along the blade. Even now, weeks later, he could spot the occasional spark of lightning flickering from one chip to another. It was clear there had been some sort of effect on his sword, though whether it had made the weapon more or less stable was entirely up in the air. It wasn’t the sort of thing he wanted to test until he was sure it was safe, or the need was especially dire.
After a long moment’s pause, Grumph turned away from his horse, short sword still neatly stowed. There was already enough left to chance with what they were attempting. If he brought the blade along, he’d been tempted to use it if things got tough. That wasn’t how he needed to solve problems, though. Between Gabrielle, Timuscor, and Eric, there were more than enough frontline-capable warriors in their group. Grumph needed to learn to solve his problems like a wizard, and that might not happen if he kept leaning on crutches like his sword.
The others finished tying off their horses and getting their gear. Eric paused long enough to remove his cloak, which actually made him more visible than the armor beneath it. Timuscor had his shield at the ready and his blade ready to draw, while Mr. Peppers snorted enthusiastically at his feet. Thistle, sans armor, checked his daggers in their sheaths, being sure they were ready to throw at a moment’s notice. Gabrielle merely stood nearby, trying not to look as uncomfortable as she surely felt. Many of the group were out of their comfort zones, and Grumph knew too well how that could hinder one in battle. He’d have to be ready to cover them until they found their rhythm.
Lovely as the orchard was, Grumph had no desire to dig any graves by it.
*             *             *
Even after days on the road, she still wasn’t quite sure what to make of this group. They were certainly careful—more so than most adventurers she’d seen—but if they’d been traveling in Alcatham’s outer lands, that was hardly surprising. One midnight attack by wild beasts would put any party on guard, or at least it would any that survived. These five were always ready, always vigilant, which had made tailing them something that almost bordered on a challenge.
Actually, if she were entirely honest, the man in the cloak had been a little too keen-eyed for her taste. There was something about the way he swept the landscape, carefully taking in every detail, that had made her just a bit more careful in her pursuit than she might normally have deemed necessary. Something about him just seemed a bit too on; it reminded her of dealing with the other shadows. There was always the chance that he was a fellow rogue, but that alone wouldn’t account for the unsettling way he seemed to see the world around him. Perhaps it was nothing; perhaps he simply had good eyes. Either way, she hadn’t risen this far by failing to trust her gut, so the elf was just as careful as they were, keeping out of sight, tracking them by spyglass and training.
Although she had gotten closer to them when they finally reached the orchard, she was still too far away to hear their discussion. Most of it was easy enough to piece together using body language, though. They were debating about what method to use for collecting the ildenberries. As they started to move as a group, she quickly realized they’d chosen the wrong one. A smart group would have sent in one, maybe two, to operate covertly. When they were discovered, the rest of the party would get a good sense of the enemy, and even if the one they’d sent in failed to escape, they’d still be four strong to make a more informed plan. Yet they were all entering at once, meaning failure to adapt and react would cost the entire group their lives.
Ordinarily, she’d have pulled out an apple and sat back to watch the show, but this presented something of an issue. If this was the group King Liadon was after, she couldn’t very well just let them all die—not without losing a downright blasphemous amount of gold. But by the same token, she’d seen no concrete proof that they were her targets, and she certainly wasn’t going to come to the aid of some random adventurers who’d gotten in over their head. Not unless there was a hefty payment in it for her.
Watching as they moved, she slipped closer, still making certain to stay out of sight. Once she finally reached a place to hunker down, she began the task of checking her weapons: repeating crossbow that was fully loaded with special bolts, a few vials of emergency smoke tucked away in her sleeves, throwing knives ready to pull free at the first sign of trouble, and, of course, her daggers, which were always at the ready. Those she didn’t have to check, as she could feel the slight weight of the enchanted bracelets on her wrists. While not normally one to splurge, having her weapons nearby at all times was a trade well worth the gold.
Suitably prepared, she pulled out her spyglass to keep careful watch. From here she could see them easily, but if they went too deep into the orchard, a little help might be needed. Truthfully, she still wasn’t sure what she would do if they ran into trouble. It would probably depend on how likely she thought they were to be the king’s targets.
As things stood currently, the elf couldn’t imagine that she’d do much more than grab a few berries while they had the guardians distracted. Ildenberries would make a nice snack on the journey home, and a small recompense for the time she’d wasted.
*             *             *
The ildenberries’ glow was a double-edged sword. True, it made them easy to spot, even in the slowly fading light of the afternoon, but since the light dimmed when they were plucked, it also made it very apparent when they were taken from the bushes. If Eric had been trying to sneak about and gather the walnut-sized fruits alone, it might have been a serious issue. However, since they had Timuscor clanking around in plate armor with a boar snorting at his feet, a few disappearing glows were the least noticeable thing going on around them.
Since no one was sure just how long they would have before the guardians arrived, each party member raced to pull as many of the berries from the bushes as they could, yanking the fruits free and stuffing them into the rough canvas sacks Grumph had bought along with their other supplies. Though the ildenberries clung hard to the bushes, demanding a bit of strength before they would be claimed, they did always pull away cleanly. At one gold for every two berries, that was a wonderful discovery, as it meant no mushed half-berries would occupy precious space in their bags.
For the first few minutes, it was remarkably peaceful. If not for the franticness with which everyone was picking berries, the scene might have been almost a tranquil one—harvesting enchanted fruit in a lush orchard, afternoon sun drifting down toward the horizon, the first few stars beginning to twinkle in the sky...
Grumph stopped, an ildenberry firmly clutched in his grip. While the day was wearing on, it was still far too early for him to be able to see the stars: there was still at least an hour until sunset. So then, what was shining in the air above them? It seemed there were more of them closer to the trees—those massive trees that had tickled something in the back of Grumph’s mind. And then it happened. He saw three of the lights move, clustering together. In that moment, he knew what the guardians were, and why those damn trees had felt familiar: they were spaced out like guard towers in a prison camp, meant to allow security to keep constant watch on the surroundings.
Dropping the berry and cupping his hand to his mouth, Grumph let out a massive roar that echoed across the orchard. Since they were already spotted, it was well worth it to give his friends some warning about what they were facing.
“Tree sprites! The guardians are tree sprites!”
 



Chapter 8
 
Tree sprites were, admittedly, not the most imposing or dangerous foe. Not in looks—assuming one could get close enough to make out the details on their tiny bodies—and certainly not one-on-one in battle. Thistle had traveled long enough to know that a tree sprite on its own was frail and had only a minor amount of magic to defend itself. Fortunately, he also knew that tree sprites, like nearly all sprites, never actually fought by themselves, and that was what made them so incredibly dangerous.
At Grumph’s yell, Thistle scanned the sky, eyes quickly locking on a cluster of five lights that seemed to be growing brighter. Moving as much on instinct as thought, he grabbed a dagger and whipped it through the air. The blade smashed through the cluster, failing to hit any of the sprites themselves but still driving them apart. That was what Thistle had been hoping for. He spared only a short moment to whistle and call his dagger back to its sheath before yelling an explanation to the others.
“Tree sprites are only dangerous when they work together. They can combine their magic to manipulate the environment around them. If you see any group up, do whatever it takes to knock them apart.” Though he kept his tone calm, deep down, Thistle couldn’t help but worry. Of all the things they could have faced, tree sprites might have been among the worst opponents. The blasted creatures preferred to work from a distance, weaving their magic to do the attacking for them. Annoying as that would have been in a normal situation, today it presented a serious problem. Only Thistle and Grumph had any ranged skills, and the half-orc couldn’t cast without giving their cover away, which meant Thistle and his pair of daggers would have to keep all the tree sprites at bay.
The ring of metal on metal filled the air as Timuscor drew his sword, all thoughts of berry-picking abandoned. He rushed toward the nearest grouping of tree sprites—three of them hanging low in the air—and swung as high as he could. To his credit, the knight did succeed in making the sprites move, but only a foot up in the air, where they continued to glow brighter and brighter. Thistle hurled a dagger through the middle of them, successfully driving the group apart. Even as the weapon returned to him, he could see four more clusters beginning to form, all farther away than the first few had been. They were pulling back, trying to test Thistle’s limits. If he’d been using a bow, the tree sprites would still have easily been in range, but with just throwing daggers, they’d soon be beyond what even his trained hands could accomplish.
“Retreat!” Thistle called. He didn’t take any pride in the order, but as things stood, this was a fight they couldn’t win. Better to run off now while they could, hope the tree sprites didn’t pursue, and try to come up with a new plan when it was safe. If nothing else, they’d managed to collect a fair amount of ildenberries; perhaps they’d even done well enough to undertake a quest more suited to their strengths.
In truth, Thistle had been prepared for some resistance from the others—after all, no one but Grumph knew how dangerous these seemingly innocuous creatures could be. It was all the more reassuring when he saw the others head toward the edge of the orchard. True, they were moving slowly, but that was because they were staying aware of their surroundings and bracing for attack. Gabrielle and Eric were the closest to the border with Grumph next. Thistle, Timuscor, and Mr. Peppers were the farthest out, which was not by coincidence. The knight was slowed by both armor and duty, refusing to leave anyone to fend for themselves, and Thistle’s already-hobbled body was further held back by the fact that he was pausing to hurl daggers at every tree sprite cluster he could see.
Unfortunately, as fast as Thistle worked, there was still a group he didn’t notice. That became clear as a cluster of five near the edge of the orchard began to pulse with a new light, this one as emerald green as the grass. Not ten seconds later, a second group did the same. Beneath each of them, the soft soil rose like a hill was forming on the spot. The growth continued rapidly until the hills began to reshape themselves into rudimentary figures. These creatures of grass and dirt whipped around to stare at Gabrielle and Eric, though they lacked anything even remotely resembling eyes.
“Soil golems!” Grumph yelled. No doubt it was meant as a warning, but since Thistle was the only one who recognized the name, it did Gabrielle and Eric little good.
Despite their unbalanced shapes and thick limbs, the soil golems rocketed across the orchard toward their targets. It was like they weren’t even walking, just skating along the ground as it carried them forth. One appeared before Eric, taking a mighty swing that made a loud thud as it landed harmlessly on the ground, Eric having nimbly dodged to the side and drawn his short sword. He darted in, slicing the creature across what would have been its chest, and then retreating only to realize his attack had left almost no effect. It was as though he’d cut dirt, and the soil golem seemed utterly unbothered by it. Eric pulled back further, nearly running into Gabrielle.
She was also under attack, but since she lacked Eric’s dexterity Gabrielle was just leaping backward, trying as hard as she could to stay out of the way. Her near-collision with Eric caused her to look away momentarily, and that was all the soil golem needed. Rearing back, it struck her with a blow to the torso that sent Gabrielle flying through the air before rolling to a slow stop. Eric tried to go after her but found he now had two soil golems to contend with.
Thistle watched, racking his brain for some solution. The tree sprites controlling the golems were too far away, and even if he could hit them, there were already more green glows filling the air. When escape had been on the table, it was the logical choice, but now that they were penned in, it seemed they were going to have to fight their way out. And that was a fight Thistle couldn’t shoulder on his own. Dangerous as it might be to reveal themselves, whatever threat was awaiting them would never get the chance to be an issue if they all died in this orchard.
Steeling himself, too aware that this decision might very well doom them all, Thistle gripped both his dangers and gave the signal.
“No more hiding. Fight with all you’ve got!”
*             *             *
The blow probably would have crushed her ribs, if not the organs beneath them, had it struck unprotected flesh. Gabrielle’s eyes fluttered open, noting the fresh ache in her chest where she’d been hit. She groaned in annoyance at the state of Grumph’s robes. As one might expect, soil golem attacks tend to come with a lot of showering dirt and grass stains, all of which made the garment look as though it had been used as a picnic blanket in an especially muddy clearing. She was going to have to get it washed as an apology, even if he insisted otherwise, but that was a concern for after they lived.
Gabrielle hopped to her feet, grabbed the robe’s fastenings, and pulled the garment open to reveal the demon-hide armor beneath. Eric had been up late modifying the fabric to hide her armor under it, but the blow it saved her from had proven the endeavor to be time well spent. Folding the robes over her arm, Gabrielle scanned the area and quickly found Grumph, who was sending a blast of fire magic at the nearest cluster of green-glowing tree sprites. No sooner had the magical flames hit, sending the wailing sprites off in all directions, than one of the soil golems attacking Eric fell to the ground as nothing more than lifeless dirt. Though she probably wouldn’t be able to use it, the knowledge that the tree sprites were the weak point was still good to know.
“Grumph! Let’s trade.” Gabrielle raced over to the half-orc, her movements no longer restricted by the robes, and tossed him the dirty clump of cloth. As soon as her hands were free, she began to unsheathe the axe strapped to Grumph’s back. It burned to touch just as it always had, but it was a familiar pain that she almost welcomed. No matter how much the axe hurt her, she knew it would cause those she turned it against a far greater deal of agony.
Whirling around, her eyes locked on the remaining soil golem that was swinging for Eric. Though more sprites were starting to glow, they still had a window of opportunity. If she could draw the golem’s attention, the others might succeed in slipping out of the orchard before more dirt-monsters rose up to stop them. Her axe likely wouldn’t be much more effective than Eric’s short sword, but her armor could certainly take a hit better if it had to. Besides which, she was the barbarian; he was the rogue. It was her job to take the opponents head-on, and she’d be damned if she let Eric try to steal her role.
Letting out a savage yell, Gabrielle raced toward the golem. Although she could feel her rage bubbling inside, swelling as it begged to be let forth, she kept the anger at bay. Giving in to fury made her strong, but it also made her dumb. All she could see was battle; all she understood was driving her weapon into an enemy’s flesh. That certainly had its place, and perhaps it would even be useful in this orchard. She just wasn’t ready to surrender her faculties yet, not with an unknown threat still lurking somewhere in the woods.
Despite her scream, the soil golem paid her no attention as she closed the gap between them, choosing instead to keep swinging at the nimbly dodging Eric. Never one to waste a good opportunity, Gabrielle reared back and swung with all she could, trying to part the half-formed head from the lumps of dirt serving as its torso. Her aim was good, but at the last moment, the golem shifted slightly, and her axe went into its back rather than clipping off its head. This blow had far more force than Eric had managed, and it sent her weapon deep into the clumps of soil, burying half of the axe’s head completely out of view. Unfortunately, that was all it seemed to do, as the soil golem continued attacking Eric, unbothered by the weapon sticking out of its back or the barbarian holding on to it.
Gabrielle yanked on her axe, determined not to miss the head with the next strike. But to her horror, the axe stayed wedged in place, the power of her blow having wedged it in too deep. She pulled more frantically, keenly aware of just how exposed she was. Another pull and still no progress. Another, and this time only the littlest bit of a wiggle. It was maddening work, all the more so because she could see the ground around them moving as more soil golems began to take shape. They’d had a small window of opportunity, and now it looked like getting her damn axe stuck had cost them their chance at a quick escape. Frustration and desperation built on top of each other, and Gabrielle’s carefully-controlled anger began to leak out as she gave another furious pull on her axe.
This time, she was sure she felt her axe’s burn increase. It was only for a moment, but she was certain. It was a good thing she noticed, too, because what happened next would have driven all such details from her mind.
Rather than simply coming free, the axe burst forth from the soil golem’s back, spraying dirt all over the orchard and leaving little more than a pair of stumpy legs where the creature had once been. With nothing between them, Gabrielle was able to see the confusion, and perhaps fear, on Eric’s face as he watched the rest of the soil golem disintegrate.
“That couldn’t have been all strength. How did you do that?” Eric asked.
Gabrielle shrugged as she pulled her weapon in close. Obviously, she knew it was the axe, but that didn’t mean she had any idea how it had pulled off such a feat or how to replicate it. “No idea, honestly. Magic weapon, I guess.”
“Well, let’s hope that’s not all the magic it’s got.” Eric pointed behind her, and as Gabrielle turned, she felt her stomach drop.
Timuscor, Mr. Peppers, Grumph, and Thistle were all bunched together as they braced for assault from a near-dozen more soil golems. Grumph had used a spell to call forth his golden weapon of light and had turned it into an anchor on a rope, just like in the mage trials. Only this time, instead of trying to hook ruins, Grumph was swinging it around and aiming for the clusters of tree sprites flitting around above his head. Thistle too was attacking, flinging his daggers at every grouping even remotely nearby. He managed to clip one of them, and a soil golem fell, but the others were all moving farther and farther out of reach. Soon, even his best throw wouldn’t be enough. Timuscor had chosen to focus on melee and defense, planting himself firmly in front of Grumph and Thistle with his shield raised and his sword drawn. At his side, Mr. Peppers stood stalwart, tusks at the ready to do what little he could when the golems reached them.
“This is dragonshit. There has to be a way to stop those golems,” Gabrielle muttered.
“Dire as the soil golem situation is, I was actually pointing to that,” Eric said, thrusting his finger higher, over the heads of the rest of their friends.
Up in the sky was the largest cluster of tree sprites Gabrielle had yet seen. There were dozens of them, all twinkling together, and while they hadn’t begun to glow yet, there were occasional flashes of color rippling across them. This wasn’t the emerald green of the lush grass either. It was red: a crimson as deep and dark as spilled blood.
Which was, Gabrielle had to assume, probably not a good sign.
 



Chapter 9
 
Had she planned this out as a training exercise for the rookies, the elf could hardly have crafted a situation where things went to hell faster. In the span of less than a minute, she’d both gotten confirmation that these were indeed her targets and also seen them get into an almost-certainly deadly situation. If only the king hadn’t specified the need to keep some alive, she could have sat back and let the tree sprites do the hard part for her. But no, if she wanted to collect that ridiculous sum of gold, then at least a couple of these adventurers had to live. And that meant doing something that made her skin crawl—lending aid to those in need.
Dashing across the forest floor as though it were as steady as a stone road, she crossed into the orchard with a raised crossbow in one hand and a set of throwing daggers in the other. She hurled the daggers—far sleeker and thinner than the ones the gnome was using—through the air, catching a cluster of tree sprites by surprise. Lifting her crossbow, she spared a few moments to line up her shot and fired. The bolt soared through the air, knocking apart one cluster and then continuing on to hit a second. In only a few seconds, three of the soil golems had dropped back to the ground where they stayed as nothing more than dirt. Smacking her crossbow’s lever to quickly load a new bolt, she surveyed the battlefield.
Thanks to her help, the group was beginning to get its bearings. The woman in red had already smashed through another golem. If the elf pressed the attack, they’d manage to get free without issue. The elf couldn’t just save them, though. If she did, then as soon as the sprite problem was dealt with, she’d have a full group of adventurers to contend with. She’d certainly seen tougher warriors in her day, but they were fighting with a desperate passion one rarely encountered in adventurers. It was a fight she could probably still win; however, being a good shadow meant not undertaking those sorts of uncertain battles in the first place. Instead, she’d lean on the old tried-and-true hostage tactic. Close as they all seemed, if she could poison one of them, the rest would do as she demanded to get the antidote, even if it meant they were marching toward their own death.
The elf dug into the sheath at her side, grabbing another dagger and aiming the crossbow. Again, the dagger whistled through the air; her position allowed the elf to easily clip groups too far away for the gnome to reach. Her crossbow, however, was set at a lower angle than before. Taking careful aim, she picked the biggest target without armor that she could find and fired. They’d had time to notice her by now; the party likely thought she was just a helpful passerby jumping in to lend aid. They’d never be expecting an attack from someone who had started off aiding them. So long as her aim was true, which it almost always was, the bolt would easily find its home and she’d have her hostage.
Though the attack sailed perfectly across the battlefield, on course with the half-orc’s unarmored torso, a sudden shift in movement put gleaming metal in front of it. The crossbow bolt hit the material with an audible ding and then fell uselessly to the ground. The knight had taken the attack. No, he’d been waiting for the attack. Now that she was looking at them properly, the elf could see the steady caution in their eyes as they watched her. She hadn’t fooled them in the slightest, and none of them were the least bit surprised.
They’d known she was coming. Known she was there. That should have been impossible. But, dented as it momentarily was, the elf’s pride didn’t prevent her from seeing the obvious truth. It was a development which might complicate things in the long term, as one of them was clearly more perceptive than she’d realized, but for the moment, it changed nothing. She had to keep them safe from the tree sprites while also managing to poison at least one. This just meant the job might be a touch more difficult than she’d expected.
Quickly hitting the lever to reload, she took stock of the situation. Her attacks had dropped enough soil golems to give the party a bit of breathing room, and they were using it to move closer to the clusters of sprites that had been out of reach. A few more shots and the elf could have easily ended the threat, but she was down to three bolts in her crossbow and reloading was obviously off the table. While she had other poison-based options, none were as convenient or strategically sound as attacking from a distance. Since the group seemed to be turning the tides against the sprites, she decided to attack while the golems still provided her cover.
Since the knight was guarding the half-orc, she changed targets. The barbarian was too well-armored, and she’d seen the way the man in the veilpanther armor could dodge. Luckily, she still had a gnome to attack, and a hobbled one with no armor at that. He’d even done her the service of getting a bit of distance from the group as he threw his blades—ones clearly meant for hand-to-hand combat rather than tossing—at the tree sprites. Twisting about to reorient her aim, the elf lined up another shot.
Footsteps on grass were all the warning she got, but it was still more than enough. Firing off her bolt, the elf jerked toward the sound without even waiting to see if she’d made contact. Rapidly approaching—running, really—the barbarian woman hurtled across the orchard with her axe raised high. The elf had seen how hard that axe could be swung, so she quickly switched from offense to defense, taking a step back and readying for the attack.
It was a solid strike, backed by training and determination as the weapon whistled uselessly through the air. Although she preferred to avoid melee engagement whenever possible, the elf had long ago learned the importance of being able to handle oneself in any situation, which was why her movements seemed effortless as she stepped out of the way of one attack after the other. Still, this was dangerous. If even one of those attacks landed, it could do serious damage, crippling her mobility and leaving her at their mercy. But pulling her daggers meant getting in close to the red-armored woman, and the elf had no desire to make such a risky move. Instead, she used her free hand to pluck a vial from one of the many pockets in her outfit and hurled it to the ground.
The sudden rush of purple gas took the barbarian by surprise. She began to cough and choke in the middle of the cloud. As for the elf, she’d held her breath and used the chance to dart away while her enemy was distracted. If only the gas was poison; the battle would more or less be over. However, the dangers of throwing poison gas in proximity to oneself far outweighed the gains. Instead, the purple fog would only slow the barbarian, leaving her lightheaded and perhaps a bit daft for several minutes. By then, there would be nothing her axe could do.
A whistle through the air caught the elf’s attention. On instinct, she whirled her cloak, barely knocking aside the dagger that had been flung at her. If not for her cloak’s wards and reinforced material, she might still have been pierced, but as it was the dagger clattered uselessly to the ground before vanishing back to the gnome’s side.
Finally able to see the battlefield after the barbarian’s attack, the elf realized that the adventurers had almost succeeded in eliminating the remaining soil golems. That was bad news, as it meant they’d soon be free to focus on her. However, her eyes also caught the small wound on the gnome’s shoulder, a perfect slice along the shirt and skin. No soil golem could make an injury so precise, which could only mean her bolt had grazed him. Given how potent a poison she’d used, a graze was more than enough to incapacitate such a small creature. She smiled, raising her free hand in the air to call for a halt in the battle.
“While it might seem as though we’re still fighting, the truth is that I’ve already won. You see—”
A bursting noise from the ground drowned out the rest of her words. Thick red roots tore upward, completely surrounding the elf before she had a chance to move. She leapt upward, determined not to be caught in some damn sprite cage, but the roots converged around her, intertwining and tightening even as she went higher into the air. As she was turned about, the elf got a glance into the sky, where dozens of sprites were glowing the same dark red as the roots around her. What was even worse, though, was that she was getting higher even as the roots wove themselves into a form that was both familiar and terrifying.
They were forming a hand, and she was trapped right in the cursed thing’s grip.
*             *             *
“Somebody drop a prayer to Grumble and tell him we appreciate the freebie,” Gabrielle said, biting back another coughing fit as she watched the towering monster with the elf in its hand grow bigger by the moment. “And then we should probably all run like hell.”
“Seconded,” Eric agreed. He leapt over the remains of a crumbling soil golem while Grumph threw his anchor rope into the last nearby cluster. More tree sprites were grouping up, but there were far fewer than had been around before. It seemed they thought this new monster would be more than up to the job, and Eric wasn’t inclined to disagree. Which was why they needed to beat a hasty retreat.
“The gods are on our side.” Timuscor and Mr. Peppers, both covered in dirt from fending off soil golems, made their way over.
It didn’t escape Thistle’s notice that Timuscor was walking with a limp, nor that his shield arm wasn’t fully raised. He’d taken a beating so the others wouldn’t have to, and the gnome would be sure to mend his injuries as soon as possible. Unfortunately, that wouldn’t be quite as soon as the others were hoping.
“I think... I think I have to save her,” Thistle said, earning shocked looks from everyone, even Grumph.
“Her? The elf who stalked us for two days, tried to suffocate me with smoke, and took shots at you and Grumph?” Gabrielle said. “That’s who you want to save?”
“I didn’t say I wanted to. I said I think I have to,” Thistle corrected. “She did attack us, yes, but all her shots were to wound. And she also probably saved our lives by attacking the tree sprites. Whatever she wants, whatever game she’s playing, she ultimately helped us. More than that, though... I just don’t get a feeling of evil from her. Perhaps I’m still not fully aware of how to use my paladin sense, but in a moment like this, I feel that Grumble would let me know if I were dealing with an evil person. Because if she’s not, then that means I have to try and help. That is, unfortunately, part of what it means to be a paladin.”
“Then we’ll help, too,” Grumph said. He looked at the still-forming monster towering over them. “Somehow.”
“Ordinarily, I’d try to talk you all into leaving, but since we’ve got little time and none of you would listen, I’ll skip that part,” Thistle told them. “There might be a way to stop that thing. It’s a long shot, and if it fails, we’ll be in much greater danger, but since I doubt any of us can beat that monster in combat, it’s the best option we’ve got. See how almost all of the nearby tree sprites are glowing red, powering that root monster?”
“Sort of hard to miss at this point,” Gabrielle said.
“Aye, it is a spectacle. However, it’s important because it means that they’ve committed more to offense than defense. There’s too many of them to try and attack; even if a few were driven off, there would still be enough to keep the spell going. So what we need to do is split their focus, make them panic, and hope the magic comes undone,” Thistle said.
Grumph studied the situation carefully, a good idea of what Thistle had planned already in his head. Still, it was best to be sure they were on all on the same page. “How?”
“Quite simple, really. We attack the only thing they care about.” Thistle raised a small finger and pointed to the gigantic tree where the tiny troublesome guards had poured out of in the first place. “There is a reason they’re called tree sprites, after all.”
 



Chapter 10
 
It wasn’t really much of a plan, which was perhaps why everyone felt so comfortable with it. Grumph and Timuscor—and of course, Mr. Peppers—would rush toward the tree where Grumph could unleash his fire spells. Timuscor would act as shield and sword in case the tree sprites tried to counterattack before the burn began in earnest. Meanwhile, Thistle, Eric, and Gabrielle would work to keep the root monster from interfering, as well as make sure more soil golems didn’t surround them. As soon as the tree was on fire, they hoped the sprites would rush to save their home. At that point, assuming the root-creature collapsed, they’d grab the elf and run like hell. Once the tree sprites had finished putting out the flames, Thistle reminded them, they were going to be extremely unhappy.
So far as Eric was concerned, it might not be the worst thing in the world if the plan didn’t come to fruition. Yes, he wanted to escape with his friends, but he wasn’t quite sold on the rescue attempt. There was something about this woman—the certainty with which she’d moved, the skill when she fought, even the way she’d confidently tried to halt the battle—that was unnerving. She was strong, dangerous, and while Thistle might not sense evil, Eric was sure as the nine hells that she wasn’t good. If their first attempt failed, Eric wasn’t going to sign on for a second. Instead, he’d scoop the gnome up and carry him off the battlefield. There might be some anger and even a few dagger wounds for his trouble, but those would be a price worth paying if it kept his friends alive.
That would come later, if it came at all. For the moment, he had to keep himself concerned with helping to corral the root creature. It had finally stopped shifting, and as such had taken on a consistent form. Easily fifteen feet tall, it had two thick legs with wide feet, and a massive torso. Its two arms, far too long for its frame, ended in clawed hands, one of which was wrapped around the elf. Its head was almost kobold-like, except instead of simple spines, it had sharp roots jutting up at intermittent angles, and a mouth full of sharp stick-teeth. Eric wasn’t even sure why it had a mouth, since the whole thing was formed of interwoven roots that he could see right through, meaning anything it ate would just tumble through its gullet.
Looking at the creature’s composition gave Eric an idea. It was a mad one, certainly, but since he had neither Thistle’s range nor Gabrielle’s axe, it was the only thing he could think of that might actually help their situation. After all, their goal was to keep the monster distracted, and he imagined this would grab at least some of its attention.
Without running the idea by Thistle or Gabrielle, aware that they’d certainly try to stop him, Eric darted ahead, bounding over the bushes and lumps that were once soil golems to arrive at the interwoven feet of the creature. Leaping upward, Eric hooked a hand around the roots comprising its leg and began to climb. Though the material was rough and dug into his hands, he was able to get a firm grip and ascend steadily. When he was halfway up the leg, Eric released one hand, yanked his short sword free, and began to hack away at the section of the appendage where the roots looked the thinnest. They were tough and fibrous, but while his weapon lacked the punch of Gabrielle’s cursed axe, it had once been strong enough to serve as a paladin’s blade. Eric didn’t know much about his father, who had passed away when he was still a small boy, but at the moment, all he cared about was the man’s ability to choose a good sword, which he undeniably had. Even with attacks as comparatively weak as the ones Eric could muster, he still managed to sunder chunks out of the roots after three or four blows.
Having pierced through one section, Eric found himself staring at a large, oddly-shaped fruit. It was covered in dirt, like it had been buried deep below the earth, and somewhat resembled a fist-sized ildenberry, though it lacked the distinct glow of those on the bushes. Sheathing his blade, he grabbed the fruit and tossed it into the sack at his hip, then set about climbing once more.
Seconds later, one of the creature’s clawed hands took a swipe at him. Eric barely managed to dodge. Terrifying a moment as it was, hanging for dear life on the leg made of roots, it was also extremely encouraging.
He was definitely managing to keep the thing’s attention.
*             *             *
The elf should have been consumed by terror or crippled with a blind panic driving all common sense from her brain. In reality, she was more awash with shame than anything else. How many times, in how many lectures, had she told the paler shadows the importance of keeping an eye on the whole battlefield at once? Yet today, amidst a sky of tree sprites, she’d gone and let her attention center on her immediate opponents, forgetting the secondary threat. It was amateur stuff, really, and she fully intended to use it as a learning opportunity, as well as a bit of a humbler. Of course, she also had zero intention of ever letting the others find out about the situation. Personal growth was all well and good, but she had a reputation to uphold.
Letting the crossbow fall from her grip so it clattered loudly against the palm of the root-hand holding her, she made an identical gesture with each hand. There was a glow of purple from the bracelets around her wrists, and suddenly she was clutching her daggers. They felt good, a reassuring weight to hang on to as her captor swung her around through the air. Wasting no time, she began to saw at the nearest root. It was tough, but her blades were honed to a fine edge and had a bit of magic atop them. All she needed was a small space, big enough to shove a gnome through, and her trained flexibility would handle the rest.
While she was chopping away at the cage binding her, the elf was treated to a fascinating sight below. The human in veilpanther armor was actually climbing up the monster’s leg. Simultaneously, the gnome and axe-wielding woman alternated attacking its feet and the tree sprites, who were trying to summon more soil golems. Farther away, she could just make out the half-orc as he threw a bout of magical flame at the nearest massive tree. It seemed to catch, but the burn was a slow one. Not surprising; creatures like these would surely ward their home. If the fire hadn’t been magical, it probably would have sloughed right off the bark like water. Still, it was doing a bit of damage, and some of the few tree sprites that weren’t part of the red cluster zipped through the sky to defend it. There they met the knight and his pig, who refused to let a single one pass as another flame spell was cast.
It was a befuddling moment, altogether. They’d been on the verge of death when she arrived, so why were they trying to mount an attack instead of fleeing for their lives? This root-beast wasn’t guarding some massive treasure to plunder; it was just protecting the orchard. There was no incentive for them to destroy it. She was the only one in any actual peril.
At that moment, an idea struck her that was so ludicrous, so utterly insane, that she actually stopped sawing for a few seconds. They couldn’t be... they weren’t trying to save her, were they? She’d openly attacked them, and it seemed the whole party was aware that she’d been on their trail; hell, they might have known she was on them since the capital, though the very idea smarted a bit. So why would they do something as insane as try to rescue her? It didn’t make any sense, and so the elf was forced to dismiss the idea outright, pushing the madness out of her head and focusing on sawing through her cage.
It was impossible to work without seeing what was occurring below, however, and as she made progress, so too did the half-orc. A third spell had been thrown, and this one actually seemed to be gaining traction. If the plumes of rising smoke didn’t prove that, then the fact that the monster’s path suddenly changed certainly did. With one massive step, it altered its course, now heading directly for the half-orc attacking the tree.
She was almost certain these people were either idiots or touched in the head, but on the offhand chance that they actually had a plan, she hoped they kicked it into gear soon. Otherwise, there was no way she’d be able to collect that bounty.
*             *             *
Gabrielle had managed to take out a few chunks of the dense roots composing the monster’s feet, even if it had meant rolling out of the way when it tried to kick her. The only thing saving her from dealing with its claws was that both were occupied. One was holding on to the elf while the other futilely tried to knock away Eric, who was chopping away small sections of root as he ascended. With Thistle flinging daggers at tree sprite clusters to keep the soil golems at bay, it seemed they’d hit upon a functional strategy for containing the monster.
Until the giant mass of animated roots changed course, that is.
Taking a sharp turn, it walked toward the tree Grumph had finally succeeded in setting alight, albeit only slightly. With those giant legs, it would make the trip in no time, so Gabrielle redoubled her efforts, striking at its feet and heels, working desperately to get the damn thing’s attention back on her. Unfortunately, she might as well have been slapping it with a twig for all the notice her opponent paid her. Even the kicks to dislodge her had ceased; she was no longer a target worth even the barest of consideration. Although this really wasn’t the time to get offended, she still found the idea of being completely ignored infuriating.
This time, rather than try to push the swell of anger down, Gabrielle fueled it, allowed the simmering rage to build, grow, and eventually swallow her completely. Tactics and clear heads had their value in battle, but not at this moment. Right now, all she had was a task and an enemy. She had to slow this giant red-root bastard down, and the harder she swung, the better chance she had of pulling that off. The ever-present pain of the axe grew more powerful, reacting to her fury. It liked when Gabrielle allowed her anger to run wild. She didn’t give two goblin shits what a cursed object thought or liked, as long as it gave her the power she needed.
Charging forward, letting out a scream that would at both wake the dead and convince them that perhaps they were best off staying in their coffins, Gabrielle swung her axe at the monster’s left heel. This time, she tore off a chunk of it, a whole section of root blasting away like it’d been struck by a cannonball. It was a good attack, but it wasn’t enough. The creature continued forward, lurching toward Grumph, Timuscor, and Mr. Peppers. Two more steps and they’d be within its reach, which meant that, no matter what, she couldn’t let it have those two steps.
“Listen up, axe, I don’t know how in the nine hells you work, but if you’re still willing to trade flesh for power, then let’s make a deal.”
*             *             *
Grumph had grown as a caster by leaps and bounds since first picking up the dead wizard’s spell book. He’d mastered several new spells, learned a great deal about how magic worked, and even won a place inside the mages’ guild. Unfortunately, no matter how hard he worked or studied, there were some aspects of being a wizard that only long-term training could improve, and the depth of his mana pool was one of them. Between shooting magic at the clusters of sprites, conjuring the golden weapon to fight with, and now trying to light the tree on fire, he was almost completely tapped out.
While Timuscor fought bravely behind him, Grumph dug deep, trying with all he had to summon up just one more spell. The impending thuds of the approaching root-monster were certainly helping with motivation, but not focus. If the third fire blast had not managed to catch the tree aflame, Grumph might have given up the cause and tried to reason with Thistle. But now he knew it could be done. It took a focused shot near where the branches were thickest, something he’d managed the first time by sheer chance. Grumph’s best guess was that the trunk was more heavily warded than the branches; the relative lack of protection on the branches gave the fire something to cling on to and spread. Another blast might be enough to get a real blaze going, assuming Grumph could live long enough to cast the damned spell.
Risking a quick glance over his shoulder, Grumph’s entire train of thought nearly derailed at the sight that met his eyes. Gabrielle’s blonde locks had turned pitch black as she ran forward, eyes trained on the monster who would soon be able to reach him. With one swing, she sank her axe into a damaged section of its heel. The blade didn’t seem to cut as much as cause everything it encountered to explode outward, sending chunks of red, intertwined roots spinning through the air. With that lone attack, Gabrielle had crippled her enemy, leaving the remains of its shattered foot unable to bear its weight. The beast tilted to the side, slowed but not stopped. Gabrielle, on the other hand, seemed to stagger in place. Although it was hard to tell through her demon-hide armor, Grumph was almost certain he saw trickles of blood running down her arms. A lot of blood.
This fight couldn’t go on any longer. His friends were risking life and limb, and sooner or later, one of their gambles would fail. Pulling together every last scrap of mana he could, more than he even thought he had left, Grumph took careful aim and let loose another fire blast. The effort was incredible. For a moment, his vision blurred, and the half-orc genuinely feared he would faint. Then it all stabilized, and he saw perhaps the most beautiful thing he could have ever pictured.
Fire.
Glorious, destructive fire was torching across the branches, slowly catching on the tree’s trunk. The sharp sound of a bell shrieked through the air, and suddenly the red glow vanished as the sprites descended on their tree, stamping and slapping to try and put out Grumph’s fire.
Moments later, the first of many massive cracks echoed through the orchard as the root monster, now without the magic needed to sustain it, began to come apart. It was exactly what they’d been hoping for when Thistle had hatched his plan to save the elf.
Except for the fact that she was still clutched in the remains of the creature’s hand, which had been swung high overhead. As the roots gave way, so too did the elf’s cage, sending her plummeting toward the ground below.
*             *             *
It was a... suboptimal situation. There was almost no warning before the cage broke apart, allowing the elf only the briefest of moments to reorient herself. Not that it did much good, since the whole damned thing came undone all at once. Her crossbow went tumbling out only a few seconds before she did, clattering to the ground amidst the tumble of breaking roots. With the few seconds she had left, the elf dismissed her daggers, preferring to try and use her hands for gripping if at all possible.
When her footing vanished and she went into freefall, her mind stayed steady. This would be a far drop, no doubt about it; however, if she controlled her body well, she might get away with only a broken leg or two. Not the greatest position when surrounded by people she’d shot at, but they didn’t seem the type to kill her outright. As long as she could bluff for her life long enough to take one of the potions hidden in her pockets, she’d be able to recover and either attack or sneak off to think of a new plan.
The downside to her keen mind pushing away the panic was that, as she fell, the elf saw when a chunk of roots sank into the soft grass with their sharpened ends sticking upward. She was also able to realize that this area was precisely where she would land, and in mid-freefall, there was no chance of reorienting herself. Searching for a handhold to grab on to, the elf realized that there wasn’t one in her range. No matter what she did, no matter how she twisted and turned, she would almost certainly die on impact.
At that thought, panic suddenly didn’t seem like such a bad idea.
Just when she was on the verge of true desperation, however, the elf felt a hard impact in her ribs. Twisting her head, she realized it was the man who’d been climbing the root monster’s leg. Since the damn thing was collapsing from the top down, he’d been able to hang on longer than she, and had used his perch to sack her in the side. For a moment, she thought he was trying to kill her first, adding insult to injury. Then, as she noticed their change of course, the elf finally understood. This brave idiot was saving her life. Throwing himself into her had knocked both of them into a new course, one that would still result in impact with the ground but that didn’t also come with sharpened roots waiting to impale them.
They both hit the dirt and rolled, limbs intertwined as they bounced along the orchard’s lush grass. When they finally came to a stop, she briefly contemplated re-summoning her daggers while he was confused. As it stood, she couldn’t rightfully attack him, but they’d make a good defense in case he decided to take a few stabs at her. Learning from her last mistake, she lifted her head to assess the field for other dangers.
Standing around them were the rest of his friends, bloody and battered, but with plenty of strength left to strike if she made a single move of aggression. Carefully extricating her hands, she lifted them overhead in a sign of surrender.
“How about a truce while we all escape? Because, in case you didn’t realize it, those sprites are going to be pissed once they put out their tree.”
 



Chapter 11
 
Though he’d been the one to insist they save her, Thistle didn’t trust the elf. She was perfectly obedient as they made their escape, always keeping her hands in sight and never trying to run out from between Grumph, Gabrielle, and Timuscor. Had his friends been fresh and fit, it might not have been such a worry, but the battle had taken a massive toll on them. While Gabrielle’s hair was back to normal, she was still seriously wounded. Thistle had done a quick bit of healing magic as the root monster fell apart; however, real treatment would take far longer than they had on the battlefield. Add in that Grumph had spent every bit of his magic and Timuscor’s visible limp, and anyone with sense could see that they were weakened.
This woman definitely had sense, too. Thistle had watched how she fought; her dexterity and skill were certainly noteworthy, but it had been the way she thought on her feet that impressed him the most. She was always aware, always calculating. Though they’d caught her momentarily off guard, he didn’t believe for a second that she’d actually given up. It was just a matter of her waiting for the right opportunity. And when that moment came, he’d need to be ready to act. Otherwise, she might do far worse than just escape.
They cut a quick pace out of the orchard. Even once they were past the boundary, they kept going, all the way back up the hill to where the horses were tied off. With the sun nearing the horizon, there was no chance they’d make any headway back toward Camnarael, so instead they led the horses deeper into the forest—which they hoped would be far enough away from the sprites—and set about making camp. The endeavor quickly became complicated, however, as the majority of the party stayed gathered around their prisoner, watching and waiting for any signs of trouble. She seemed to notice, and with her hands still very pointedly raised, the elf began to speak for the first time since they’d caught her in the orchard.
“So, I think we all need to have a conversation. At the moment, you’ve got me in a bit of an awkward position.”
“Being captured will feel that way,” Gabrielle said.
“Not really what I meant. See, the problem I have is that I came after you all to try and collect on the bounty King Liadon stuck on your heads. It’s nothing personal, just gold. However, in the course of trying to do so, your friend over there”—she paused to nod at Eric—“saved my life. And that’s the problem, you see.”
“Are we supposed to believe that you’ve had a change of heart?” Eric leaned forward, staring at their prisoner with an expression more curious than angry.
“By the gods, no. I’m not even sure I have a heart to change,” the elf told them. “But I do have my pride as a rogue, you understand, and Tristan’s teachings are crystal clear on the subject of blood debts. If it were a murky situation where you’d just lent me some aid, like I did shooting those sprites while you were all surrounded, I might have some room for doubt. But what you did, knocking me out of the way from those root-spears... it unquestionably saved my life. Trust me, if I could think of a way where that weren’t the case, I’d have wriggled out of this conundrum by now. I owe you something more than coin can pay. I owe you life. And ordinarily, that would put me in a terrible position. I mean, I’d be unable to attack you, or even your loved ones, without violating the edicts of the god of rogues. Fortunately, for me—not you—I happen to have life to trade.”
Lowering one of her hands slightly, the elf pointed to Thistle, who turned around as if he were expecting an attacker to be sneaking from the woods.
“I shot your gnome friend with a poisoned crossbow bolt less than an hour ago. By now, he’s got to be feeling the first symptoms: fever, twisting stomach, spots in the vision. In another two hours, he’ll be bedridden, and after that, he’s got maybe a day at the most. My original plan was to use him as a hostage, keeping the poison at bay with small doses of the antidote, to make the rest of you turn yourselves in. But seeing as we’re in this position, I’ll offer a new deal: I pay my blood debt by curing the poison entirely.”
The group, with the exception of Grumph and Timuscor, turned to look at Thistle in shock. He, meanwhile, kept staring at the elf, taking note of the smug smirk on the corner of her mouth. She’d thought this through carefully, probably been planning it out since the moment they caught her in the orchard. It meant losing her leverage; however, she could always just poison them again once the blood debt was cleared. It was a very good deal for her, if they took it, and Thistle couldn’t abide that.
“Seems like fixing a problem you caused isn’t much of a payment,” Thistle told her.
“I poisoned you before the blood debt was incurred,” the elf countered. “It’s an attack that can’t be held against me, and that includes the aftereffects. I’ll make you a good trade, though. I cure you, and then agree to not attack any of you for two full days. Plenty of time for you all to get back to the capital and ready yourselves.”
“Assuming we let you go,” Thistle pointed out.
“There’s cunning in your eyes, gnome, and I’ve seen the way they follow me. We both know the only thing keeping me here is the debt. Sooner or later, you’ll all blink, and then I’ll be gone.” Her smugness was no longer contained to a mere smirk as she put her hands behind her head and casually leaned back against the nearest tree.
“Aye, perhaps I do have enough wits to rub together,” Thistle agreed. “I traveled for quite a few years before I settled down, and I learned many an interesting thing about the world. Would you like to know what one of the most interesting tidbits I ever picked up was?”
It was Thistle’s turn to look smug, and he allowed himself a few gloating seconds of it as he inched his head forward, taking note of the uncertainty hiding in the elf’s eyes.
“Paladins are immune to poison.”
“So?” The elf looked around the campsite, visibly confused by the wave of relief rolling off the rest of the group. “What does that have to do... you’re joking.”
“I’m not,” Thistle told her.
“You? You are a paladin? Has Longinus really allowed his standards to fall this low? No, it must be Mithingow, seeing as you are a gnome. Obviously, the darker gods are out, since you risked your life to help save me.” Her eyes narrowed, and it was Thistle’s turn to be surprised. He’d expected anger and consternation, but their prisoner seemed more intrigued by the mystery of it all than mad at her plans being thwarted.
“I serve Grumble, the god of the minions,” Thistle said.
“Oh, right. I’d forgotten about the kobold. No offense, you know, just doesn’t come up very often in my line of work. Pretty rare that I’m hired to rob or kill a minion.”
Thistle considered their situation carefully, examining it from as many angles as he could. Dangerous as this woman was, if she was in their debt, then that made her an invaluable resource. Perhaps they could find out exactly how King Liadon was searching for them and—ideally—think of a way to work around the tactics he’d employed. However, there was also the chance that she was making up everything about the blood debt. Her actions supported the claim so far, but Thistle wouldn’t put it past her to create such an elaborate ruse just to put them off guard. Ultimately, it was going to come down to trust, although there was at least one avenue for betrayal they could cut off.
“Eric, are you still getting the same sense of being watched?” Thistle asked. Much as he loathed to tip their hand, the risk of trying to walk off and ask in private was greater. If she was tricking them, buying time for an unseen accomplice in the woods, then weakening the guard would play right into her plans.
“Not since she appeared,” Eric replied. “I’m not saying I completely believe her, but it seems like she’s working alone.”
“Hang on, that’s how you knew I was coming? You’ve got the sense?” If Thistle’s announcement of being a paladin had taken her by surprise, this left the elf totally flabbergasted. “No offense intended, but that shouldn’t be possible. From the way you fight, I can tell you’re a rookie, maybe have a few kills at most under your belt. Usually, we rogues have to gain serious mastery of our skills and senses before we start picking up on unseen dangers stalking us.”
“I had a lot of practice watching for goblins in my last job. Maybe that helps.” Eric shrugged. He didn’t have any explanation to offer; even he didn’t know where this new ability had come from.
“One more thing.” Grumph was staring at the elf, putting on his best scary half-orc face. It was quite intimidating, to his credit, especially for those who didn’t know what a kind soul lurked under that rough demeanor. “Your name.”
“Sorry, not really in the habit of giving that out. Sort of goes with the whole staying unseen and unknown thing we rogues live by.”
The entire campsite tensed, and Thistle noticed Gabrielle and Eric both inching their hands closer to their weapons. It didn’t escape the elf’s attention either, as her carefree demeanor suddenly became a lot more serious.
“Whoa now, just because I can’t attack or betray you doesn’t mean I can’t defend myself.” She extended both her hands, and Thistle caught sight of a small glimmer of metal poking out from under her sleeves.
“Everyone, calm down,” Thistle ordered, forcing himself to his feet to drive the point home. Only when he saw his friends leave off of their blades did he turn to the elf. “You’ll have to forgive us, but this is a rather important issue. We’ve made an enemy of a god whose followers carry no names, so if you can’t tell us yours, then we’ll be forced to assume you are one of them, out here hunting us for revenge. And if that’s the case, then there is no blood debt, as his teachings do not include such dignities.”
“No names... Kalzidar? You angered the god of magic and darkness?” She looked around once more, this time appearing to be a bit impressed by her captors. “You lot are more interesting than the bounty made you out to be.”
“We try,” Grumph said. “Now, your name. Please.”
“Hold on a minute. I’m still not going to hand it over just like that. I owe you a debt; I’m not your servant who must jump at every order. However, since I can see this is going to cause us problems, I am willing to barter for it,” the elf said.
Gabrielle let out a disgusted grunt. “You want us to pay you to tell us your name?”
“Certainly not. I’d never trade my name for something as paltry as coins,” the elf replied. “No, I want something far more invaluable. I want information. You tell me how you managed to anger Kalzidar enough to want to hunt you, and I’ll tell you my name.”
It wasn’t the best bargain, but Thistle couldn’t see many ways for it to go wrong. If she did serve the evil god, then she’d already know what they’d done. If she was genuinely looking for weaknesses to exploit, she wouldn’t find any in the tale that she hadn’t seen for herself in battle. And even if she did decide to use the information to her advantage down the road, Thistle suspected she’d rather trade them to King Liadon for gold than to some follower of Kalzidar for what would most likely be a knife in the back.
“Very well,” Thistle said. “However, I’m going to have to insist that you go first, for obvious reasons.”
“A bit insulting, since a true follower of Tristan would never break their word, but I suppose we’re building trust here.” She hesitated for a few moments, then slowly lowered her head. “My name is Elora, and I’d request you all keep that to yourselves.”
“Thank you, Elora. My name is Thistle. The woman in red is Gabrielle, the half-orc is Grumph, the man with the short sword is Eric, the fellow in full armor is Timuscor, and the pig is Mr. Peppers. Now then, I suggest you get comfortable, because the story of how we angered Kalzidar is not a short one.”
 



Chapter 12
 
“Chalara needs a little backup here! Preferably someone with a big sword that can cut these bastards in half.” Cheri hunched over the table, watching intently as Russell repositioned the animated moss tokens around Chalara on the map. While, like any good sorceress, she generally preferred to stay in the back, the plants of the enchanted spring had turned out to be farther reaching than she expected. Although the fireballs she shot from the rear guard had been a boon to her party as the battle began, it hadn’t taken long for focus to turn to her. Just like that, the foliage she’d taken to be mundane had risen up, and the moss’s tendrils were knocking off too many health points every time they struck. If something didn’t change quickly, the party would need a new sorceress, and Cheri would have to think up a fresh character.
“Timanuel would help, but he’s a little tied up.” Though it sounded glib, Tim actually wore a deadly serious expression as he too looked at the map. His paladin had been the first one to charge in to the mystical waters, and as a result, the vines had woven around his legs, rooting him in place. The mighty paladin’s blade was still chopping and slicing for all it was worth, sending plant after plant to the ground in pieces, but being stuck meant that he couldn’t do what a paladin truly lived for: help his party members.
Alexis licked her lips, more Gelthorn than herself at the moment. If not for the forest warrior, their battle might already have been lost. Useless as Gelthorn was in civilization, she thrived in the wilds, and this enchanted spring was surrounded by nothing but sprawling nature. Gelthorn had been darting about, her nimble legs enshrouded by magic and unable to be caught by the rudimentary attempts of a few animated plants, her blade chopping down everything that came near her. Though generally better with a bow, Gelthorn clearly knew this was a situation where swords beat arrows. Unfortunately, all of her racing around the battlefield had left her at the almost exact opposite end as Chalara.
“Gelthorn cries out: ‘Hold the line! I shall arrive soon.’ She takes off at top speed, dodging the brush. Within three turns, she’ll be there,” Alexis declared.
“I’m taking six attacks per turn, and almost all of them hit,” Cheri pointed out. “By the time Gelthorn gets there, I’ll probably be dead. I mean, keep coming; the plants might roll low, so it’s worth a shot. Just tossing this out in case anyone else has some keen ideas.”
No one at the table needed to wonder who Cheri was talking about as she turned her gaze from the map and locked it directly on Bert. Thus far, Wimberly had been performing just as any gadgeteer should—using her odd technology to strike from a distance and relocating whenever the threat came too close. For this battle, Wimberly had specifically whipped up a device that spun daggers around and chopped into any plants that got near her, as well as a small back-mounted catapult she’d been using to fling explosive vials into the center masses of the plants. Although getting the materials and crafting the items had taken almost all of Wimberly’s remaining gold, Bert had considered it a sound investment. If they did well here, they could make a lot more money and get access to more fruitful quests.
She had still possessed some gold when her gearing up was complete. Rather than let it gather dust in her purse, Wimberly had spent the remaining funds on something she considered to be a last resort, in case things turned woefully against them. No one knew the exact details, save, of course, for Russell, but it had been impossible to hide her taking an extra day to work on something they’d yet to see.
It was this device that rose up in Bert’s mind as he examined the map. Despite Cheri’s protesting, they weren’t actually in that bad of a position. While Timanuel was pinned down, his armor and shield made it nearly impossible for the plants to hit him. At his current pace, the paladin would eventually hack himself free with only a few wounds to show for the trouble. As for Gelthorn, she needed help the least of anyone; Bert didn’t think the forest warrior had taken so much as a single health point of damage. And Wimberly was doing fine; her combination of melee and ranged attacks were doing an excellent job of keeping attackers at bay. No, the only one in any real trouble was Chalara, though she was in quite a bit of it. The trip here had been tough—they’d rolled more random encounters than anyone wanted—and her mana pool had been severely depleted before the fight even started. No one thought it would be a big issue since she’d be flinging low-level spells from the rear, but now he realized it had been a mistake to rush the battle. With so little mana, she couldn’t use her big spells, the ones that would get her out of exactly this kind of bind.
Bert’s analytical mind combed through the situation and reached an inescapable conclusion: they would probably win this battle as things stood, but Chalara wouldn’t survive. Wimberly’s last device might be able to save her; however, it would also completely disrupt the battlefield and damage everyone in the party. The tradeoff for all its power was a severely reduced range, which was why Wimberly hadn’t just used the damn thing as soon as they arrived. She’d have to set it off in person, and while Bert had taken some precautions, it was still a huge risk.
The life of one character versus the lives of the entire party. Bert knew what the right call was: leave Chalara to her fate, try as best they could to help out, and focus on winning safely. Unfortunately, Bert wasn’t really the one who had to make the decision. Wimberly was the one fighting by the spring. Wimberly, who’d forged a strong friendship with the sometimes abrasive sorceress, who’d been saved by those spells more than once. Wimberly, who didn’t see her world with such analytical detachment. To Bert, Chalara might be nothing more than a piece of paper, but to Wimberly, she was a dear friend. And if Bert wasn’t going to make the calls the way Wimberly would, then really, what was the point of playing the game at all?
“Russell, I’ll activate the gadgeteer once-per-day ability, Frantic, to give myself double actions this turn,” Bert said. “Wimberly is going to yell for everyone to use any spells, charms, or potions of fire protection they have and to get healing items ready. She’s then going to down a potion of Major Fire Warding and take off running toward the biggest nest of plants she can reach within two turns of movement. As she runs, she’ll pull out the last device she made from her pack and ready it.”
“You remember how that works, right?” Russell asked. While he could see what the gnome was doing, as a GM, it was his duty to make sure the player understood the consequences.
“I chugged the potion, didn’t I?” In spite of the dire situation, a gentle smile came across Bert’s face. Moments like this, when the odds fell away and the character won out, the all or nothing headlong charge, were part of why he loved playing Spells, Swords, and Stealth. “As soon as Wimberly gets there, she jams the device into the thickest part of the plant mass and twists the knob.”
“What does twisting the knob do?” Tim asked, his own character’s safety forgotten as he became caught up in the curiosity.
“It releases several potions at once into a contained area, mixing them together and creating a very quick, very potent reaction.” Russell paused, looking at the damage table for the device Wimberly had created. Bert’s rolls were exceptionally high during that crafting session, and the power of the device reflected that. Technically speaking, it should just go off, and the party would deal with the fallout, but it didn’t quite sit right with Russell. That didn’t fit the theatricality of Bert’s tactics or Wimberly’s potential sacrifice. Instead of rewarding such a character-driven action with only dead party members, Russell exercised the freedom of all GMs and bent the rules just a touch. “Since Wimberly used double actions and yelled a warning to you all, I’ll allow everyone to drink a single potion or cast a defensive spell, even though it’s not your turn.”
He reached down, scooping up the very large amount of dice required to properly resolve the damage from Wimberly’s contraption. Even without knowing the exact number, his players could see the plethora of dice in his hands and hear them clattering about between his palms. “And after that, I roll for fire damage.”
*             *             *
Mitnan the barbarian swept his mighty axe through the air, taking the head of yet another wolf.
“Booyah, now that’s how it’s fucking done!” Mitch jumped from the table, nearly knocking it—and the carefully organized map—over. He clapped his hands together. “Another wolf bites the dust.”
“While it’s an admirable kill count, the wolf was just lying on the ground,” Jamie pointed out.
“Uh, yeah, ’cause we were smart about it,” Glenn replied.
“I suppose there is a certain... intelligence in this sort of strategy.” It was impossible to miss the judgment in Jamie’s tone, but as the GM, she did nothing to stop them, just as she’d allowed them to implement the rest of their plan.
While the idea of killing wolves as an introductory quest had appealed to the group, none of them liked the thought of actually having to fight them. Wolves were, after all, dangerous creatures that hunted in packs, and that was the sort of situation that might lead to them losing a fight. Such a risk was unacceptable, so the party had taken a somewhat different route than what might have been expected. Terkor the rogue had used some underworld connections to obtain a bit of poison, and then the group had set about acquiring as many small rodents as they could. With Glezidel the wizard providing magical transport, they had traveled to the wolves’ hunting area, poisoned all of the small animals, and then set them loose. Now, a day later, they were easily picking through the wolves that had eaten the poisoned prey and thus become poisoned themselves.
“Glezidel uses his dagger to cut open the nearest one’s throat, spilling its hot blood on the ground,” Glenn announced. He tossed his D20, mostly out of formality to check for critical failures. It bounced across the table, echoing through the empty store. Though they’d played several games now, none of the others had seen so much as a single customer in Jamie’s shop. That included each other, as none of them had bothered to buy so much as a set of playing cards or a comic book.
“You successfully cut the throat of the wolf as it lies helplessly in the grass,” Jamie informed him. “I’ll assume you take its tongue as well, since that’s what the reward amount is based off of. Now that we’ve done a full round, I want everyone to roll me Hearing checks.”
Three dice rolled immediately across the table, none of them landing below ten. Jamie continued without waiting for anyone to add their modifiers, as it was clearly unnecessary. “You all hear a series of howls coming from deep inside the forest. None of you need checks to remember that this quest exists because there is a large pack here, well above the dozen you’ve killed, including a pack leader whose head is worth an extra bounty. I’ll even assume you have the insight to know that you’ve been spilling a lot of blood, which has a scent that tends to carry.”
“Shit,” Mitch muttered, leaning over the map. “Do we have any poison left?”
“Sure, plenty,” Terry told him. “But in case you didn’t notice, we’re all out of critters, and I don’t think the wolves will stay still while we cram it down their throats.”
“Maybe if you could coat arrows in it, they wouldn’t have to,” Glenn said.
“Hey, I can’t help my level. That’s an advanced skill. Besides, you need high-end poison for that and we bought the cheap crap so we could get it in bulk. If we want this to work, we have to go round up more rats and stuff.”
“Or...” Mitch let the word hang as he carefully racked his memory. Getting out to the wolves’ hunting grounds hadn’t been too much trouble, but there had been a wrong turn or two when they rolled low on their Geographic Awareness checks. Usually, they would right themselves next time they had a chance to roll, but there had been one instance where they ran across a small farmstead and the owner had given them directions. “We could go steal a few goats from that farm we passed.”
“The rundown farm with the three goats the farmer actually described as his only source of income?” Jamie asked. “That’s the one you want to steal the goats from?”
“Sure. If we’ve got enough to properly poison them, that will get a few of the wolves. By the time we go get them, feed them the poison, and come back, the wolves will probably be around here already. We won’t even have to go deep into their territory to wipe them out,” Mitch said.
“Look, I’ve got a good Sneak skill, but I doubt even I can steal three full-grown goats without getting noticed,” Terry cautioned.
“Who cares if we get noticed?” Glenn said. “It’s one farmer and maybe a few family members. I’ll bet he doesn’t even have a proper sword, just a pitchfork or an axe or something. We can go take the goats in broad daylight, and he won’t be able to stop us. Even if he tries, I can handle that problem in a single spell.”
“Very well. So, after cutting out the tongues from the wolves you poisoned, the three of you get back on the road to find and rob the kind old farmer who gave you directions when you were lost. Is that the plan?” Jamie sat patiently, waiting for confirmation as she occasionally checked her chart.
“Yeah, that’s what we’re doing,” Mitch said. “Though you can dial back the attitude. None of us are playing good-aligned characters, so this is well within what we’re allowed to do.”
“Oh, I’m fully aware,” Jamie assured him. “I just wanted to make sure I understood your plan so I knew what rolls to have you all make. And to keep track of the body count, of course. I’m sure none of you would want me to overlook the experience points you’ve earned.”
She looked down at a chart once more, a slight smile tugging at the corners of her lips in a way that made everyone else just a touch uncomfortable. “I could hardly call myself a GM if I didn’t give you everything you’d earned.”
 



Chapter 13
 
Sleep was a complicated process. Not inherently, of course—in fact, sleeping was one of the few things that came naturally and easily to nearly all creatures. No, what made this night difficult was deciding who would sleep and when.
Although Thistle had relayed to Elora the story of their adventure in Briarwillow, including how he’d uncovered an ancient piece of Kalzidar’s stolen divinity and helped to destroy it, no one trusted her quite enough just yet to leave her unattended while they slept. Tying her up was an option; however, it was generally agreed that, with the skills she’d displayed so far, slipping the ropes would be but a small feat. Setting a guard was hardly new—they’d been traveling for weeks and were well-accustomed to such needs—but Elora’s presence put everyone a touch more on edge, so it was decided that they would take shorter shifts in order to be as alert as possible.
Eric, by virtue of poor fortune, had drawn one of the worst spots: the middle of the night. Gabrielle, who’d been on guard before him, woke Eric up with a few careful shoves, waited until he was upright, and then proceeded to fall on her bedroll and pass promptly out. With nothing but the sounds of Grumph and Mr. Peppers’ snoring as company, Eric settled in for what he dearly hoped would be a very boring few hours.
Those hopes were dashed mere moments later as Elora opened one of her eyes and gave a light shake of her head. “Whew, nothing like a good night’s sleep to clear the cobwebs.”
“It’s barely halfway to morning,” Eric said, his own interrupted slumber making him a touch grumpier than usual.
“One of the many perks of elfhood: we don’t require as much downtime as the rest of you lot,” Elora replied.
“Well, keep your voice down. The others still need their sleep.”
“Are you joking? After that fight, I doubt anything short of a cry for help or a dragon’s roar is going to wake them up. But if you insist…” Slowly, Elora inched along the ground, never rising from her seated position as she made her way across the campsite.
“What are you doing?” Eric hissed.
“You didn’t want me to make too much noise, and this way, we can talk quietly,” Elora explained, finally stopping just a few feet away from Eric. It seemed like a healthy divide, but he’d seen how quickly she could strike when the desire hit.
“Or we could just not talk at all,” Eric suggested.
“Pish, where’s the fun in that? Look, I’m going to be up for the rest of the night, and you have to stay awake to make sure that I don’t start cutting your friends’ throats or anything, so why not have a chat? It’ll keep your mind alert, and you’re keeping a prisoner occupied. Wins all around.”
“You went for the cutting throats imagery pretty quick there, didn’t you?” Eric kept his eyes trained on Elora, watching for any hints of aggression—not that he expected to get much warning. Underestimating his opponent would only get everyone killed.
Rather than remain stoic, Elora let out a chuckle and tossed her head back, leaning against the nearest tree.
“It’s a joke. Blood debt, remember? Besides, even if I could gut you all, I wouldn’t. The bounty demands that at least two of you be alive in order to get the payment.” She glanced at Eric, and this time he caught the flash of cunning in her eyes. “Whatever you all did to King Liadon, it must have been pretty impressive for how much gold he’s offering.”
“It really was,” Eric agreed, leaning back as well. He didn’t particularly feel relaxed, but if he was going to play this game, then he needed to appear that way.
“Aw, come on. Thistle told me how you all destroyed a piece of Kalzidar’s divinity; this can’t be any worse than that. What’d you do?”
“We told you that as part of a trade,” Eric reminded her. “Aren’t you the one who described information as invaluable?”
Elora’s eyes narrowed a touch, even as her smile deepened. “Smarter than you look, I see.”
Before Eric had a chance to decide if he was offended by that or not, Elora let out a theatrical sigh and waved her hands. “Fine, what do you want in exchange for telling me? Bear in mind, most of what I know is worth far more than that, so your options will be limited. But I’m willing to at least hear your request.”
Casual as she made it sound, it was evident that this was some sort of test. Eric wasn’t entirely sure he wanted to pass the sorts of tests Elora would administer, but he did know of something he wanted. Needed, really. Although they’d gotten lucky in that fight with the tree sprites, it very easily could have gone the other way. Walking into these quests blind was dangerous, and he had no intention of making the same mistake twice.
“Since it seems you’ll be with us for a while, I want your help on the next quest. Not fulfilling it, obviously, but in choosing it, and in comprehending what we’ll be facing. I’ll tell you why the king wants us dead if you’ll be our source of information for our next task.”
“Interesting.” Elora sat silently for several seconds, considering the proposition. “Tell me something: what makes you think I’ll be staying with you at all?”
“Because you want the reward,” Eric said. “If this blood debt works like you say it does, then you can’t attack or trap us, and I doubt you could get others to do the dirty work for you. But given how many times you’ve driven home the amount of gold at stake, you’re not going to just give up either. No, my money says your plan is to tag along until there’s a chance for you to save one of our lives. At that point, the debt will be cleared, and you’re free to do as you please.”
“You know, I’ve trained at least a dozen fellow rogues who never learned to look that far ahead on the game board,” Elora said.
Eric nodded to the slumbering gnome, whose tiny chest was rising and falling rhythmically. “I’ve had a great example to learn from.”
“That a fact? Being a paladin of Grumble wasn’t strange enough, but a wily one on top of that. You people are definitely interesting.” Something in the way Elora said “interesting” caught Eric’s attention. It was the second time she’d used that word, and the sentiment behind it seemed to only be growing stronger. Odder still, he was certain that her gaze had lingered on him as she spoke it this time.
“Very well, Eric. I agree to your terms. Tell me what you did to anger King Liadon so, and I’ll be your helpful consultant on all aspects of your next quest. I’ll even get you a few discounts around town to make that reward money for the berries stretch as far as it can. And before you get prideful and turn me down, remember that your berry picking session was interrupted pretty quickly.”
The very denial Elora cautioned him about was halted on Eric’s tongue. She had him there; while the party had easily picked enough berries to pay for lodging and necessities, they were far from being able to equip themselves for the journey to Baltmur. The only thing they had to show for their trouble was an elf prisoner and three of the weird fruits Eric had found growing on the root monster, and he didn’t have high hopes of getting much gold for those.
“I accept your offer,” Eric said at last. “In return for information and help with negotiations, I will tell you what we did to anger the King of Solium. Deal?”
“Deal,” Elora agreed.
“It’s actually pretty simple. He was recruiting adventurers to explore a dungeon and recover an artifact from inside. Everyone else had failed—died, actually—but by the gods’ will, we managed to succeed in getting the item. However, instead of returning it to the king like we were supposed to, we ran off with it into Alcatham. Don’t bother searching us for the artifact, though. We hid it along the way. Some things weren’t meant for anyone to wield.”
“What? That’s it?” Elora’s nose crinkled in a way that went very counter to her intimidating persona. “Thistle went on for an hour. He spun a whole tale about what happened.”
“Thistle’s a better storyteller than I, sorry,” Eric said. “I’ll fill in any details you want, but that’s still the basic gist of what happened.”
“I guess that’s fine. Let’s start with the artifact.” Elora leaned a bit closer, not bothering to hide the naked curiosity in her eyes. “What was it, anyway?”
“That, I can’t tell you.” Eric held up his hand to cut off her protest before it could even be voiced. “And I’m not trying to pull a fast one or trick you. It’s just that... honestly, we don’t even entirely understand exactly what it was. If I tried to describe what little we thought we comprehended, you’d just think us crazy. And you might be right. The wizard who unearthed it had gone pretty far into the depths of madness. The most I can say is that it felt powerful, and far too dangerous to trust in the hands of someone like King Liadon. If you think that’s unfair, then we can renegotiate the bargain.”
Elora turned the option around in her mind for a while before ultimately shaking her head. “No, it seems like you made the deal in good faith, and I didn’t work details into the contract. Besides, I’ve been in this business long enough to know that while minor magic is profitable, the real stuff is something anyone with sense steers clear of.”
“Which probably explains why the mad king was so eager to get his hands on it,” Eric said. Although he meant it as a joke, neither he nor Elora laughed. Both of them were all too aware that once the blood debt between them was gone, she might very well succeed in handing him over to King Liadon. And if that happened, it was only a matter of time before the king got his hands on the Bridge.
*             *             *
Sylan sat in the modest room designed for clerks of the Hall of Adventurers to take their breaks in, eating a bowl of stew he’d brought from home. While the food and ale inside the Hall were both exceptional, they were also priced more for adventurers than the working folk. Sylan could have taken his lunch there if he so desired, daily even, for the Hall’s pay was far from paltry, but at the end of the week, he’d be taking home far less coin. And that was more indulgence than Sylan could afford. He didn’t intend to work this clerk job until he was too old or (more likely) some adventurer lost their temper and bashed his head in before the guards could arrive. No, he was saving every copper he made for his dream: formal training as an alchemist. Once he had that, Sylan would be able to go anywhere he desired, with nothing more than his wits and a few cooking tools, paying his way by selling potions and poultices along the road.
Lost in thoughts of his eventual life out roaming the kingdom—a not-uncommon occurrence that his fellow clerks could spot by the hazy, far-off look in his eyes—Sylan didn’t immediately notice the commotion filling their normally quiet break room. It wasn’t until someone bumped his chair, nearly sending the bowl of soup onto Sylan’s pants, that he finally snapped out of his daydream and saw all the other off-duty clerks jostling forward to surround one particular table. Although he wasn’t all that interested, Sylan still rose and edged over to see what the fuss was about. Years on the job told him that anything that got the clerks excited would lead to chaos among the adventurers, and forewarned was forearmed so far as Sylan was concerned.
After bustling through the crowd, Sylan finally got far enough to see the table, or rather the massive scroll that was laid out upon it. With only a glance, Sylan knew what it was, though he’d only ever heard rumors of it before. As far as he knew, none of these scrolls had been handed down in over ten years.
“A Grand Quest,” Sylan muttered, fighting back attempts by others to try and push him away so they could see the scroll.
“That it is,” agreed Delsup. The gnome was nearby, having stolen a chair to get high enough so he could see over the table. Though he’d have been easy to push aside, no one was quite so cruel as to knock down an old gnomish man just so they could get a sneak peek at something interesting. “Been a long while since we had one of those. This’ll send the adventurers off like firing an arrow into a nest of wasps.”
“How long until it starts?” This voice came from the back of the group, and the question was echoed several more times amidst those who couldn’t see.
“One month,” came the response, from someone nearer to the front than Sylan and Delsup, someone who could apparently make out the fine print.
“Back off, all of you!” There was no wondering who’d given this order; Thurm, their immediate supervisor, had a distinct, deep voice that was impossible to mistake, even among his fellow dwarves. Squat and dense, like all of his people, Thurm also wore a long dark beard that provided an interesting contrast to the plate-sized bald spot atop his head. He lurched forward, easily pushing the crowd away, and picked up the scroll. “We’ll have this on display in the official area of the Hall before the day is done. You’re all welcome to read it then, though ye needn’t bother. The bosses say there’ll be a meeting tonight to brief you all on the details. We’re going to get a lot of adventurers coming in for this, so everyone be at your best.”
With that order given and the scroll neatly rolled up, Thurm shoved his way past the crowd and out of the break room. Sylan headed back to his stew while the rest of the clerks huddled into small groups and eagerly chatted about the new development. He paused to offer a hand to Delsup. The gnome gratefully accepted, following Sylan back to his table and taking a seat before pulling out a small sack of his own. So far as the clerks knew, Delsup had been bringing in the same lunch every day since he’d been hired: a cold turkey leg and some vegetables from his garden. It wasn’t much, but a creature his size didn’t require a lot to stay nourished.
“Did you see what the quest was?” Sylan asked as they both tucked in to their meals.
Delsup shook his head as he peeled the turkey meat away from the bone. “Too far back to make out the details, but every Grand Quest I’ve witnessed is hard, bordering on impossible. That’s why they bring in so many, you know, because most of them will fail or die, though they try to stem the latter through tokens.”
“Tokens?” Sylan had never heard of such a thing in his time working at the Hall.
“Never mind, they’ll explain it tonight,” Delsup said. “Better than I could. Just suffice it to say that while we usually let adventurers take any quest, steering them as best we can, the Grand Quest is different. Only the truly gifted and exceptional will be allowed to undertake it.”
“If it’s as hard as you say, I’d be surprised if that many even wanted to,” Sylan pointed out.
“Adventurers are strange creatures, always playing fast and loose with their lives. Trust me, if we let them, every single sword-wielder and spell-slinger from here to Thatchshire would be lined up to take on the Grand Quest,” Delsup said. “Great as the risk always is, the reward is just as sweet, you see. And gold can do funny things to a mind.”
“Will there be that much?” Sylan asked.
Delsup took a bite of his turkey and swallowed, using a bit more effort than a younger gnome might have required. “Sometimes it’s all gold; sometimes its gold and items of incredible power; sometimes it’s even a rare artifact. The exact reward changes, but it’s always enough to sway the minds of even rational people. Every time there’s a Grand Quest, the reward is so great that we even get a few regular folks trying to sign on, not just adventurers. People who actually care about their lives get drawn in. That’s the sort of reward I’m talking about. And, to be honest, those people, more than the adventurers, are why we don’t let just anyone sign on for it.”
“It doesn’t seem like the worst thing in the world to let people take a shot at their dreams,” Sylan commented.
“And maybe it wouldn’t be, if the cost of failing to attain them wasn’t so high. Grand Quests come with high body counts, Sylan. That too is without fail. Be glad you and I are on our side of the quest counter. It may not be glamorous, but when this is all said and done, at least the two of us will still be drawing breath.”
 



Chapter 14
 
While no one liked it, pragmatism demanded that the party show Elora a little trust. After retrieving her horse—a beautiful black mare that somehow blended in with the surrounding woods—they realized that they couldn’t have her under constant guard as they rode and still keep watch for beasts and bandits. So, rather than keep her bound and useless, they stuck her in the middle of the group while they rode, with one person always directly next to her, ready to call out in the event she did anything suspicious. Even if she was able to silence that person, the two behind would see her act and be ready, while the two in front worried themselves about watching the road. It was as fair and functional a system as they could devise, and Elora seemed unbothered by it. In fact, if anything, she was proving to be downright chatty.
“What’s the deal with the axe?” Elora asked Gabrielle, no more than a few moments after the barbarian traded places with Grumph to do her time at Elora’s side.
“It kills things I don’t like.” Gabrielle felt proud of herself for not going so far as to point out that Elora was one such thing, allowing the implication to remain unsaid. She was, ostensibly at least, trying to be diplomatic.
“Obviously, but I saw you cutting through golems in that orchard. Now, I’ve ridden with more than one barbarian in my day, and I’ve seen them hit with the fury of a wronged god. That was something totally different. It seemed like more than just strength, so I’m guessing it has some sort of powerful enchantment,” Elora said. “Plus—and bear with me here, because this is hard to understand if you’re not an elf—it’s giving off some dark waves.”
“Dark waves?” Thistle perked up from his position in the back.
“Perk of being an elf—we’re a bit more in tune with magic than most of you, and sometimes that lets us feel the power radiating from items. It’s usually only ones that are either very old or very strong, though, which is why I was curious about the axe,” Elora explained.
“It’s technically cursed,” Gabrielle told her. “And I don’t know the exact details of how it works. I just know that when I need power, it gives it to me.”
“At a cost, I’m sure.” Elora waited for Gabrielle to elaborate, but the barbarian had fallen silent on the subject. It didn’t escape Elora’s notice, however, that Thistle’s eyes would frequently return to the axe, lingering for longer than he’d possibly need to learn the shape of it. While she could have pressed the issue, she instead chose to let it drop. She’d be stuck with these people for a while yet, unless Tristan saw fit to deliver her freedom in the form of some unanticipated opportunity, and it would be easier to get along if she avoided any more bad blood than was already there.
Besides which, Gabrielle wasn’t a real interest to Elora. She was just a way to pass the time. Cursed objects happened; Elora had hand-delivered more than a few to people who needed to be dealt with but whose deaths couldn’t be connected to the shadows. No, Gabrielle only rated slightly higher than Timuscor, so far as Elora was concerned, though the knight with the pig was curious. More fascinating still were the half-orc wizard and the gnome paladin, both of whom would draw the eye of anyone due to their strange occupations.
But none of them intrigued Elora more than Eric. So simple, so unassuming, and yet with such depth of potential. He knew nothing of poisons or rogue techniques, and yet he’d already been gifted with the power to sense attention. He wielded a short sword, of all things, but had succeeded in using it and his natural dexterity to dance along the root monster’s leg, attacking all the while. More than anything, though, he had the right-shaped mind for the job, the kind that worked in crooked angles and strange loops, even if he didn’t realize it. With the right guidance and proper molding, he could be a shadow as deep and dark as a still lake on a moonless night. Rationally, she understood that wasn’t really an option; even if his head weren’t worth a tremendous amount of gold, he was dedicated to his friends. And from what she’d picked up, they were planning to leave as soon as they had enough gold to get to Baltmur.
Still, she watched, unable to stop herself from planning and wondering about all the fascinating possibilities. It was, after all, a boring ride, or at least that’s how she justified it to herself. There was nothing wrong with idle thoughts to pass the time.
*             *             *
“I can’t believe we pulled that off,” Tim said, slumped against his chair in relief. It had been touch-and-go for a few moments; if Timanuel hadn’t been fighting hip-deep in water with restorative properties, that might very well have been the end of the paladin.
“‘We,’ nothing. Bert pulled that off,” Cheri corrected. “I can’t believe you took that blast head-on just to save me.”
“Wimberly doesn’t trust easily, but once she does, she’ll do anything to keep that person safe.” Bert smiled, looking down at his own character sheet, where a few meager health points remained. “And I think I’m sort of fond of Chalara, too. I’d hate to see her get replaced.”
“Whoa now, I might bring in a new character, but there’s no replacement for Chalara,” Cheri replied.
“It was an impressive, risky maneuver. And to be honest, I wasn’t even sure it would work. This is a spring, after all, and even magically augmented fire can only do so much. I guess the dice were just on your side.” Russell made a note next to the usual one to give Alexis extra experience points for the role-playing, this time indicating that it was Bert who deserved a bonus. It couldn’t have been easy for him to go against his own nature and embrace Wimberly’s desires, especially in such a critical moment, and that was the sort of playing he liked to reward.
On the game board, the four moss tokens remained, though the rest of the creatures had been swept away, burned to ash by the explosion and subsequent rampaging fire Wimberly had set off. It was a wild burn, impossible to control, and had hit the characters as much as the plants. They had, thankfully, used their actions to activate items, potions, or spells which gave them some resistance to the fire, but even with that, they’d been in real peril more than once. It was Gelthorn’s smart thinking, leaping into the spring to take cover under the water while the fire burned out, that had kept them alive as the animated vegetation turned to ash.
“I take out the damn viewing stone to get a good picture of this scenery,” Cheri declared.
Russell was already flipping through the module to check for their reward. Since the party was being paid for how much of the plant life they destroyed, proven by the magical viewing stone the quest clerk had provided, wiping out everything near the spring was going to get them maximum payment. They wouldn’t actually be able to collect until they were back in the capital, but he didn’t see the harm in giving them some idea of what was coming. It had been a hell of a fight, and they deserved some good news for their efforts.
He finally found the page with the quest reward table and moved his eyes down to the very bottom. A considerable sum was waiting there—more than enough to compensate the party for their trouble. There was also a page number linking to the quests that would be available to them for such a stellar completion, as well as a small asterisk that directed him to the bottom of the page. Russell read the footnote, which was nothing more than a few words and a page number. Quickly flipping to it, Russell’s eyes went wide as he took in the large font announcing their achievement.
“Okay everyone, I think you all deserve to know about how much gold this is going to net you, but I’d advise you not to plan how you’ll spend it just yet,” Russell said. “I won’t give anything away, except to say that your plans might change once you get back to the capital.”
*             *             *
A late afternoon sun hung in the air as they made their way back down Camnarael’s central road toward the Hall of Adventurers. It had been a tense journey, with no one quite able to relax, even as they slept, since Elora was around. They were all looking forward to a good meal and a soft bed thanks to their reward money for the berries, so much so that it wasn’t until they were nearly in sight of the Hall that they noticed the buzz of excitement zipping through the air.
“Is there some sort of festival?” Thistle asked, as it was his turn to ride next to Elora.
“Next one isn’t for some time yet,” she replied, scanning the faces of the townsfolk as they passed. “But obviously there’s something going on. Perhaps the royal family is planning a visit, or some monster broke through the guards and stirred up a little excitement.”
“Does that happen often?” Thistle couldn’t imagine a creature easily making it by all the guards they’d seen, both on the road and in the city, but he knew there were some that could manage it. Had one of those arrived in the capital, however, he suspected they’d have been met with blood and corpses rather than excited chatter.
“Not very,” Elora said. “Even if some monster does manage to get into town, we have an entire hall filled to the brim with adventurers. I’m sure you can imagine how that situation plays out.”
“Aye, they do love a good fight.” The words were out of his mouth before Thistle realized he’d referred to adventurers as “they” instead of “we.” There was nothing to be done for it; trying to backpedal or explain would only draw more attention to the slip. All he could do was hope she took it for a strange choice of words and dug no further.
“I think I might know what the ruckus is about,” Eric called back from the front of the group. As he had the best eyes and a talent for spotting trouble, he’d done more time in the lead than anyone else. It was a choice of necessity as well as intuition. Thistle wasn’t sure why, but he was almost certain Elora had taken an interest in their rogue, which was more than enough reason to keep her away from him.
“It seems there is a crowd at the Hall,” Timuscor said from alongside Eric.
“Those mostly look like townspeople, not adventurers. I’m guessing the source of the commotion is that.” Eric raised his hand, pointing to a strip of gold Thistle could only barely make out from this far off. Elora, on the other hand, let out a small gasp and allowed her eyes to go momentarily wide.
“What the hell is that?” Gabrielle asked. “Some sort of banner?”
“A golden banner hung across the Hall of Adventurers,” Elora said, her voice only a few degrees above a whisper. She looked around, waiting for a reaction, only to be greeted with confused stares. “Don’t any of you know what this means?”
“I think I can almost make out the words,” Eric said.
“Let me save you the trouble: when the Hall of Adventurers has a golden banner hung up at the front, it’s a symbol of one thing and one thing only. The banner means that a Grand Quest has been handed down.”
Thistle inhaled sharply, the air whistling through a gap in two of his teeth. Turning around quickly, he looked at Grumph, whose expression seemed solemn unless one knew him well enough to make out the worry in his eyes.
“You know what a Grand Quest is, I take it?” Elora had been paying attention to Thistle, noting his reaction to the news.
“Not firsthand, no,” Thistle admitted. “But Grumph and I traveled here not long after the last Grand Quest occurred. We saw the aftermath.”
“I assume someone is going to explain to us what a Grand Quest is,” Gabrielle said.
“A Grand Quest is one handed down directly from the king of Alcatham, one of such difficulty that only adventurers of proven skill are allowed to undertake it. And they do, because the rewards are incredible,” Thistle explained.
“Is this something we should be looking into?” Eric asked.
“No.” Grumph’s voice was strong and unbending, even from the rear of the group. “Not worth it.”
“I’m afraid I must agree with Grumph,” Thistle said. “Wonderful as the spoils might be, the dead have little use for coin. We’re better off working our way through the small quests until we’ve earned all that we need.”
“That... might not be an option.” Eric’s pace slowed. The blood drained from his face, his eyes staring up at the golden banner still too far away for Thistle to make out. “I was just able to read some of the banner’s details, including what the reward is.”
“No money is worth death,” Grumph said.
“I won’t argue with you there, but gold is only part of it,” Eric told them. “The bigger prize is a mysterious artifact that was recently uncovered. One that has, if I’m reading this right, ‘strange, unnatural properties that magic cannot explain.’ Sound like anything we know?”
It was Thistle’s turn to blanch as the realization sank in.
“The Bridge. The reward is another piece of the Bridge.”
 



Chapter 15
 
“We don’t know for sure that it’s... that.” Gabrielle stopped herself from saying the word out loud, glancing about at the other adventurers near them in the tavern.
In his time traveling with them, Timuscor had only heard the group mutter the name of the artifact a few times, and even then, it was usually by accident. He couldn’t blame them for their caution; there had been something about it, something beyond explanation. Even with it buried half a kingdom away, it always seemed possible that the Bridge could hear them and just might respond to being called. Though Timuscor wasn’t entirely convinced that that would be a bad thing. While they each had their own memories of the artifact, for Timuscor, it represented a turning point in his life.
The piercing white light from it was his first clear, genuine memory. He didn’t know what had been happening before he awoke with Eric pressing the strangely-shaped object into his chest; it was all muddy and half-formed. But that moment was crystal clear—awakening to the shining light of the Bridge all around him. It had power, and that made it dangerous. Yet to Timuscor, the light had been warm and comforting. Power wasn’t inherently bad, as far as he could tell: it only reflected how it was used.
“We don’t know for sure, that’s true, but the indications are pretty strong.” Eric pulled up the scroll they’d been given upon entrance, one filled with basic information regarding the Grand Quest, including more details about the reward. “‘Unmeasurable amounts of power’, ‘mages were not able to identify’, ‘strange effects on those nearby when in use.’ That’s either another piece or one hell of a similar artifact.”
“I find it far more disturbing that nowhere in that document is any detail of what the actual quest will be,” Thistle told them. “Only a few vague mentions of threats to the kingdom.”
“That’s actually standard procedure with Grand Quests,” Elora said. “Remember, this is one you have to prove yourself worthy to try and take on, so they can’t just tell everyone what it is, or there would be people who aren’t qualified getting themselves killed in unsanctioned attempts.” As she spoke, her eyes darted around frequently, resting on every member of the party for at least a few moments. Timuscor wasn’t sure if the others noticed how she watched them, though he had to assume that Thistle and Eric did. They were smarter than he, just as he was stronger than they. Still, sometimes he wondered it if was easier for him to track her eyes because they spent so little time on him.
“So, if we tried to do this, we’d be going in blind, fighting for a prize that might or might not be another piece of something we’re not even sure we want, in a quest that will almost certainly get us killed. Did I get everything?” Gabrielle asked.
“You left out that we would have to prove ourselves to be able to even attempt to undertake it,” Timuscor added, reaching down to scratch Mr. Peppers behind the ears. The boar grunted in what Timuscor assumed to be pleasure, though sometimes it was hard to tell.
“Ah, right, thank you, Timuscor,” Gabrielle said. “First, we’d have to clear some other deadly hurdle to even have a chance at risking our lives.”
“No one is saying the situation is ideal,” Thistle told her. “However, knowing what we know, it would be irresponsible if we didn’t at least discuss the possibility.”
“What I don’t get is why the king is letting it go.” Eric’s forehead was scrunched up as he puzzled over the situation. “King Liadon was willing to send wave after wave of adventurers to their deaths trying to get a hold of the other piece, but the king of Alcatham is using his as a quest reward.”
“Maybe he doesn’t know what he has,” Gabrielle suggested.
“Maybe different pieces have different effects,” Grumph added.
As they talked, Timuscor could see Elora sitting in silence, absorbing every piece of information they casually tossed out. He knew that Eric had told Elora about why King Liadon was hunting them, but letting her listen so closely seemed like it was giving away more than they intended to. Timuscor didn’t have a way to interject, though, not without blatantly pointing out what they were doing. He lacked the silver tongue and quiet wits of the others. Timuscor was forced to use the only tactic available to him: action.
With one last pat on Mr. Peppers’s head, Timuscor rose from his seat, his armor clanking loudly as he did. The movement drew everyone’s attention, creating a pause that he pounced on as quickly as the words would form.
“I think we should go turn in the berries,” Timuscor announced. “Maybe I’m wrong, but we don’t know anything right now. If we get our reward, then we know how much more we need to make it to Baltmur, and we can ask about how to qualify for the Grand Quest. Then we can talk about real stuff, not guesses. And get some food while we do it.”
For a moment, the table was silent; then Thistle followed Timuscor’s lead and hopped up from his seat. “Quite a good suggestion. We can argue about the theoretical all day; far better to go see exactly what paths lay before us. Perhaps the conditions to even undertake the Grand Quest are above our capabilities, in which case we’ll have been bickering over nothing. And Timuscor is right. I think we could all use a bite to eat.”
With that, the rest of the party began to rise so they could walk across the hall. Elora followed, looking a bit put out that her font of information had suddenly dried up. Those eyes examined each of Timuscor’s friends as they walked away from the table.
And, unless Timuscor was mistaken, this time Elora’s gaze lingered on him for a fair bit of time as well.
*             *             *
Fast as the clerks were moving, the line had still doubled since the last time the group came to the Hall of Adventurers. That was hardly surprising with the announcement of the Grand Quest, although standing around for so long did make them cast more than a few envious glances at the people who strolled up the guarded staircase. Worse was the understanding that this was just the first few pebbles of the avalanche. As word of the Grand Quest spread, there would be adventurers coming from all over Alcatham to try their hand at it. The next line they waited in might very well stretch outside the building.
By sheer chance, when the time finally arrived for them to approach one of the many counters, there was a familiar face waving them over. “Good Evening,” said Sylan the clerk. “Back from picking berries, I see.”
“Aye, though it was hardly just a stroll through the orchard.” Thistle motioned for Eric to hand him the canvas sack where all of the ildenberries had been gathered. After a brief discussion, they’d elected to hold back only a handful in case they proved useful on the journey. At half a gold per berry, the things were too valuable to hoard.
With a thump that was softer than Thistle would have preferred, he deposited the sack on the counter. Sylan wasted no time, pulling out a basket from under his side of the counter and quickly counting the ildenberries as he removed them from the sack. It was an unfortunately short process, and in no time, Sylan was running his hand through the bottom of the bag to be sure he hadn’t missed any before handing it back to Thistle.
“One hundred and forty-six ildenberries will come to seventy-three gold as payment,” Sylan announced. In another context, Thistle might have done a leap for joy at the sum, but with so many expenses still looming before them, he knew how quickly that gold would vanish. All he could hope was that they’d done well enough to be shown quests with higher rewards.
“Hang on, I almost forgot.” From behind, Eric produced another bag and reached over Thistle to put it on the counter. “I got those from the orchard, too. They’re not ildenberries, but they seem similar. I thought they might be worth something.”
“As we’re only authorized to pay for quest rewards, it’s unlikely, but maybe I can point you to a merchant who would...” Sylan’s voice faded away as he opened the bag and peered inside. He glanced from Eric, to Thistle, to the bag, and back to Eric again. “Did you say that you got these from the orchard?”
“Technically,” Eric replied. “I think they were growing underground, as they got pulled up with this animated bunch of roots we had to fight.”
“Sir, these are ildenapples, a very rare, highly-prized spell component.” Sylan pulled a small rune from his pocket and pressed it with his slender thumb. Immediately, it began to glow red, and he set it carefully down on top of the counter. “Forgive the delay, please, but this is a situation in which I’ll need to consult our overseer.”
“Oh, dragonshit, it’s not illegal to pick those or something, is it?” At Gabrielle’s words, a wave of tension swept through the party, everyone suddenly wondering if they were about to have to fight or run for their freedom.
Thankfully, Sylan shut down the concern immediately with a shake of his head. “Not in the slightest. It is, however, considered exceedingly difficult. So much so that we have an entire separate quest for harvesting them.”
Before he could explain any more, a door several feet away banged open and a dark-bearded dwarf walked over to Sylan’s side, climbing an unseen object that was likely a stool akin to that which Thistle stood on so he could see over the counter. The dwarf reached over and picked up the stone, the red light vanishing at his touch. He and Sylan began to whisper rapidly, using a language that almost no one in the party could understand. The discussion was brief, ending with the dwarf eventually turning to face them.
“Evening, adventurers,” he said. “My name is Thurm, and you’ve wrapped us in a bit of a snare here. Seems you fulfilled a quest you hadn’t officially taken on. Ordinarily, we’d have to tell you to take the wares off to the market, which would be a shame, as the higher ups are always on the lookout for ildenapples. Luckily, the rules have been made a bit more lenient in order to let those who were already assigned to tasks prove themselves for the Grand Quest. So…”
Thurm rustled under Sylan’s counter and pulled out a small scroll, opening it up and making a few quick notations with a quill that seemed to have appeared from nowhere. “If one of you will sign here, you can officially accept the quest to harvest ildenapples from the enchanted orchard.”
Thistle’s glance at the scroll was quick, but it was also thorough. Beneficial or not, he knew better than to sign something put in front of him without checking the content. As far as he could tell, it was the same sort of form he’d filled out when accepting their first quest, with a few notations from Thurm citing sanctioned exceptions. Thistle had no idea what an ildenapple was worth, but if they were making this much of a deal over it, then the price would hopefully be a high one. He signed his name with a small flourish, and then handed the scroll back to Thurm.
“And since you’ve brought us three ildenapples, I officially mark your quest as complete,” Thurm said, signing his own name to the paper as well. “Sylan will pay you the proper wage; however, it is my duty as the overseer of the clerks to present you with one of these.”
The coin, too large by far to be standard currency, made a slight thud as Thurm dropped it onto the table. Emblazoned across the front was the crest of Alcatham, and with one turn, Thistle could see a pair of swords crossed on the back, just like those resting atop the Hall of Adventurers.
“By completing one of our more difficult endeavors, you have earned the right to participate in the upcoming Grand Quest. In the time between now and then, you are free to take on quests as normal, but if you wish to participate in the Grand Quest, be ready to meet outside the Hall before sunrise on the date it begins. No latecomers accepted— that’s the king’s rule, not ours.”
With that, Thurm descended until only the shiny top of his bald head was visible over the counter, and then made his way through the door, closing it behind him. Sylan, visibly flustered, still managed to keep his smile in place as he took the three ildenapples and set them in a different basket.
“Let’s see, three ildenapples at the quest reward rate of one thousand gold pieces—”
Grumph let out something like a choked snort, and Eric’s eyes looked like someone had hit him with a stunning spell. It was Gabrielle, though, who cut Sylan off, leaning forward and fiercely whispering, “Did you say those things are worth a thousand gold?”
“No, ma’am. They’re worth a thousand gold per ildenapple. The total reward for these will come to three thousand gold. We can pay it to you directly, or provide you with proof of funds to use around the capital instead of having to haul so much gold around. The Hall acts as a storage center for funds as a peacekeeping measure. Having so much coin on the street always drastically increases the amount of crime, for obvious reasons.”
Thistle was almost certain he, and perhaps Elora, were the only ones to absorb everything Sylan said; the others were still reeling from the idea of suddenly coming into three thousand gold pieces. In just one quest, they’d easily procured enough gold to repair or replace every piece of battered equipment they owned, as well as buy enough supplies to make the Baltmur trek several times over. They could be back on the road in a few days, leaving Alcatham—and the bounty on their heads—behind in the process. Of course, they also might be abandoning a piece of the Bridge, and while Thistle wasn’t certain it was really their problem, he did know the matter at least demanded consideration. Especially since they’d already earned entrance into the Grand Quest.
“We’ll take the proof of funds, please. Oh, and if possible, apply some of that to booking our rooms again. Something tells me the inn will be filling up quickly,” Thistle said.
“A wise decision,” Sylan replied. “Would you like to see any new quests as well?”
“Not for the moment. I think we need to discuss how we want to proceed from here.” Thistle looked back at the others. “Any suggestions for what to buy first?”
“Oooh! I have an idea,” Elora said. “I think you should pay me one thousand pieces of it.”
“Look, I’ll concede you helped some, but that doesn’t entitle you to a third of the damn spoils,” Gabrielle spat.
Elora shook her head. “No, I don’t want it as my cut. I want it as payment.”
“Payment for what?” Thistle asked, curiosity pushing him forward even as he wondered if perhaps he shouldn’t shut this line of discussion down.
“Tuition.” Elora reached out and clapped Eric on the shoulder, yanking him over to her side. “For the low price of only one thousand gold, I’ll teach your friend here how to be a proper rogue.”



Chapter 16
 
“The rest of the travelers give you a wide berth as you draw closer to town, and more than one guard rests their hand on a weapon when they see you approach.” Jamie tossed a few dice behind her screen. “None of them choose to stop you, however.”
“Yeah, they know that only death awaits those who try to step to us,” Glenn said.
“That, or they see the giant, dead wolf carcass on Mitnan’s horse and realize it’s probably wolf blood that you’re all covered in,” Jamie replied. “Either way, they won’t bother you if you don’t give them cause.”
“But they’re obviously scared, and I bet we could get some good money for the guard equipment.” Terry checked the map, wondering how they would fare against bigger numbers if they used the forest as cover.
“Both of you keep your shit together,” Mitch ordered. “We went to all the trouble of killing this fucking pack leader; I’m not going to let some dumb fight with a couple guards mess up the corpse before we can get paid. Mitnan could use some fancy new armor, and we’ve got a whole sack of tongues to pay for it.”
The sack in question was draped over the back of Glezidel’s mount, leaving a trail of blood droplets as it bounced along. Killing the wolves had been easy once they released the poisoned goats— the only one of the pack still able to put up a fight was their leader, and fight he had. If not for a stock of healing potions and some lucky rolls, they might have lost a party member in the battle. Of course, that wasn’t the worst thing, since it meant looting their gear and gold. Once a new character was rolled in, it could easily be a net gain, but they’d managed to bring down the beast before it was able to tear any of them from the mortal plane.
“Everyone roll me a Vision check,” Jamie ordered, and the players threw their dice without hesitation. “Looks like everyone passed. Oh, Terry got a natural twenty.”
“Rogue eyes, baby, nothing like them,” Terry said.
Jamie glanced down, consulting her module. “Well, with those scores, you all notice that as you get closer to the Hall of Adventurers, the road gets thicker with people traveling in the same direction. Once the Hall actually comes into sight, you can all make out a golden banner hung over the entrance. Normally, you’d need a Historical check to have a clue what that means, but with Terry’s twenty, he can read the words ‘Grand Quest’ on the banner, even from so far away.”
“The hell is a Grand Quest?” Glenn asked.
“For that, you can either roll a Historical check or wait until you’re all close enough to read the rest of the banner,” Jamie replied.
“Roll them.” Mitch led the pack, tossing his dice onto the table, where it was quickly joined by Terry and Glenn’s.
“Since Glenn rolled an eighteen, that’s more than enough to know about Alcatham’s Grand Quests,” Jamie told them. “These are historic events with high amounts of danger and treasure for those who undertake them. With a roll that high, you can even know that participating usually requires proving yourself with another quest beforehand. The details vary with every Grand Quest, though, so the Historical check can’t tell you anything about what this one entails.”
“It doesn’t need to,” Mitch declared. “We all heard you say high reward.”
“Technically, only Glenn knows about that,” Jamie reminded him.
“Whatever, he’ll obviously tell us,” Mitch said. “I spur my horse on faster and motion for the others to do the same. We need to drop these wolves off as quick as possible. Looks like there’s a real payday to prepare for.”
*             *             *
“You want a third of our reward, a thousand gold, for lessons on sneaking around?” Gabrielle crossed her arms, an unnecessary addition to convey her incredulous mood, but she’d never been one to do things by half-measures.
It was the first chance they’d had to really speak freely, as Thistle had insisted on going somewhere private to discuss these sorts of bargains. By process of elimination, one of the inn’s rooms was the easiest spot to procure. Cramming all six people, and one boar, into a space meant for two was a tight squeeze, all the more so with Timuscor in full armor and Gabrielle’s axe knocking around.
“Sneaking around is part of the curriculum, as are many of the other basic rogue skills your friend is blatantly lacking.” Elora jabbed a finger at Eric, poking him in the chest. “He’s using a short sword and nothing else, for Tristan’s sake. A rogue is a warrior who depends on a wide arsenal. Think back to when I fought you. I used throwing blades, a crossbow, and smoke vials in just that little scuffle, plus you all saw me whip out my daggers. We are not barbarians or knights; we do not thrive in straightforward, one-on-one battles. Rogues need many different tools and weapons; all Eric seems to have are good senses and a knack for slipping around unseen. As it stands, I’m amazed he’s even managed to survive this long.”
“I’m also good at picking locks,” Eric told her. It was about the only defense he could muster. Elora was right on every account. Seeing her fight had made him realize just how woefully lacking his own self-taught methods were. Yes, he was useful to his friends, but now that he understood what a real one could do, he wasn’t sure he felt right calling himself a rogue.
“A useful skill that I would also hone in you, along with a myriad of others,” Elora replied. “Look, I don’t usually take on tutoring gigs anymore, not for any price, but Eric has potential. Since I’m stuck owing him a blood debt anyway, I might as well help him develop that potential into something useful.”
“For the low cost of only a thousand gold,” Gabrielle reiterated.
“You keep saying that number like it really matters, but does it?” Elora looked around the room, carefully examining each piece of their equipment. “With two thousand gold, I could negotiate replacements for nearly everything you’ve got on you, plus plenty of supplies for the next leg of your journey.”
Eric glanced at the others, eyes wide as he scoured his memory. In all the time they’d been with Elora, no one had mentioned what their plans were after they completed the ildenberry quest—or at least, they shouldn’t have. Blood debt or no, telling someone who’d been hunting them for a bounty about their next destination had seemed well into the bounds of stupidity.
“Everyone calm down. None of you let anything slip,” Elora told them. “I’m just not stupid. The five of you don’t come off as hungry for money or glory, and given that the king of Solium wants you back pretty bad, it makes sense that you’d avoid big towns as much as possible. I’d wager you only stopped in here because you desperately needed gold. Probably for a long, rough trip, which means you’re either heading to Urthos or Baltmur.”
“Were that the case, I’m sure you’d understand that we could neither confirm nor deny it,” Thistle said.
“Tell me, or don’t. It’s not like I can collect the bounty, anyway,” Elora replied. “But here’s how I see it: right now, you seem to be debating between two choices. You can either take your three thousand gold, buy what you need, and get out of town, or you can stay around long enough to try and take on the Grand Quest. If you choose the former, then so be it. I’ll keep my word about helping you haggle to make your gold go far, and that will be that. If you choose to stay, however, then you may as well pay me to train Eric.”
Timuscor moved slightly forward, the clanking of his armor echoing off the walls. “Although I hate to admit it, Elora did display exceptional proficiency during our fight in the orchard. It’s hard to deny that we would be far more formidable if Eric had those skills, especially if we’re aiming to undertake the Grand Quest.”
“Thanks, pig-guy, I was—”
“However,” Timuscor continued, plowing right over Elora’s appreciation. “I do not trust her or her intentions, and I think it would be unwise to leave any of us alone with her for a prolonged period of time. Should we accept her offer, we should keep them under close observation to ensure that training is all she does.”
“What, you think I’m going to brainwash him?” Elora asked.
“Yes, that is exactly what I was thinking,” Timuscor agreed. “Even if you were unable to do so through conditioning or torture, due to your debt, there are more than a few poisons and magics that soften the mind… the sort of tools someone with your skills would no doubt know how to use.”
The room fell silent as the knight and the elf stared each other down, until the latter let out a small sigh. “You know, for an armor-wearer, you’re smarter than I expected. In other circumstances, that’s exactly what I’d do. Luckily enough—for you, anyway—a month isn’t really long enough to break down and rebuild someone with those methods. Besides, it’s not explicitly stated, but I’m almost certain that would go against my blood debt.”
“You’ll forgive us if we still choose to keep a watch over the training,” Gabrielle said.
“See, that doesn’t work, for two reasons.” Elora lifted the slender index finger of her right hand and held it in the air. “First off, it’s impossible. The training I’m going to give Eric is rogues only. Even if I wanted to take you into the places we’d be going, which I very much don’t, how much stealth training do you think we’d accomplish with one of you banging around behind us? And then there are the lessons on weapons, poisons, information gathering—really, there’s just so much to learn—and I’m already trying to cram a lot of training into just a month. With you lot there, slowing us down, he’d learn so little it would barely even be worth your gold.”
“And what’s the second reason?” Thistle didn’t seem bothered by being told they weren’t welcome at Eric’s training, but then again, Eric could count on one hand the number of times he’d seen the gnome lose his cool.
“Oh, that’s the fun one. See, two thousand gold is plenty if you want to resupply and make it from here to another kingdom, but if you’re actually trying to take on the Grand Quest, then you’re going to need better gear. Much better gear, in fact. Two thousand gold will probably buy proper equipment for one of you, and that’s with me pulling some strings to get you friendly pricing. To outfit everyone, you’ll need at least ten, though I’d recommend fifteen.”
“Fifteen thousand gold.” Gabrielle’s mouth hung halfway open, as if even saying such a large sum had injured her jaw. “You’ve got to kidding. How in the hells are we going to get that kind of coin?”
“Well, Eric did negotiate my help in choosing a quest for you,” Elora reminded them. “If you take on one or two of the more difficult ones, you should easily be able to rake in that much gold.”
“We can’t do it.” It was the first time Grumph had spoken since they got to the room, and he shook his head heavily as he did. “Thistle and I have seen hard ones. They’re beyond us. Especially without Eric.”
“Not if you pick carefully. A little knowledge, the right strategy, and you’d be amazed at what can be accomplished. Though I suppose losing the only member of your group who can work in the shadows would make things harder.” Elora fell silent for a moment, resting her chin atop her still raised hand. “Fine, let’s kill two dragons with one arrow. Eric’s going to need every minute of the next month to train, but I don’t necessarily have to be there for each part of it. I’ll take his place on one, and only one, quest. Of course, I’ll also take his share of the gold, so you’ll need to make enough to pool together for his equipment. Still, I think none of you can say I’m not qualified for the task.”
“Aye, you have the skills, though whether or not we could trust you in such a situation is another matter,” Thistle said.
“At that point, we’d be working together for gold. Think what you will of rogues, but we’re not in the habit of betraying our own finances.”
“Perhaps. Ultimately, this comes down to two choices: whether or not we’re going to try and undertake the Grand Quest, and if we should permit you to train Eric. While we can debate to no end about the former, I think there is really only one of us who can offer a verdict on the latter.” Thistle rotated slowly, turning to face Eric, and the rest of the room followed suit.
Eric knew what he wanted to say, what the smart move would be. They’d gotten lucky in the orchard, so much so that Eric suspected a bit of the gods’ good favor had been in place, but it wasn’t luck they could count on indefinitely. Yes, the prize for the Grand Quest might be another piece of the Bridge. Was that really their problem, though? It had existed long before any of them were alive, and would continue to do so well after they passed on. They were not the keepers or collectors of the Bridge. The party would be safer if they just took the gold, bought what they needed, and set out for Baltmur.
Except that once they did, he’d lose out on a chance at learning to be a real rogue. His role wasn’t a martial one like Gabrielle’s, where he could learn through pure battle, nor was it a divine one where he was given a god’s guidance, like Thistle. Eric wasn’t as smart as Grumph, able to improve himself with only three days of instruction and tutorial spell books. Meeting a rogue like Elora was rare; having one in a position like hers was even less common. If they walked away, then odds were strong he would never have a chance quite like this one again. And while no one would fault him for it, Eric would have to spend the rest of his time with this party knowing he was less than he could have been.
He’d made a bargain with the gods to never go home again. If this was his real life, then Eric wanted to accept it, embrace it, and become better at it. Which meant, unfortunately, that he had to trust Elora.
“We’re lacking,” Eric said at last. “I’m lacking. Everyone is trying to grow, to get stronger in their own ways, but some things cannot be learned through trial and error. We distrust Elora for the very same reason that she would make a good teacher: because she is a rogue through and through. I can’t ask you all to part with so much gold, or to risk your lives by staying here. But if you’re asking me what I want, it’s to be a rogue. A real one. One who can make this party better, and help to keep you all safer.”
Silence stretched on, until the sound of rustling armor broke it. Gabrielle had uncrossed her arms and begun to rise from her place on the floor. “A thousand gold.”
“You’ve said that already,” Elora pointed out.
“Yeah, well, this time I was just reminding myself how much to go get,” Gabrielle replied. “Thistle, give me the proof of funds. I need to make a withdrawal.”
Eric waited for someone to object, to say it was a bad idea, but Thistle merely pulled the small scroll from his pocket and handed it to Gabrielle.
“Are... are you all sure about this?” Eric asked.
“If it were any of us, you wouldn’t hesitate to say we should take the opportunity to train,” Gabrielle said. “And if you can get better, that helps everyone, so it’s money well spent.” She turned to Elora and motioned for the elf to rise. “But if you try anything, I don’t care how many tricks you’ve got, I will bury my axe in your skull. Even if it kills me.”
“Oh, it would,” Elora replied. “Though I don’t doubt you’d make good on your promise even after such a paltry thing as death. You really don’t need to worry so much; I like to think I’m an excellent teacher.”
While he couldn’t put a finger on it, there was something in the way Elora smiled as she spoke that made Eric wonder if perhaps he shouldn’t have just kept his big mouth shut.
 



Chapter 17
 
“So, on top of five thousand gold for successfully wiping out every single animated plant in sight, the clerk gave you a special coin that allows you entrance into the Grand Quest.” Russell ran down his note pad from the end of their last session, making sure he’d kept everything straight. “If you’re shopping in town, there’s a proof of funds scroll they handed over that you can use at the stores, but if you want to go anywhere else, you’ll need to find a way to haul all of that gold around. Speaking of, who is holding on to the coin and the proof of funds?”
“Timanuel.” The word was spoken both by Bert and, more quietly, Alexis simultaneously.
“Going to pretend my feelings aren’t hurt by how fast you both tossed that out,” Cheri said.
“Nothing personal, it’s just that he’s the paladin. That makes him inherently the most trustworthy person in the group. Plus, Chalara and Wimberly are both frail due to their classes, meaning they’re easier to rob, and Gelthorn is catatonic for as long she’s in the city. Having Timanuel hang on to the important stuff is our soundest strategy,” Bert said.
Cheri narrowed her eyes and took a long drink from her soda, but made no counterargument. Russell leapt upon her silence, as any experienced GM would.
“Okay then, with that sorted out, you need to decide what comes next. Even with deductions for food and lodging, you’ve got plenty of gold to spend. There’s a whole merchant district a short walk away where you could all go shopping, or you can go see what quests are being offered today. With your performance at the enchanted spring, there are going to be some new options with high risk and reward. Of course, you don’t have to do either of those things if you’ve got something else in mind.”
“No, this is a good situation. We should see it through.” Tim looked over his character sheet carefully. “With five thousand gold, we can probably upgrade our equipment; we likely never would have gotten a chance to do that since we spent so much on having that sealed chest shrunken down. Then again, that might be enough to find someone who can actually open the thing.”
“Or we can sit on the money, take another quest, and try and save our coin for some real upgrades,” Bert suggested. “If we’re trying to take on some epic quest with an artifact as a prize, I have a feeling we’ll want all the decent gear we can get. Wimberly got some pretty cool new gadgeteer blueprint options on her last level-up, but the materials are pretty pricey.”
Alexis opened her mouth to speak, then stopped herself, closing it silently. It was a small gesture, but one that didn’t escape Cheri’s notice.
“I know Gelthorn is fighting off a panic attack in her room, but if she were here, I’m pretty positive she’d vote for a quest. Especially one that took us back to the forest,” Cheri told them. “And for that matter, Chalara agrees. We’ve got less than a month in game until the Grand Quest starts, so let’s use that time to rack up all the experience and loot we can get. The battle at the end of the last module nearly killed us all, and we started this one with Chalara on the ropes. She’s feeling the need to get more powerful.”
Russell had seen the silent attempt at speech from Alexis, as well as Cheri’s picking up on the cue, but he did nothing to stop it. Alexis had caught herself before weighing in on a discussion her character wasn’t present for, and while Cheri was technically meta-gaming slightly, it had been handled well. The characters were close after everything they’d been through; it was believable that they would speak for each other when one was absent.
“The hour is getting late at the Hall,” Russell told them. “So if you want to take on a quest, you need to decide to do it now. Otherwise, you’ll have to wait until morning.”
“You know what? I think Chalara is okay with that,” Cheri said. “After a swamp fight and all that riding, she could use a good meal and a hot bath. Plus, this will let her talk to Gelthorn and see if she has any input for when they pick a quest.”
“Wimberly is on the same page,” Bert agreed. “That last fight was a long one. I think all our characters could use a good night’s rest.”
*             *             *
Thistle wasn’t surprised, per se, when he “awoke” to find himself still dreaming. Things had been picking up again, and he’d taken note of the curious amount of coincidences that had befallen his friends in the last day. Those sorts of things usually meant the gods were at work. Nevertheless, he’d been hoping to sleep soundly through the night and be proven wrong.
With a weary sigh, he pulled himself up to find that he was still in the Hall of Adventurers. Except it wasn’t quite the Hall as he’d seen it last, mere hours ago before trundling up to bed down in his shared room with Grumph. The tables were a little different, and some of the decor had been changed. No, it had been changed back, because the longer he looked, the more certain Thistle was that this was the Hall of Adventurers as it had been the first time he came through Alcatham. As he walked through the rows of tables, he searched, eventually coming upon one with a slightly lopped off corner, the site where someone he’d once called friend had dropped their new magical sword, only to watch it cut straight through the wood.
“I’m not sure I’m comfortable with how freely you use my nostalgia,” Thistle said. Though it seemed he was talking to no one, he knew quite well that there was a being present who could hear him.
“Just trying to show you happier times.” The kobold stepped out from behind a table where he very clearly hadn’t been seconds ago, tilting his spiny orange head in greeting to Thistle. “Well met, my paladin.”
“Good evening, Grumble.” Though he was never sure just how formal he was supposed to be in these situations, Thistle still lowered his gnarled body as best he could, managing a slight bow in deference to his god. “Please tell me I’m not being called on to destroy another piece of Kalzidar’s divinity. We’re already a bit pressed for time as it is.”
“No, sadly that last piece was the only one I know about. Kalzidar is many things as a god, but certainly not careless. He learns from his mistakes.” Grumble made his way across the floor, his sharp-clawed toes clacking against the worn stone. “Tonight, I wanted to talk about the power move Tristan is pulling with your friend.”
“If this is going where I think it is, then perhaps it’s best if we halt right here,” Thistle said, rising from his bow. “It is not within my power to make Eric change his mind about the rogue training, and even if it were, I wouldn’t do so. He has to follow his own path and serve the god he feels will best watch over him, even if that means our allegiances differ.”
“Well, of course he has to make the choice for himself.” Grumble cocked his head slightly to the side, causing the spines atop his head to momentarily quiver. “It’s faith, Thistle. No one can force another to believe.”
Thistle paused for a moment, wearing an expression just as confused as his god’s. “Yes... I suppose that’s true. Forgive me, Grumble, but it appears I made some misassumptions about the purpose of this meeting.”
“It happens, especially with your type,” Grumble replied.
“Gnomes?”
“No, those who think themselves clever. So, actually, yes, a fair amount of gnomes, but not just them,” Grumble said. “The point is, you lot get ahead of yourselves more often than not. Sometimes that’s a good thing, but it can also bite you if you’re not careful. Now, if we’re done with you interrupting just to refuse tasks I wasn’t going to assign, may I continue?”
Although he’d just been chided for his trying to be too clever, Thistle was still wise enough not to actually try and give his god permission. Instead, he merely shut his mouth and waited patiently until Grumble continued.
“As I was saying, I wanted to talk with you about Tristan brazenly trying to court Eric away. I mean, he could have at least tried to be subtle, gifting him with the power to sense Elora’s watchful eyes, setting things up so one of his more devout—and gifted—followers spotted you all. He’s the god of rogues, for goodness’ sake, and we’re supposed to work with an air of mystery…” Grumble’s voice trailed off as he seemed to realize he’d wandered away from the principal topic. With a small cough, he looked over at Thistle and started again.
“What I meant to say was this: as you know, Tristan and I both have some claim on Eric’s soul. Ordinarily, it wouldn’t be a big deal, but since I put my foot down publicly and made an issue of it, there’s now pride on the line. Which, by the way, is why Tristan is working so hard to win your friend over.”
“I’d assumed it was at least in part because of Eric’s talent as a rogue,” Thistle interrupted.
Grumble merely shrugged his narrow shoulders. “He’s got a knack for it, but there’s no shortage of potential rogues in the world. No, Eric is just a pawn in our game. This is about Tristan refusing to let a so-called ‘lesser’ god come out on top. And I assume, my oh-so-witty paladin, that you already suspected as much?”
“The coincidences did strike me as curious,” Thistle admitted.
“There we go. And that’s why we had to have this little chat.” Grumble wandered over to his paladin and set a scaly hand on the gnome’s crooked shoulder. “Thistle, you are not to interfere with Eric’s decision in any way. The conversion of a soul, the cultivation of faith, these processes are slow and delicate. Eric may decide to throw in with Tristan one day, or worship me or some other god not even in the mix. He could say to hell with us all and offer prayers to none. Whatever plan Tristan is setting in motion, let him make it. You are, of course, allowed to watch over and protect your friends as you deem fit, but I’m afraid I have to forbid you from trying to sway Eric as he ultimately chooses where his loyalty lies.”
Working the command around in his mind, Thistle looked at it from several angles before he spoke next, determined to make sure he understood what was being asked. “Is this going to put him in danger?”
“You almost died fighting tree sprites a few days ago; danger is a relative term for adventurers,” Grumble pointed out. “But to my knowledge, no, he won’t be in any more peril than you all usually bring down upon yourselves. Tristan wants to win him over, make Eric a proper rogue, and then gain his worship. None of that involves killing him.”
“Then I believe I can adhere to your order.” The truth of the matter was that Thistle didn’t actually have a choice—being a paladin meant one was beholden to their god no matter what the command. There were stories of those who’d tried to buck that yolk, and none of them ended well—at least, not for the paladins. But Grumble was a fair god, and he at least always seemed to care that Thistle accepted his orders, even if they’d never come to an impasse. Not yet, anyway.
“Good.” Grumble took his hand from Thistle’s shoulder. “Now, go ahead and ask.”
Thistle didn’t bother to pretend he didn’t know what Grumble was talking about; instead, he seized the opportunity and spat out his question. “Why am I not allowed to speak to Eric on your behalf? It seems pretty obvious Tristan is launching quite the campaign to win him over.”
“Because Tristan has his ways to gain followers, and I have mine. If Eric chooses me, it will be because he knows in his heart that I’m the right god for him. And if that’s not true, then better he finds the god who is.” Grumble grinned, a toothy smile that always looked out of place on his kobold snout. “As for why I had to bring you up here—well, you’re a dedicated follower, Thistle. I know you’d have tried to interfere if I didn’t stop you. Though I have noticed you’ve gotten a little slack about visiting my temples as of late.”
“We haven’t exactly been in many towns.”
“You’re in one now,” Grumble countered. “Maybe take an afternoon out to have a visit. Never know what you might learn.”
“So not interfering with Eric, you can just tell me, but something you want done at a temple, you have to cryptically hint at?” Thistle asked.
“Tristan didn’t enact the divine protocol regarding Eric, and that is quite literally all I can say about that.” Grumble’s tone didn’t lose its usual humor, but Thistle took note of the serious look in his eyes. As he’d been told before, the divine protocol went into effect when gods were working toward opposite ends and forbade each other from giving their followers direct orders. Hints and visions were the only clues permitted. If Grumble couldn’t talk about the temple, it meant there was something there that another god didn’t want him to find, which was reason enough to go, as far as Thistle was concerned.
“Aye, perhaps I’ll make a trip tomorrow,” Thistle agreed. “Timuscor has wanted to learn more about gods and their relationships to paladins as well, so maybe I can convince him to come along. Of course, I doubt they’ll let his pig inside.”
Grumble’s head tilted once more, and the scales around his eyes crinkled—a look of surprise, with perhaps a touch of uncertainty mixed in. “Pig? What pig?”
“Mr. Peppers, the boar who’s been traveling with us since we left the falling temple outside Briarwillow,” Thistle told him.
“Thistle, I’ve looked in on you and your friends many times since you left Briarwillow, and I’ve never seen a boar with you. Not once.”
 



Chapter 18
 
The sun was still hiding behind Camnarael’s buildings as Eric and Elora made their way down the surprisingly busy street. Later in the morning, things would reach a lull until the adventurers were up and about, but pre-dawn belonged to the merchants and townsfolk getting ready for the day ahead. Stalls were being set up, supplies lugged in, and a swift brigade of cleaners were working to sweep the streets clear. By the time the sun finally shone upon the roads once more, they would look fresh, new, and ready for the day ahead. Eric was a bit envious, deep down. He had no idea how ready he was for whatever lay in store ahead of him.
Once they’d decided that Eric would receive rogue training from Elora, there was no reason to dither about. His friends would take the day to rest and decide what their own next moves would be, then reconnect with Elora at the following dawn. Although there was still some bickering within the group, Eric knew that they would ultimately take Elora up on her offer of assistance. No one wanted it to be, but they all felt that the Bridge was in some way their responsibility. Not seeking it out was one thing, but to have a piece so close by and do nothing? They couldn’t accept that. They would need another quest, at least, to get adequate supplies before the Grand Quest began. They’d need a dangerous one, no doubt, and he wouldn’t be there to help. Instead, they’d have a rogue who was incredibly more skilled and vastly less trustworthy. Still, she should at least work to keep them safe, as long as she was telling the truth about…
Eric’s feet froze mid-step, an action that Elora noticed at once. She turned to face him with a single raised eyebrow.
“The blood debt between us, the one that keeps you from collecting on our bounty or hurting us. What happens if you repay it on the quest? If you save one of the other’s lives, does that give you free license to turn us all in?”
“That is a very appropriately rogue way to look at it; although, in the future, I’d recommend doing so when the negotiations are still ongoing.” Elora began to walk again, and Eric, suddenly aware of just how few his options were, hurried to keep up.
“Among the shadows of Camnarael, there are few rules,” Elora said once he was near, her voice above a whisper, but only barely. “One of them, however, is that we are not permitted to turn each other in for bounties or rewards. I’m sure you can see how that might be necessary in a loose organization of thieves, assassins, and general ne'er-do-wells. Half the people I deal with weekly have some sort of price on their heads; we’d cannibalize our own membership in no time at all.”
“So, you can’t turn them in.”
“No, I can’t turn you in,” Elora corrected. “And that’s assuming you do well enough in our training to even be called a proper shadow.”
“Then I’m not—”
It was Elora’s turn to halt them, spinning around and driving a trimmed nail against Eric’s sternum. “I respect the desire to plan for every contingency, I really do—it’s a good trait that will serve you well in life. Just not today. You’re getting too caught up in ‘ifs’ and ‘buts,’ when there’s a real challenge to deal with. Maybe I’ll manage to save one of your friends’ lives and use it to wipe the blood debt between us, and maybe I’ll be able to turn them in for the bounty, but that is a whole lot of ‘maybe’ to swallow. Besides, what I can do and what I choose to do are not inherently one and the same. So stop fretting over your friends; they’ll have each other to lean on. You, Eric, are all on your own, and rogue training isn’t as gentle as you might want to think. Worry about yourself and about proving to me that you aren’t wasting my time.”
It was slow and begrudging, but Eric still gave Elora a small nod. “Fine. Let’s go.”
“Go? Why, my dear student, we’re already here,” Elora told him.
Eric took in the scenery around them—mostly low-roofed houses and pinched streets. His best guess was that they’d reached a low-cost housing area for those who worked and sold goods in the capital.
“This is where you’re training me?”
“Don’t be silly. This is the site of your first test.” Elora took a few steps away and swirled her cloak. “Being unseen, unknown, and unstoppable are all key parts of being a rogue, but before any of that, we must be swift and sure. We must be able to run down any prey and give any predator the slip. Thus, we start the first trial with a hunt: follow me to our lair’s entrance.”
“I thought that’s…” Eric’s voice trailed off as Elora bolted away, ducking down an alleyway and vanishing completely in a single turn. Understanding kicked in as his plodding feet found their speed. She wasn’t just going to lead him to the destination; he had to either keep pace with or track her. And since Gabrielle handled every aspect of their tracking duties, that meant Eric had to run for all he was worth.
Dimly, it occurred to him that perhaps they shouldn’t have paid Elora up front.
*             *             *
Although Thistle tried not to stare, his gaze involuntarily kept making its way to Mr. Peppers as the boar and Timuscor walked with him into the temple district of Camnarael. Mr. Peppers certainly seemed real enough, snorting and trotting in the early morning sunshine lighting the road. And others could obviously see him—more than a few fellow travelers steered around the boar as they made their way through the street. All of this made it all the more curious that a god, a being who was supposed to pick up far more than those with mortal eyes could ever hope to, had been utterly unaware of his existence.
Worse yet, Grumble had been unsure of the cause. He’d admitted that there were a few very potent magics that could do such things, and that the occasional anomaly did pop up. But far and away the most likely reason for Grumble’s boar-blindness was divine intervention. Somewhere, someone was probably keeping the god of the minions from seeing Timuscor’s pet pig. But why anyone, god or mortal, would waste the required energy on such a thing was beyond either of them to understand. Ultimately, it had been decided that Thistle should simply keep an eye on Mr. Peppers for the time being, staying ready to react if something odd happened and otherwise pretending as though nothing had changed. In other situations, Thistle might have been a bit more concerned about having to hide such a secret from one so near, but seeing as even a magically hidden boar was still just a boar, it wasn’t quite so stressful an undertaking.
Between glances at Mr. Peppers, Thistle allowed himself to take in the splendor of Camnarael’s temple district. Here, churches to every major god—or at least the civilly-accepted ones—were raised within mere feet of one another. Just from where he stood, Thistle could see symbols of Longinus, Mithingow, Adamus, Cecily, Tristan, and even Grithgow rising high into the sky, grand and eye-catching as they tried to outdo one another. There were far more temples to tour, if one were so inclined, though of course the worshippers of the wicked gods—like Kalzidar and Ashael—were not welcome in such a place. Their temples would be found in darkness, far from curious travelers and proper civilization. Thistle’s own destination was not among the grand churches either, yet neither was it so shameful that it had been driven out of town.
Leading Timuscor and Mr. Peppers away from the large, beautiful structures, Thistle walked one street over to where a wide alley ran behind several of the churches. Making their way through it, they eventually turned to find a squat, functional building awaiting them. It was largely empty, with only a few kobolds darting about inside. Even they seemed to vanish at the sight of Timuscor in his gleaming armor. Thistle, still hoping to keep a low profile while in town, had chosen to continue going without the protection of his plate mail, in no small part because he knew how skittish Grumble worshippers were around those who wore such protection. Whether it was a master or an invader, seeing people like Timuscor rarely went well for the minions of the world.
“I thought there would be more here,” Timuscor said as they made their way inside.
“Minions aren’t known for their abundance of leisure time,” Thistle replied. “Many will have small shrines in whatever serves as their quarters, but getting away to pay worship at a proper temple is a rare occasion for most.”
The years had marched on since Thistle was last in this building, yet they had done little to wear it down. Simple as it might be, the temple was also immaculately cared for, with every wooden bench freshly sanded and the stone floor swept clean. He’d missed this place and hadn’t realized it until he was standing in the middle of the room. In a life of chaos, this temple had been a safe haven, one of the precious few Thistle had found in his journeys. Curiously, the surroundings made him homesick for Maplebark. Or, more honestly, for the wife he’d built a home with there.
“It may not look it, but this is a temple, and if you’ve come here looking for trouble, then I’ll be glad to supply it.” The voice was low and rough, instantly recognizable as that of a half-orc. Thistle and Timuscor turned to find a male half-orc that was slightly taller than Grumph staring them down, a pair of kobolds cowering behind him. He was wide and muscular, and even in the clothes of a priest, he carried the air of one who was no stranger to violence. A rough club was gripped in his right hand, held in a way that left no doubt he knew how to use it.
“We seek no trouble; I’ve only come to pay my respects to Grumble. And my friend here wished to learn about he who watches over the minions,” Thistle said quickly.
“He doesn’t look the type to serve Grumble. Are you sure he didn’t come for Longinus or Adamus?” the half-orc asked.
Thistle began to reply, but Timuscor beat him to it.
“While they are both kind, benevolent gods, I find that I am more inclined to learn of one who embraces the small and weak, rather than the mighty and powerful. It is my dream, one day, to become a paladin, if I can ever find a god who is willing to accept the service I offer. From what Thistle has told me, Grumble might be the most likely one I could reach an agreement with.”
The half-orc let out a low snort and tightened his grip on the club. “You should have kept your lies simpler. Worshippers of Grumble who also have the makings of paladins are the stuff of myth and legend. What would make you think you could be among them?”
“I don’t know that I could be. All I can do is try my best to follow and learn from Thistle,” Timuscor replied.
“Enough!” The half-orc stepped forward, and Thistle saw Timuscor’s hand twitch toward his sword. “You’ve been harassing us for weeks, coming here at night like cowards, but you have finally grown too bold. This ends now!”
“I wouldn’t do that,” Thistle warned, reaching over and gently putting a hand on Timuscor’s arm, keeping him from grabbing his blade.
“I won’t be—”
Whatever the half-orc would or wouldn’t be remained unknown. He got close enough to Thistle to swing only to be hurled across the room and into a wall, hitting with a surprisingly soft sound and sliding to the floor. His eyes were wide, though whether from shock or pain was hard to discern.
“When a paladin is in an active church of their god, a place soaked in prayer and worship, they are protected,” Thistle explained to Timuscor. “While paladins are generally expected to be out in the world, dealing with danger and fighting for their god, even we need to rest and recover at times. Thus, the gods decreed that their paladins would always be safe in places of worship, so long as they weren’t starting any fights there themselves.”
Walking over, Thistle took note of the change in the cowering kobolds. They’d gone from being terrified of Timuscor to staring at Thistle with unabashed awe. One tried to bow its head, but the other stopped him, which was the right thing to do. Paladins were vessels of divine will, not sources, and shouldn’t be treated as such. Thistle arrived at the half-orc and contemplated offering him a hand up. Since one tug would more than likely send the gnome’s small form toppling over, he opted to meet the priest’s eyes and offer a comforting smile instead.
“My name is Thistle, and I am a paladin of Grumble. I wasn’t sure why he wanted me to come here, but it seems you need some sort of aid. As this is one of his churches, it would be my pleasure to help you in whatever way I can.”
The half-orc stared at him, the shock slowly melting from his face. “My name is Ulkin. As a priest of Grumble, it is my pleasure to accept your offer.”
Thistle nodded as the half-orc slowly pulled himself back up to a standing position. “Well then, I’d say all that remains is for you to fill us in on the details.”
 



Chapter 19
 
Eric had never been more thankful for his years hauling around armor than he was as he sprinted along the narrow streets, chasing Elora as fast as his legs would carry him. If not for his countless days working under the armor’s weight, he would never have built up the stamina to keep in pursuit. Even as it was, he knew she was taking it easy on him. Elora managed to always stay just far enough ahead of him to leave a trace and nothing more. The flash of a cloak around a corner, a lingering scent in the air, one footstep echoing from down an alley. She was leaving him clues while she pushed his endurance, seeing how well he could think under stress. He’d never tested his body and senses together like this, which made it all the more exhilarating when he managed to keep following her.
The first few moments were the hardest; more than once Eric was sure he’d made a wrong move and was on the verge of backtracking when Elora would leave another clue. The longer the chase went on, winding them deeper into the residences of the capital, the more Eric began to function on what felt like instinct. It was as though his mind were working under the surface, only bothering his conscious thoughts with things that were of the utmost importance, such as which direction to go at a fork. As the chase continued, Eric’s confidence slowly grew. He was doing it; he was proving his skill as a rogue.
It was about then that Eric rounded a corner and nearly impaled his own eye on an outstretched dagger. Only his reflexes saved him. He jerked his upper body back so quickly that it threw him off balance, resulting in him falling in a tangle of limbs at Elora’s feet.
“Nice reaction,” she told him. Her hand opened and the dagger vanished, only a small glow on her wrist to mark its existence.
“What the hell was that?” Eric slowly pulled himself to his feet, body largely unharmed, but ego nursing quite a sizable bruise.
“That’s what happens when you chase someone so loudly,” Elora replied. “Your breath was ragged, your footsteps pounded on the ground, and honestly, I was able to mark your location the entire time you followed me.”
“I was supposed to be silent that whole time?” Despite his incredulous tone, as Eric spoke he realized that Elora had done just that: she’d been almost perfectly quiet while moving faster than he had.
“You don’t have to, as long as you don’t mind the person you’re pursuing setting a trap.”
“On that topic, how does almost stabbing me in the eye not break the whole ‘you can’t harm me’ part of the blood debt?” Eric asked.
“For one thing, I just stuck my dagger out. It’s on you if you run eye-first into it,” Elora said. “And besides, training is different than assault. If I don’t put a little fear and danger into this, you’ll never become a good rogue. I can certainly harm you, so long as it’s in the name of education.”
Eric, visions of the blade inches from his eye still far too fresh in his mind, would have liked very much to disagree with her, but wasn’t sure that he could. Training—this sort, anyway—was going to be dangerous. It had to be: the tasks he’d be taking on once it was over would be perilous, he’d seen that for himself already. If Elora couldn’t teach him to execute his skills when there were consequences on the line, then he’d be ill-prepared for any real rogue work.
“Just don’t get carried away, please. I think we can both agree that I’m better at any job with both eyes.”
“Relax; I had the situation mostly under control. And hey, let’s focus on the good part of this: you passed!” Elora threw out her arms and waved her hands in mock-celebration, rustling her heavy cloak with every motion.
For his part, Eric just looked around. They were in an alley like dozens of others he’d darted through in the past hour. He couldn’t discern anything special about it. In fact, he wasn’t even sure where they were; he’d been so intent on catching Elora that he’d lost all sense of direction.
“Finally realizing that you have no idea where you are, right? It’s okay, everyone zones out on their first chase. Part of why we do it this way. We’ve got hidey holes all over the city, but this is a special one for our rookies, so we prefer not to have any failures exposing the location out of spite.” Elora reached out to a wall that bore no distinct markings whatsoever—or at least none that Eric could spy—and gave a sharp, rhythmic rap on the stones. Soundlessly, they parted, slowly opening to reveal a pitch-black hole in the center of the wall.
“You first,” Elora said, motioning for him to continue.
“Don’t suppose you’d tell me why I need to lead?” Eric asked.
“Because there are traps inside, and if I’m in front, you’ll see how to avoid them. Don’t worry, though, almost nobody dies getting through the rookie entrance their first time.” Elora reached out and patted him gently on the shoulder. “Assuming you’ve got real potential, of course, and not just luck.”
“I suppose we’ll find out.” With nothing else to say, Eric turned and vanished into the hole. Elora waited a few seconds, until she heard the familiar clang of metal jaws snapping shut and the peels of angry cursing from Eric. Angry was good; it meant he wasn’t injured, not seriously anyway. With one last glance to be sure no one saw them, Elora followed him into the entrance.
Moments later, the bricks moved again, sealing shut and removing any proof that the two rogues had ever been there at all.
*             *             *
There was no official outpost of the mages’ guild in Camnarael, which Grumph initially found perplexing. Why would such a vast organization not have an entrance in such a central hub? Then he did a little more digging, spoke to the right people at the bar, and learned that the kingdom had wanted a sizable tax to host even a modest doorway in the capital. Suddenly it all made sense. As much respect as Grumph had for his fellow mages and teacher, he hadn’t gotten the impression the guild would play well with others. Especially not when someone was trying to gouge them.
Still, it was inconvenient, as he would have very much liked to work in some proper training while he had the downtime. Dejy’s parting gift to Grumph—a magical spell book that had in-depth tutorials for each new spell—was an excellent study guide, but he’d never made more progress than when he learned from the archmage directly. Then again, with how busy Dejy kept himself, there was no guarantee that they’d have been able to train, though Grumph would have liked to see his friend all the same.
Aside from the disappointment, Grumph had a curious problem to deal with: he wasn’t sure what to do with himself. Eric and Elora had left before daybreak to train, Thistle and Timuscor had gone to pay their respects at a temple of Grumble, Gabrielle was off on some task she’d refused to elaborate on, and none of them would be back until evening, when they were set to discuss the plan going forward. While the search for a guild outpost had occupied most of his morning, Grumph was facing an afternoon without any tasks. It had been a long time since he’d experienced true downtime, and the idea made him recoil somewhat. Even before their adventure began, he’d been a small business owner, and there was always work to be done in a tavern.
There was the option to study his spell book more, but he’d looked it over carefully before daybreak. While training with some new spells was certainly on the table, he wasn’t keen on using up all of his mana while in a strange town. If the day ended peacefully, he’d burn through it all in the evening; until then, Grumph preferred to have options if trouble decided to rear its head.
With no work to be done and no magic he could wisely practice, Grumph decided that perhaps his time was best served doing what wizards did best: research. So much of their journey had been forged in chaos, desperately trying to piece things together before their ignorance got them killed. There was bound to be an impressive library in a kingdom’s capital, one with books dating back far into the past.
Perhaps even one with rumors about a strange artifact, scattered into pieces, that changed the way those who held it saw the world. True, it was a long shot, but Grumph had an afternoon to kill. If nothing else, it would be a pleasant way to pass the time.
*             *             *
Once upon a life ago, Gabrielle would have thought five hundred gold an unmitigated fortune. In Maplebark, that sort of coin would have bought a home, as well as provided enough left over for a comfortable, if not excessive, lifestyle. That was Maplebark, though, a town she’d worked hard not to think about the farther away they got, a town where she’d had a life with two loving parents, albeit ones who didn’t recognize the fire in their daughter for what it really was. Here, in the heart of Alcatham’s capital, five hundred gold felt almost paltry, even if all she wanted to buy was information.
Once Eric’s thousand for lessons was deducted, the four other party members split the remaining two into five hundred apiece, supposedly meant to be squirreled away or used on necessities until they decided what to do while Eric trained. With such high costs barring them from the Grand Quest—or at least surviving it—every coin they had would count. Still, this was a cost Gabrielle could no longer put off, and she was unlikely to find a more probable place for answers than the capital of a kingdom.
Finding out who to talk with had been unexpectedly easy, even if the recommendation came from an untrustworthy source. As the person who had a room to herself and the one most likely to beat Elora in a close-quarters fight, the elf had been stuck in Gabrielle’s room the evening prior. It had mostly been a tense, silent night, save for when Gabrielle had worked up the nerve to ask where she might procure certain services. Elora had complied, though only in exchange for Gabrielle telling the tale of how she came by her axe. Gabrielle still wasn’t sure how she felt about the strange bargain, but it had seemed a small price for what she needed. Of course, finding out where to go was also the easiest part of her task.
Weaving through the town, once more hiding her armor under Grumph’s mage robes, Gabrielle made her way deep into the merchant district. Here there were shops, stalls, and even some vendors merely sitting on the street with their wares spread out before them. According to the rumors, one could buy anything they needed in Camnarael, from dragon scales to banshee tears, though not all of it was sold out in the open. Gabrielle ignored most of the people yelling out what they carried, along with boasts of how good the deals were. These would be, by and large, frauds or cheap baubles meant to impress those who didn’t know better. And while she couldn’t actually spot the difference between real enchantments and minor illusions, she was aware that real power wasn’t left so casually on display. Luckily, since she was dressed like a wizard, albeit an oddly-shaped one since the robes fell strangely along her armor, few vendors tried to call her over. They all knew it was a lost cause to try and unload such trinkets on a spell-caster.
Finally, after passing what seemed like countless smiths, potion shops, and curio stores, Gabrielle arrived at her destination. It looked much like the other peddler establishments she’d already walked by, with a wooden sign hanging in the front, featuring the carved illustration of a staff, a book, and an eye. Here, one could buy components for various spells or rituals, along with tools of the trade for mages. That was what the staff and the book meant, anyway. The eye, as Elora told it, meant that this shop also dabbled in information brokering. While they might not have the answers Gabrielle sought, they should be able to point her in the direction of someone who did. For a fee.
The door let out a rough groan as Gabrielle shoved it open. Sunlight poured into a largely empty shop. Along the walls were jars full of barely-visible ingredients—a small mercy, since what little could be made out caused Gabrielle’s stomach to turn. Carved staffs and wands hung along the walls, and a massive display of books and scrolls rested just behind the counter, presumably guarded over by the stuffed gnome leaned against the till. At least, Gabrielle took it to be stuffed until it whipped its head around and locked eyes with her.
“So early, the sun’s not even properly up. Come back once I’ve gotten some real sleep.”
Gabrielle wasn’t sure what shocked her more, that the small, raggedly-dressed figure on the counter had talked, or that its voice was distinctly female. Shaking off her surprise, Gabrielle leaned back and shut the door behind her, careful not to bang it with the thoroughly-wrapped parcel in her free hand.
“Sorry, but I’m on a bit of a time crunch. Perhaps we can get this done and you can nap after?”
She walked forward, noting that while the gnome’s eyes were once more drooping, they hadn’t closed entirely. Making her way up to the counter, Gabrielle rested her free hand atop the gnarled, poorly-crafted wood, being sure to keep it a healthy distance from the gnome. Any acquaintance of Elora’s was not someone Gabrielle intended to trust lightly.
“And if I say no, what then? Going to threaten to wreck up my shop? I know you won’t be turning a spell against me; doesn’t take much of a keen eye to spot the armor under those robes. There are those amongst the spell-casters who take such fraud seriously, you know.”
“I assure you, it’s out of necessity,” Gabrielle told her. “As is my business today.”
“Aye? Then come back when I’m done with my necessities,” the gnome replied. “Half a day should be fine.”
Elora had warned Gabrielle that, useful as they were, this vendor wasn’t someone who was easy to deal with. Anticipating such a situation, she’d given Gabrielle a certain phrase to use if the conversation seemed to stall. It was one Gabrielle had hoped to avoid employing, both because she wasn’t sure she liked the implications and because she didn’t want to accept any more help from the elf than was strictly necessary. This was more important than her pride, though. This was about safety: that of her friends as much as her own.
“How about a bet?” Gabrielle lifted her parcel (wrapped carefully in the cheap blankets and leather scraps she’d bought at the inn). “I’ve got something here that I think you’ll find interesting. If I’m right, you sell me the information I want for half the usual price. If I’m wrong, I’ll pay double.”
Those drooping eyes were more alert now, and the gnome actually raised her head to stare at the package. “A bet, you say? That does make sleep a bit less appealing. As to whether or not your little package is interesting... how exactly did you find this shop?”
“Someone told me about it,” Gabrielle replied. At the last moment, she remembered the other part, which Elora had been insistent she add. “Someone who works in the shadows.”
“One of those, eh? Well, that does make me all the more curious. They only tend to steer me the ones they want thoroughly fleeced or sincerely helped.” The gnome hopped down from the counter, only to stop after a couple of feet. Evidently, there was some sort of platform on the other side so she could deal with her customers somewhat eye-to-eye. “Whatever is wrapped up in there stinks of magic, so that’s another point in your favor. All right, fake mage, I’ll take your bet.”
“My name is Gabrielle, not ‘fake mage.’”
“And mine is Wiscomb, but newcomers usually call me Shopkeeper because that’s what I am, just as you’re a fake mage.” Wiscomb dug about under the counter until she produced a small lens and fit it over her right eye. “Now, are you going to quibble about titles or unwrap the little mystery?”
Taking the obvious cue, Gabrielle carefully pulled away the layers she’d put in place to make her weapon unrecognizable to those she passed. Masquerading as a mage with armor underneath was bad enough; if she’d done it while lugging an axe through the streets, she may as well have turned herself over to King Liadon. After a few minutes delicate work, the head of the axe came into view, and Wiscomb let out a soft whistle.
“Potent magic there. Keep going, let me see the rest of it.”
Peeling away more layers, Gabrielle pulled her weapon free and laid the axe down on top of the counter. Wiscomb leaned over, getting dangerously close but never actually making contact. She adjusted her lens a few times, all the while muttering to herself as she scoured every inch of the weapon. At last, she straightened her back and met Gabrielle’s curious expression.
“Looks like I’ll be doing this one at half price,” Wiscomb said. “Because this axe is very interesting indeed.”
 



Chapter 20
 
“At first, we thought it was the usual harassment. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you, but Grumble’s temples aren’t quite as revered and respected as those of other gods. We’ve grown accustomed to a certain amount of broken stones or rude phrases littering the outside of our building. We minions are a hardy, resilient lot by nature, and Grumble teaches that we should take such things in stride.”
Ulkin set a cup of tea in front of Timuscor, and then one in front of Thistle. The small kitchen they sat in was quaint and well-kept, just like the public parts of the temple. They’d been shown inside once Ulkin shook off the fogginess from his hit against the wall, as some topics were not meant for public discussion.
“Then things began to worsen. Our worshippers would be found unconscious and beaten, with no memory of who had attacked them. Oil was thrown against our walls and lit on fire; if not for the meager wards in place, it might have actually caught. Every week, it seems to grow worse. This temple, a place of safety for those who already know so much fear, has become something the worshippers are too terrified to approach.”
“Did you notify the kingdom’s guards?” Timuscor asked.
Ulkin nodded. “They sent a patrol around a few times; however, whoever is doing this is smart. When the guards were here, nothing occurred, yet the moment they were gone, the problems started again. The capital is a large, dangerous place, and guards can’t be spared to watch over a temple at all hours. We’ve tried every such option; I even put in a quest with the Hall of Adventurers, though since we are far from a rich temple, the reward was too small for anyone to bother with it.”
“Interesting.” Thistle swirled the tea around in his small, worn cup. “And curious, really. These attacks appear to make no sense. Grumble, while certainly a troublemaker on occasion, historically has no great enemies among the other gods. That makes the odds of this being motivated by the devout unlikely. The next motive that springs to mind is the most classic of them all: gain of wealth. But as you yourself pointed out, there is little to be taken from this temple or its worshippers. Dismissing that idea, the most obvious motivation would be a personal vendetta. Ulkin, do you or any of those who come here have enemies that would go to such lengths?”
“Not that I know of. My parishioners are minions through and through,” Ulkin said. “As for me, I was left at a temple of Grumble in Urthos as a babe and lived most of my life there, learning his teachings and preparing to serve as a priest. Since then, I have worked at some of his churches throughout the kingdoms before coming here several years ago. My whole life has been spent in service, and while I won’t say I’ve never had cause to lose my temper, I can’t imagine anyone hating me to such a degree.”
“About what I expected.” Thistle took a long sip of the tea. Like the temple, it was simple, but great care had been used with every step of its creation. “No clear reason for why someone would target the temple is strange enough, yet it’s not what concerns me the most. Ulkin, would you believe me if I told you that Grumble appeared to me in a dream and urged me to come here?”
“It is commonly accepted that paladins gain guidance from the gods.” Ulkin managed to keep his tone steady, even if he didn’t quite prevent the expression of awe that darted across his face.
“Aye, that it is. But what’s curious is that Grumble didn’t simply tell me to come help you. He merely hinted at the idea that I should visit. Now, I can’t claim to speak for our god; however, he does tend to be straightforward with his instructions whenever possible. I won’t go into too much detail, but suffice it to say that if Grumble is being obtuse, it probably means he and another god are working in opposition to one another. That’s the only time he’s had to play such games before.”
“Why would another god care about a simple temple to Grumble? Especially when there are so many grander ones to gods with actual enemies nearby?” Ulkin asked.
“That’s what makes it a mystery,” Thistle replied. “I have some theories, though. While they’re nothing but pure conjecture at the moment, I think, with the help of our friends, we’ll be able to gain a little more information. Is there anything else you can tell us? Any detail, no matter how small, that might guide us toward the perpetrator?”
“I…” Ulkin paused, looking at Timuscor, who was scratching Mr. Peppers behind the ears. “I know of another matter, one that is considered private among the temple’s priests. For a paladin of Grumble, I believe an exception can be made. However, your friend is another matter.”
“I understand.” Timuscor began to rise, but Thistle put a small hand on his armored shoulder.
“Sit down, Timuscor,” Thistle said. “Ulkin, I respect your need for privacy, truly I do, but I trust this man with my life. He has proven himself as devoted and selfless as any paladin, and you have my assurances that you may speak freely before him. If that’s not enough, then so be it. You may keep your secret to yourself, and know that we will still do all we can to lend you aid. I will not, however, see a friend sent from the room like he’s a spy.”
It took all the self-control Thistle had not to glance down at Mr. Peppers, who, for all he knew, really might be gathering information for some nefarious purpose. Be that as it may, Thistle could neither betray his suspicion nor his friendship by allowing them to be cast out. The information Ulkin was hiding would almost certainly be useful, but by no means could it replace the trust needed between two people who fought with one another in battle.
“Very well, paladin.” This time there was a bit less reverence in the way Ulkin said Thistle’s title, though he continued nonetheless. “Though I can’t imagine it’s the reason for the attacks, our temple houses a relic of Grumble. It’s very old and has lingering magic, but since it cannot be used by anyone, not even Grumble’s own servants, there is no value in stealing it. It was hidden here because the clergy assumed a district of temples would be a safe haven, and even if thieves struck, they would choose the grander targets. As I said though, it is a temple secret, so the odds of anyone knowing about it or trying to drive us out in the hopes of seizing it are both slim.”
“Perhaps, though information can move more freely than you might expect,” Thistle replied. “This artifact, will you tell me what it is?”
“A suit of armor,” Ulkin replied. “Sized for a human, if you can believe it. It burns all who try to touch it, save only for Grumble’s priests when we move or polish it. Even we are seared if we try to don the equipment, however. The armor can only be claimed by its owner; such is the enchantment upon its metal.”
“Why would a human-sized suit of armor be an artifact of Grumble?” Timuscor asked. “Since he’s a kobold, it couldn’t have been his in life.”
Ulkin began to explain, though Thistle could barely hear over the whirring of his mind putting the pieces together. “No, it did not belong to Grumble—at least, not directly. According to legend, the armor was worn by Grumble’s first paladin, though even the myths argue over the existence of such a person. We have no records of a human paladin in such armor, and whatever he might have accomplished was lost to the ages.”
“Not lost,” Thistle corrected, downing the last of his tea and barely tasting it. “Hidden. Tucked away out of sight so that no prying eyes would go looking for his remains.”
“Who would do such a thing?” Ulkin asked.
Thistle rose from his seat and motioned for Timuscor to follow. “If my hunch is right, it’s the very same god who has been sending people to attack your temple: Kalzidar.”
*             *             *
“‘Interesting’ doesn’t tell me what it is.” Gabrielle leaned in a little closer, trying to see what Wiscomb was staring at as she scanned the weapon yet again.
“It does if you’re asking the right questions,” Wiscomb muttered, more to herself than to her customer. “But I suppose that if you could do that, you wouldn’t have bothered coming to someone like me.”
Rustling about on the countertop, Wiscomb grabbed a slip of parchment and a small quill. She scratched what seemed like far too many notes and numbers on it before finally looking at Gabrielle.
“Right then, so I can pick up a little about the weapon, but if you want the serious details, you’re going to have to go to a specialist. The magic woven through your axe is fairly complex; no one short of a trained mage is going to be able to crack it.”
“I know a few spell-casters, although I’d have to find a mage guild outpost,” Gabrielle said.
“Let me save you the trouble: there’s not one here, and even if there were, I just explained that not every mage will be able to suss this out. If you really want to peel away the layers and know what you’re working with, you have to bring it to someone who’s dedicated their entire life to enchantment and has about as much knowledge as an archmage,” Wiscomb told her. “Essentially, you need someone who spends every day dealing with magical items. Fortunately enough, I happen to know of a few that fit the bill, but they aren’t cheap or easy to reach.”
Gabrielle nodded as her mind darted back to her friend Fritz. She’d been a gifted merchant, albeit a self-admitted poor spell-caster, which made Gabrielle wonder how she managed to deal with magical items without much power of her own. Probably some scroll or artifact; Fritz had never been shy about using tricks and tools. If Gabrielle had been thinking more clearly at the time, she would have asked Fritz to thoroughly investigate the axe, but back then, Gabrielle had been too occupied worrying about Grumph’s mage trial and the others stuck in Briarwillow. It had been her mistake, and now she was going to have to pay for it in what would undoubtedly be too much gold.
“What’s the cost?” Gabrielle asked.
“For my acquaintances, I can’t say; they set their own prices. But given how intricate the magic in that axe is, I wouldn’t walk in with less than a few thousand gold. As for me…” Wiscomb glanced down at the paper, checking through a few of the chicken scratch lines. “I’ll tell you what I can make out in the axe and part with the names and locations of a few friends for... let’s call it an even three hundred gold.”
It took all her willpower, but Gabrielle resisted choking out loud at the cost. “I thought I’d won half-price in our bet.”
“That is half-price. My fee is dependent upon how hard it is to reach the person I’m connecting you with. If you came in here trying to dig up some local horse thief or pickpocket, I’d only charge a handful of coins. But you’re looking for an extremely in-demand and gifted contact. Now, those sorts don’t like to be bothered, which means having strangers show up saying that I referred them requires constant maintenance of those personal relationships, ample amounts of ass-kissing, and of course, a little good old-fashioned bribery in the form of gifts. If you don’t want the deal, by all means, walk out. I’m not exactly itching to put in this kind of work for half-price, anyway.”
Wiscomb crossed her arms, and Gabrielle took the hint. There was no room for negotiation here; she either took the offer, or went on her way. Three hundred gold was steep, especially if she was going to need a few thousand to buy the real information from Wiscomb’s contacts, but she had enough. And really, between her demon-hide armor and cursed-yet-powerful axe, it wasn’t as though she needed as much new equipment as the others. Better to put her coin toward understanding how to actually use the weapon she had, or at least learning enough to know if it was something she ought to cast aside.
“Fine. Three hundred.” Gabrielle had already sorted her coins into five pouches, so she dug in her robes and produced three of them, dropping each on the counter one at a time. Wiscomb watched intently, waiting until all three were there before scooping them up carefully. In a blur of motion, the pouches disappeared into the thick array of clothes on the gnome’s body like they’d never even been there.
“Aren’t you going to count it?” Gabrielle asked.
“Did you not see me listening as you dropped them?” Wiscomb asked. “I know you paid me true, so it’s time for me to hold up my end. Now, as you might have guessed by my detailing how much trouble it is to contact my acquaintances, these aren’t people I can just walk you up to in the street and introduce you to. At most, I can part with their names, the cities where they usually live, and a promise that if you say I sent you, then I’ll back the claim, should they test it. As an adventurer, I assume you’re accustomed to travel?”
“I am.” There wasn’t much point in denying the obvious, even if Gabrielle was a bit irked that she’d just paid three hundred gold only to be told she’d have to hunt down one of these mysterious people on her own.
“Right, then I’ll put together a small scroll of names and places for you once the rest of the business is done. None live here, of course—no self-respecting mage dwells so close to the kingdom’s heart. They all prefer a little more freedom to work in. But first, the matter at hand.” Wiscomb tilted her head gently down toward the axe. “If you’d be so kind as to re-wrap that, I’ll tell you what I was able to glean from looking it over.”
Gabrielle obliged. Wiscomb didn’t actually speak until the first layer was in place, as though she didn’t want the weapon to overhear what she had to say.
“I’m sure you know it’s cursed; anyone with even the slightest hint of magical talent could sense that. It’s old as well—perhaps I’ve said that already, but it bears repeating. Old magic can be... stubborn in some ways, much like people. Often, spells weaken as they age. Other times, they only grow more powerful. From what I could see, there is a sacrificial component to get this weapon’s power really flowing. My guess is that it has demanded something from you in a moment of need.”
Spot on as the guess was, Gabrielle said nothing, merely continued with her current task. Dealing with Elora and Wiscomb was teaching Gabrielle the importance of information, and she suspected silence was best to give away as little as possible without negotiating something in return.
“That’s all fairly normal for old curse-magic,” Wiscomb continued. “What made this one interesting is that there’s a bit of lingering magic on the blades from the last time it was used, and it is highly unusual spell craft. This axe of yours, it conjures an intensely-focused dispelling magic; essentially, magic designed to rip apart other magic.”
“I... was able to chop through soil golems.” Gabrielle didn’t relish sharing that tidbit, but Wiscomb’s words had suddenly put a lot of the things she’d done with her weapon into perspective. She’d cut through the evil priest’s shield and destroyed his construct with a single hit. The golems, too. No wonder she was the only one effective against them. They were just lumps of dirt held together by magic.
“I can easily believe that. In fact, it’s probably in the low-end of what this weapon is capable of. Honestly, I’ve never seen anything quite like it. Whoever crafted this was an absolute master of dispelling magic. Probably why they cursed it, as well,” Wiscomb said.
“What do you mean?” Gabrielle finished wrapping her weapon and hefted it off the counter, holding it carefully at her side.
“I mean that’s not the sort of power you can let just anyone wield unchecked,” Wiscomb told her. “Magic is a part of all the major cities, used in defense as much as utility, and that’s to say nothing of how mages are employed when kingdoms go to war. If you were able to just freely chop your way through wards and barriers, there’s no telling how much destruction you could cause.”
Wiscomb glanced down at the parcel, and Gabrielle thought she saw a fleeting shudder run through the gnome’s body.
“If not for the curse, that might be one of the most dangerous weapons in this, or any other, kingdom.”
 
 
 
 



Chapter 21
 
Elora made her way carefully across town, careful not to snag any more attention than was strictly needed. The last few days had been a wild, unexpected ride, all because of one careless moment where she’d lost track of her surroundings. It would have made for an incredible teaching opportunity, if her pride would ever allow her to share such a tale with the paler shadows. What was meant to be a simple tailing mission had spiraled thoroughly out of control, and the truth of the matter was that Elora was thrilled that it had.
She wasn’t particularly keen on teaching a rogue as green as Eric, even if he had managed to make it through the first day’s training without serious injury or death. That was no mean feat, given the traps he’d had to wind his way through, so at least he was still showing promise. And Elora certainly wasn’t enthusiastic about aiding his friends on some piddling little loot quest. No, what had her heart pumping was the sheer unpredictability of it all. As a properly-trained and skilled rogue, she’d been too good at her job for too long. There were tense moments, of course, but those were fleeting bursts of light in an otherwise drearily easy existence. This group, and her debt to them, was livening things up. For the first time in a very long while, Elora didn’t know what would happen next, and that uncertainty reminded her of what it truly meant to be a rogue. She was thinking on her feet, adapting strategies on the fly, and working a half dozen plans at once with no idea which, if any, might succeed. She had even begun to wonder if meeting Eric hadn’t been just a boon for him; perhaps Tristan was trying to reinvigorate her, as well.
As Elora slipped through the crowd at the Hall of Adventurers, she found herself unsurprised that the group was already waiting for her. Even with a whole night to prepare, they were the type to sleep on it and see how everyone felt in the morning. Their caution was a curiosity, as most adventurers treated their lives as casually as a wealthy gambler treated a few spare coins. This lot was careful, though, always expecting danger and willing to listen to one another’s hunches. Their constant communication made it nearly impossible to manipulate or turn them against one another, not that she hadn’t searched for opportunities. Whether it was friendship or simply the bond of being on the run together, the group was tightly knit, which meant Elora’s only strategic option was to continue making sure she stayed useful while wringing out as much information as possible.
“Good morning,” she called, helping herself to an open seat at their table. With a quick motion, Elora signaled a waitress for ale and breakfast, noting that the others were already halfway through their own plates. “Shall we have a quick bite, and then go consult the clerks to pick a quest? If you’re open to listening, I poked around and found a few kingdom issues that might be very lucrative to solve.”
“Kind an offer as that is, I’m afraid we’ve already accepted a quest this morning,” Thistle told her.
This move, Elora was braced for. Their trust in her was fleeting; it was no great shock they’d decided to choose a quest without her input. Keeping her face stoic, she gave a solemn nod as she appeared to take in the news.
“I do wish you’d waited to take my counsel; whatever you might think of me, I always keep my bargains. I would have delivered a quest within your range of skills that got us the gold you needed. However, it is ultimately your choice, so I will simply do the best I can to help.”
“Believe it or not, our decision to accept the quest had nothing to do with our trust in your advice,” Thistle replied, very clearly not buying her humble act. “In the course of the last day, I learned of an issue threatening the temple of Grumble, and as a paladin, I was compelled to take up their cause.”
“Oh? A temple quest, you say? Perhaps you made a good choice after all; clergy usually pay well for whatever tasks they want performed.” It was immediately clear that Elora would get nowhere by disagreeing or arguing with Thistle about finding a more lucrative quest. Where he led, the others would follow, and swaying a paladin from their god’s path was a notoriously futile effort. Better to feign some enthusiasm and stay in their good graces.
“According to the clerk, they were able to offer a reward of twelve gold,” Thistle said.
“Please tell me you mean twelve hundred.”
“Twelve.” Grumph didn’t seem particularly ecstatic about the number either—as near as Elora could tell, anyway. Like most half-orcs, he was tough to read; their naturally stoic faces seemed to taint everything with boredom or dislike.
“Twelve,” Elora repeated. “Well then, since it seems like this is a smaller, more personal task, I think I’ll go ahead and take my leave.” She rose from the table, digging about for a few coins to pay for the breakfast and ale she wouldn’t be around to enjoy. “I owe you help on one quest, and since I assume you’d rather use that marker for one with a real payday at its end, I’ll check back in a week to see if you’re done doing the gods’ dirty work.”
“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but we need your help.” Gabrielle’s expression, unlike Grumph’s, couldn’t be blamed on her heritage. She loathed spitting those words out and sat there glowering at Elora, just daring the elf to make an issue of it.
Giving up her search for coins, Elora slid back down onto the bench, curiosity once more piqued. “You want to use me in the one, and only one, quest I agreed to help with for a reward of twelve gold? Two gold apiece, once it’s split all around?”
“I wouldn’t say we want to, but the truth is that we need your help. This isn’t a task of brute force or quick thought. What we need requires a light touch, and someone accustomed to working in the shadows. Were Eric here, he would be invaluable, but without him, we have little hope of success. Without your help, that is.”
Unlike Gabrielle, there was no bitterness from Thistle at this admittance. He was a gnome well-acquainted with his limitations, and he easily put aside his pride to ask for help when it was needed. That, more than anything else, was what set Elora’s nerves on edge around him. Thistle was wily, but she’d dealt with smarter. Being intelligent and genuinely humble, though, that made for a dangerous combination.
“I see,” Elora said. “Why don’t you fill me in on exactly what this quest entails then? Seeing as I’m so essential to it, I’d like to at least know what I’m dealing with.”
“Before that, we want you to tell us about Eric.” Gabrielle had clearly been impatient to pursue this line of questioning; it was impressive she’d held off for as long as she’d managed. “Is he okay?”
“Your friend is fine,” Elora assured her. “He made it through yesterday’s training relatively unscathed, and this morning, I left him doing a standard introductory exercise, one all the rookies deal with. Very boring stuff, really. Now, tell me about this quest for the temple. I’m curious what service we can offer the gods.”
*             *             *
A ping, a clatter, and a curse.
Eric stared at the small target, no larger than a silver coin, with unmitigated hatred. He hadn’t paid much attention to it or the repeating crossbow in the corner when he’d come to bed last night. After chasing Elora, surviving the traps at the entranceway, and then hours of sparring, he’d been physically and mentally wiped. This, perhaps, was why he hadn’t realized how little food and water he’d been offered throughout the day. There certainly wasn’t much to see in the place Elora had led him to: just a few empty rooms, some rusted weaponry, and a couple of cells with small mats for sleeping. They hadn’t laid eyes on anyone else, though more than once Eric had thought he saw the flutter of a cloak or heard the scuff of a shoe. Even those glimpses grew rarer the more the day had worn on, and by the time he hit his mat, he’d barely had enough brain power left to strip off his boots and armor.
Then he’d been woken by a small beam of sunlight streaming in from a hole in the rough stone wall of his cell. Trying the door, he’d found it unmoving, locked solid. At first, he’d assumed it was a lock-picking test, but scouring the door had revealed not so much as even one hole where a key might go. It was only when Eric noticed the crossbow that his eyes traveled higher, taking note of a small red target at the very top of the doorway. From there, it didn’t take much effort to understand his circumstances: he would have to shoot his way to freedom. Of course, understanding the task and executing it were proving to be very different levels of difficulty.
“She could have at least taught me how to use one of these,” Eric muttered into the near-darkness. When he’d first woken, he could count on one hand the number of times he’d fired a crossbow, and never one fancy enough with the reloading function. After what he estimated to be nearly two hours of missing shots and reloading bolts into the bow, he was fast becoming an expert on the tool. Mercifully, the bolts seemed to be made especially durable, with blunted heads; they weren’t breaking even after repeated use. Eric knew that couldn’t last forever, though. Already they were showing signs of wear. If he didn’t make the shot soon, he’d begin losing ammunition. And once all the bolts were gone, he’d either have to attempt scaling the smooth metal door—a tactic he’d already tried and failed—or he would hurl the broken remains of the bolts and hope to hit the target. The one option Eric was certain he didn’t have, however, was calling for help. Assuming it really was morning, that meant Elora was off meeting with the others, and even if she had been there, he had a feeling this was something he had to solve himself. He’d been provided with the tools for escape; now, he either learned to use them, or resigned himself to spending the rest of his life in this cell.
Another shot, another miss, and another swear.
Eric pushed the lever to drop the next bolt into place and adjusted his aim. While he was still stuck, his bolts were getting closer to the target. Once or twice, he’d even hit the side of the red circle, but it was clear that nothing short of bullseye would open the door. Turning slightly to the left of where he’d last fired, Eric let another bolt fly. It clanged uselessly off the metal and clattered to the ground. Failure, yes, but failure a little closer to success. Changing his position as little as possible, Eric dropped the last of the five bolts into place. After this shot, he’d have to go collect and reload them, which meant that by the time he fired again, he would be close to starting over at square one.
Tilting the crossbow a touch higher and several more degrees to the left, Eric felt like he wasn’t even aiming for the target anymore. Some half-buried instinct wanted to jerk his hands, move them so he was marking the dead center of the red circle, but he resisted. Aiming straight for it wasn’t working; he couldn’t trust what seemed like it should work. All Eric could believe in was the truth laid out before him: the path that his bolts had been taking. Wrong as this felt, it could work. Perhaps not perfectly, not yet, but it would get him closer. Dropping a silent prayer to the gods, Eric let the last bolt fly.
It sailed up and through the air, its blunted head striking the target head on, pressing it inward and eliciting a loud clunk from somewhere inside the door. The massive metal barrier opened a few inches, and that was all Eric needed. He jerked it open the rest of the way, unsure how long he had until the lock set back into place. Though he hadn’t been thinking about what would lay on the other side, his eyes immediately swept the area, ready to dart away from whatever trap Elora had left to catch him off guard in his moment of triumph. While nothing sprang out at him, Eric did notice a small metal box on the ground three feet away from his door.
He began to step toward it, then stopped. Eric backed up and hurried through the cell, scooping up every one of the crossbow’s bolts and keeping an eye on the door for the slightest hint of movement. Once they’d all been collected, he stepped outside once more, but still didn’t approach the box. Instead, he carefully reloaded the crossbow, making sure a bolt was ready to fly if the need was there. Just because he’d passed the first test didn’t mean he wouldn’t need the tool again, and he’d be foolish to cast aside something so useful.
Only then, with a crossbow in hand and eyes peeled for any signs of trouble, did Eric approach the box. Hanging lanterns throughout the area cast a dim light on it, sending shadows scurrying along its reflective surface. Resting on top of it was a small piece of parchment with a single word written across the top.
“Breakfast,” Eric read out loud, turning the paper over to make sure there weren’t any secret instructions or warnings scrawled along the edges. Seeing nothing, he folded the page and tucked it carefully into his pocket. He could afford to take nothing for granted, and even things that seemed useless might prove vital later on. With the parchment gone, he gave the box itself a proper examination.
The metal rectangle was wider than it was tall, though it did have some height to it. Aside from the material, it was largely mundane, except for the fact that it had five different keyholes lined up along the front. Five individual locks, and that was if Eric was lucky and they weren’t somehow interconnected. Five obstacles to get through if he wanted to eat. Though she wasn’t there to confirm it, Eric knew that if this wasn’t done by the time Elora returned, he would simply go without until whatever challenge she gave him to earn lunch. Every action required him to prove himself, it seemed. He dearly hoped that the puzzle or challenge guarding the chamber pot would be a simple one.
Glancing at the floor next to the box, Eric spied two pieces of metal with different lengths and thicknesses. Hardly a set of master lock picks, but at least she’d left him tools to work with. He had his own set tucked away, but for the moment, Eric decided to stick with what he’d been given. Better to get the actual training.
That was, unless his hunger got the better of him. Part of being a rogue did mean ignoring the rules, after all.
 



Chapter 22
 
Mysterious attackers in the night, potential involvement from the god of darkness, and no real leads to follow. It was no wonder they had to call Elora in for such a job, even if none of them were happy about it. She drummed her fingers on the table as Thistle wrapped up his explanation of what they’d found at the temple, soaking in every last detail despite the seemingly bored expression on her face. When he was done, she turned to the remains of her breakfast, spearing a few bites of egg with her fork and then downing them.
“What, exactly, are the quest parameters?” Elora asked when the last of her food was swallowed.
“The temple has asked that we find out who is behind these attacks and stop them,” Thistle told her.
“And that’s the precise wording?”
Thistle dug into his pocket and pulled out a small scroll—their copy of the quest information. He handed it to Elora, who quickly skimmed the document before letting out a soft whistle. “For a paladin, you sure know how to screw someone well.”
“What’s that mean?” Timuscor asked, perhaps a touch more offended on Thistle’s behalf than was strictly necessary.
“Ask the gnome, he knows exactly what it means.” Elora rolled the scroll back up and handed it to Thistle.
“It means that the quest was structured in such a way that the task is greater than it seems,” Thistle explained. “If it simply asked us to stop the attackers, even we could manage to hide ourselves well enough in the surrounding area and attack when they appeared. However, by asking us to stop whoever is behind the attacks, we cannot satisfy the requirements simply by beating up some ruffians. True, that might be all it takes, but they could also be mere pawns of someone smart enough to keep their distance. In order to fulfill the quest as written and accepted, we’ll have to work our way up their chain of command until we discover the source. Only then is the quest done.”
“And that’s the one he wrangled me in for,” Elora added. “Though I should probably point out that if you’re planning to take on the Grand Quest, you’ll need to wrap this up within the month.”
“While I think we’ve all come to realize that participation in it is inevitable, I cannot abandon those in need for my own purposes, especially when those in need also serve Grumble,” Thistle said.
“Besides, for someone like you, it ought to be no problem at all to close this out in a week, right?” Gabrielle’s taunting grin was shameless, and Elora matched it with one so saccharin sweet it threatened to spoil the eggs.
“Gifted as I am, you’re giving me very little to work with. Plus, there’s no telling when they’ll strike next, which means the timetable is unpredictable.” Elora pushed her plate away and rose from the table, pausing only to gulp down the last of her ale. “I’ll need three days to start with. Let’s meet for an early dinner after that, and I’ll bring you up to speed. Come ready to fight, because there’s always a chance I’ll have dug up a lead.”
Everyone at the table was staring at her, but it was Grumph who leaned forward and voiced what they were all thinking. “And what do we do while you vanish for three days?”
“I don’t care. Train, pray, study, whatever you like,” Elora replied. “What I’ll be up to requires the ability to move about unseen and unheard, so any of you who feel confident that you can manage that can come right along and join me.” She paused, looking the table up and down. “No takers? Then I guess you’ll just have to let me do the work you brought me in for, without trying to slow me down.”
“Aye, it seems that is the case,” Thistle agreed. “We shall see you at dinner in three days’ time. May the gods be with you.”
Elora chuckled darkly. “I’m butting into a temple’s business; I think I’d prefer as little divine interaction as possible on this job.” With that, she turned around, swirling her cloak theatrically before gracefully threading through the crowd and finding the exit.
It was only after she was gone that Timuscor spoke, a small realization hitting him a few seconds too late amidst the eye-catching departure.
“She didn’t leave any money for her breakfast, did she?”
*             *             *
Mitch, Glenn, and Terry sat around the gaming table, just as Mitnan, Glezidel, and Terkor sat around one in a small tavern. The party didn’t like drinking in the Hall of Adventurers; too many guards and other powerful characters were there on watch. They preferred to be surrounded by the weak rather than equals who might stop them from doing as they pleased. Already, the wait staff of this small tavern feared them. They’d been sure only to use Terrify checks to impose their will so far, so there was nothing for which anyone could call a guard over. As the characters grew drunker, and the players grew bolder, however, that was likely to change.
In the real world, all they had were sodas, as Jamie didn’t stock beer at her comic book shop. Idly, Mitch thought it might not be a bad addition, seeing as she never seemed to have any customers. True, alcohol and costly collectables were a dangerous combination, but at this point, if she didn’t start taking some risks, her business would fold. Not that he particularly cared; it was just that they’d have to find another GM to play under. Plus, he’d asked around, and apparently the module she was running was pretty rare. Most of the internet had only rumors about it. Mitch was not the sort of man who could give up exclusivity or any other status symbol that could be used to elevate his ego.
“I say we go small,” Glenn reiterated. “Little quests here and there, dealing with enemies we can easily kill. Build up our gold reserves slowly, get new equipment a piece at a time, and when the Grand Quest finally rolls around, we’ll be set.”
“Fuck that,” Terry snapped. “We didn’t get in by playing it safe. We did it by taking risks and killing the damn wolf pack’s leader. That’s what we need more of. Big quests, big scores, big upgrades. By the time this Grand Quest rolls around, we won’t just be ready, we’ll be overpowered.”
Mitch didn’t join in their bickering. He’d been listening to it long enough to know both arguments by heart. Glenn preferred to rack up a high kill count, which meant enemies they could mow through. Terry was all about the gold, and the harder the quest, the better the reward. Well, that was usually the case, anyway, but the last time their characters had gone to the Hall, there were a few quests that seemed... mismatched, like they’d been offered by NPCs who needed hard things done but didn’t have the coin. This module stuck by its commitment to realism, he had to admit that, but personally, Mitch could have tolerated a little less authenticity. Giving them a way to access their gold without lugging it around was nice; offering hard quests for paltry rewards, not so much. Ultimately, he would be the one to decide what sort of mission they undertook. It was his duty—his burden, really—as the party’s leader. The only reason he hadn’t made the call yet was that he’d been hoping for Jamie to let something slip.
Their GM was a curious woman, not just because of her semi-abandoned comic shop. Mitch had brought this group around to many games in the past, and he was accustomed to seeing slowly-mounting frustration from the GMs as he, Glenn, and Terry all carved their way through whatever stupid plans or expectations the GM had in mind. Jamie was different. Sure, she chastised them and hit them with guilt when they did something particularly harsh to an NPC, and the woman was absolutely brutal about making them stick to the rules of the game world, but they never actually seemed to bother her. Every stunt they pulled, every plan they wrecked, she just sat there with a gentle smile, rolling the dice and letting them know what came next.
Mitch didn’t like it. He preferred his GMs bothered and uncertain. That was when they would start dropping accidental hints, or better yet, just give up and let the group get away with bending the game rules. Jamie was unflappable, and that made Mitch feel less in control. She’d let Glenn and Terry bicker for nearly an hour, doing nothing to stop them, and he had no doubt she’d wait the whole night if needed. She wasn’t interrupting; she was letting them play their characters as they saw fit. Mitch would have to be the one to make them shut up, and without gleaning even a single bit of insight in the process.
“Terry, shut it,” Mitch ordered at last. “This Grand Quest looks like a big deal, which means we don’t want to risk losing our characters and having to earn new admission right before it starts. Glenn’s right, we do this a piece at a time. We’ve got a whole month, so let’s kill everything with a bounty in this whole fucking kingdom.”
Glenn beamed, and Terry grumbled, but he knew better than to actually talk back. Once Mitch laid down the law, that was it. Elsewhere, Mitnan slapped a table and gave the same talk to Glezidel and Terkor. The staff of the tavern grew a little more scared, then breathed a sigh of relief as the three adventurers rose from the table.
“We’re off to the Hall,” Mitch told Jamie. “We’ve got some quests to take.”
*             *             *
By the time Elora returned, Eric had managed to get his breakfast, shower, and grab and don fresh clothes from a series of dangling hooks that shifted and changed height at irregular intervals. Though she said nothing of the sort, some small part of her was impressed. True, at this level they were more testing talent than skill, but it was also a measure of someone’s dedication. More than once she’d come back to find her last pupil, a human named Holdram, still trapped in his room, or smashing the box containing breakfast crudely against the floor. She hated to think of the students she’d found in the shower—those sudden bursts of near-boiling steam could leave some nasty wounds, even if they would heal. Eric had managed to push through it all, and that spoke to a certain amount of steel in his gut. That was good; he’d need it to endure a whole month of training.
“As far as morning routines go, that was novel.” Eric had clearly noted her entrance, not that she’d been trying to move quietly. He was just putting his armor on atop the pressed shirt she’d hung that morning—the last piece of his gear save for his boots. She hadn’t made much issue of it before, but the footwear would have to go soon. Thick, crude, and built for utilitarian use, they were not the boots of a rogue. If she wanted to do any real stealth training, they’d need to be replaced. Of course, that task would be far easier if his party wasn’t idiotically set on a quest that would drive them into poverty.
“It won’t be for long,” Elora told him. “That’s the way every rogue down here wakes up. You have to earn everything you get. Want to leave your room? Get good with a crossbow. Want to eat? Hope your lock-picking skills are up to snuff. Enjoy showers? Better have honed those reflexes well.”
“I made it, didn’t I?” Eric pointed out.
“You had an extra-long time to do so, since I was at a meeting,” she countered. “And don’t think for a moment it will always be this easy. As soon as I think you’re getting comfortable with a challenge, I’ll dial it up a few degrees.”
“Then I’ll just have to try harder.” Eric finished putting on his armor and turned to his boots, slipping them on with several hard jerks that Elora took note of. Not only were they poor boots, they weren’t even fitted properly. All things considered, it was amazing that he moved as well as he did in those things.
“How did the meeting go?”
Elora had been so focused on his footwear that she nearly let the question take her by surprise; only reflex and wit saved her from looking foolish. “It went fine. They’ve undertaken a quest that I suspect is very typical of them. High difficulty, low profit.”
“Sounds about right,” Eric agreed.
“Nice to know they’re at least consistent. Anyway, I’ve put out a few feelers and tonight, I’ll have to go on an errand or two.”
“Will I be joining?” He didn’t demand it, which was smart, nor did he ask like it was a favor. Eric had simply structured the question like someone waiting for an order, playing to Elora’s authority and ego. He was a quick study; some people needed weeks to learn the right way to suck up to her.
“Perhaps. I have to go alone first, to see how capable our prey is,” Elora said. “You’re quieter than your friends, but that’s not saying a lot. If our quarry has even moderate skills, you’ll give us both away. On the other hand, if they’re inept, it might make for good training. I’ll have to see for myself first.”
Eric nodded solemnly. “As you say.”
“I like the groveling, I do, but don’t push it all the way into theatrics,” Elora cautioned. “There’s still a whole month left; you want to leave room for your character to grow and move. Can’t very well get any more beaten down if you start out that way already.”
Despite the criticism, Eric grinned. “I was going more for ‘eager to learn and respectful’ than beaten down. Guess that’s yet another thing I need to work on.”
“That part might just demand some fine-tuning. Now, pick up your crossbow.” It hadn’t escaped Elora’s notice that Eric had brought his weapon out of the cell with him. That move was both smart and dangerous. Bringing a weapon along was always a good idea, but if he forgot to put it back that night, he’d be in for a damn hard time getting out of the cell the next morning, especially as a rogue who didn’t use throwing daggers. “From what I saw, your party is severely lacking in terms of ranged combat, and as a rogue, you’ll want to perfect the tactic of fighting without exposing yourself to danger.”
“Full honesty: hitting the crossbow target was my hardest task today,” Eric told her, even as he followed orders and grabbed his crossbow. “I’m renowned back home for my lousy aim with a bow.”
“There’s a vast difference between a bow and a crossbow,” Elora said. “Bows are as much art as weaponry—everything from the angle of your foot to the weight of your arm can change an arrow’s course. Crossbows aren’t as accurate, especially at longer ranges, nor are they as fickle. If you can learn yours well and predict a bolt’s path, you can aim with decent accuracy even on the run. True, you’ll never shoot a sparrow off a branch from half a forest away, but you can certainly hit the kneecap of someone down an alley.”
“At this point, I’ll take anything.” Eric lifted the crossbow up and checked to make sure a bolt was loaded. “Oh, I thought I should let you know, I think the sights on this one are messed up. The bolts seem to take a weird turn once fired.”
“Well obviously it’s messed up. You don’t think we’d put the good equipment down here for the rookies, do you?” Elora walked over and checked the crossbow up and down. “Uh huh, this one is on the edge of something breaking. No telling when or how, but it’s just a matter of time.”
“So, what do I do if it breaks?” Eric asked.
“You fix it. Or you find another way to get out of your room in the morning. Rogues depend on their tools, Eric, which means our tools depend on us to take care of them. I’ll teach you some basics, but when the moment comes, you’ll be on your own, just like you would be if it broke mid-quest. This is not a gentle, hand-holding experience. You learn, or you fail, end of story.”
Eric carefully pulled the crossbow away and looked it over once more. “Then I suppose we should get to training. I’d hate to have it break before I’ve even learned how to fix it.”
“Now that’s the rogue spirit,” Elora replied. “Come on, let’s go shoot at things while I throw knives at you.”
 



Chapter 23
 
Being handed three days of nothing to do but wait for Elora had impacted the party in different ways. Grumph had set off for the library once more, and Gabrielle had decided to work out in her room since public sparring was off the table. Thistle had begun reaching out to fellow minions in the capital, hoping to gain some information or insight as to who was attacking the temple. As for Timuscor, he and Mr. Peppers had undertaken a somewhat different task.
They returned to the temple district of the city, not hoping to gain any information about the quest, but rather to learn more about the gods and goddesses who ruled over the lands. Timuscor knew little about the divine pantheon beyond what Thistle told him, and even the gnome’s knowledge tended to center around Mithingow and Grumble, as they were the only two gods he’d served. It was curious to Timuscor that, despite knowing he’d wanted to be a paladin his whole life through, he’d never bothered to learn about the gods he’d be serving. Then again, so much about his life before this group, before the Bridge, didn’t make sense. Timuscor had learned to simply accept such mental inconsistencies as part of whatever foggy, half-clear existence he’d lived previously.
Still, the desire to be a paladin burned in his breast, and with his open prayer to the gods unanswered at the catacombs outside Briarwillow, it seemed he would have to search for a divine sponsor that might tolerate a paladin such as he. It was possible no such god existed, but as Timuscor saw it, if he were willing to give up without trying his absolute best, then he wouldn’t be qualified for the title of paladin, anyway.
So he—and Mr. Peppers—toured the temples. They spoke with priests to learn of the creation stories for each god, most of which were simultaneously grandiose and uniform. There were a few surprises, however. Timuscor hadn’t known that Mithingow, god of gnomes and wisdom, and Grithgow, god of half-orcs and battle, had actually been twins, changing their shapes and creating their people as they found the pieces of the world they chose to rule over. It did explain why those two races had never gone to war, though, and perhaps why Thistle and Grumph got along so well.
Timuscor was also intrigued to learn that Longinus, the god of valor, had begun his career as a knight questing for paladinhood. For an instant, Timuscor felt a spark of hope that perhaps here, in this temple, he would find a god who understood what it was to wish to serve the greater good without being a god’s pawn. Unfortunately, as the tale continued, and Longinus was courted by many gods in return for his heroics—before ultimately joining their ranks himself—it became increasingly clear that Timuscor and Longinus had very different ideas of what it was to be a paladin.
Undeterred, the knight and the boar continued their trek through the temple district. It was slow progress, with Timuscor finding only failure at every turn, but he stayed positive. Even if he didn’t like the answers he was finding, Timuscor was still learning, and Thistle had taught him there was always value in that.
Eventually they made their way past the major temples. Timuscor was contemplating stopping in at the temple of Grumble to see how things were going when Mr. Peppers suddenly halted directly in front of a building that Timuscor had taken to be a weathered shop. Upon closer inspection, he saw that it did indeed seem to be a church, although its front bore many symbols instead of just one, and none of them looked particularly familiar.
“Odd.” Timuscor approached the door, but then paused. He wasn’t quite certain what this place was, and in an area of worship, there would certainly be spots meant for private reflection. Given how easy it was to miss, and how relatively uninviting it was compared to the nearby temples, it was possible that he was about to break in to somewhere he wasn’t welcome. More than that, he simply had a feeling about this building; there was a heaviness that he couldn’t fully comprehend. It wasn’t a bad feeling, but it also wasn’t one that seemed as though it should be taken lightly. Despite his history as an adventurer and a slight natural curiosity, Timuscor had seen enough to be wary wherever gods and power were concerned.
“Come on, Mr. Peppers. Let’s go meet the others for dinner.” Timuscor turned to find the boar staring at him obstinately. For a moment, the two of them stood in the street like that, eyes locked on one another, waiting to see who would move first. Finally, Mr. Peppers let out a grunt and began trotting forward once more, albeit at a begrudging pace.
“Good boy.” Timuscor reached down and scratched Mr. Peppers, which seemed to take some of the unhappiness from his slow trot. “Why don’t we stop and pick you up some apples on the way back?”
The snort of joy Mr. Peppers let out was so loud that three nearby people were startled, and Timuscor had to spend the next several minutes apologizing to everyone for his boar.
*             *             *
Minions were not, as a rule, a particularly courageous people. It went counter to their nature, as a life spent being smaller or weaker than everyone else tended to teach lessons prizing caution and retreat whenever possible. While that made them easy to bully and control, which was admittedly what made them desirable as minions in the first place, it also meant that few people worked as hard to know both where danger was, and how to avoid it, as minions.
These were the people Thistle reached out to, going around the capital to every powerful estate and kingdom building, searching for the lowly peons doing the real work. Although his initial approaches were always meant with hesitance—after all, a stranger was just someone new who might stab you—he was eventually able to win their trust. Working as a minion was much like being forced into a family: not all had chosen to be in it, yet there was no denying they were bonded in a way that reached across petty things like social standing or race. What’s more, once they learned he was working for the church, they were downright eager to share information with him. Few throughout history had ever stood up for their kind, which may have been why Grumble’s followers were so fiercely loyal. None of them could stand what was happening to the temple, even if they hadn’t been personally impacted by it.
After several hours and a lot of walking, Thistle knew considerably more than he started with. For one thing, the attacks weren’t just coming at night; they were happening later in the evening, when the crowds were thin and only a few parishioners would try to attend the church. It was a crafty strategy, one that left minimal witnesses, save for the victims. And that itself was something interesting: all of those attacked had survived. In fact, none had come away with injuries more serious than what a single healing spell could mend. On top of that, the perpetrators had never given those they struck any sort of message to pass on. No “get out” or “this is for our god” or anything. They simply appeared from nothingness, attacked, and then vanished.
Individually, they were strange facts, but when put together, they all pointed to a single truth: there was a very good chance that Thistle had been wrong. Kalzidar’s worshippers were not the sort to wound when they could kill, and the god of darkness certainly had no reason to order their mercy. Generally, when one found the remains of Kalzidar’s work, it was like Briarwillow—entire towns wiped out. Though he could be subtle when the occasion demanded, Thistle could find no reason why Kalzidar would employ such tactics in a situation such as this one. Was he trying to provoke Grumble into making the first move? To simply pester the god of the minions? To take small acts of petty vengeance?
None of it added up, not with the Kalzidar that Thistle had heard tales of. The god of darkness only entered the light when it was time to deal a blow, and he almost never struck gently. All of this had the feeling of a god with a more delicate touch.
A day’s worth of gossip had given Thistle a theory, though he had no proof to back it up. In some ways, that was almost proof in and of itself. But rather than hastily jumping to more conclusions, Thistle was determined to keep an open mind. He would wait until they heard back from Elora and then use whatever information she delivered to shape his theory, rather than assuming he was right and finding a way to twist her information to his thoughts. Thistle needed to uncover the right answer, not the one he was expecting or hoping for.
Slowly, he began the trek back to the inn; his hobbled body would take almost twice as long to make the journey as a spry gnome’s. When he was young, Thistle had hated the gods for making him gnarled and twisted. It was only as he got older that he understood being weak in body had forced him to be strong of mind, and now, he wouldn’t trade his wits for the muscles of Grumph and Timuscor combined. It was time to start using that head, though. He’d been thinking like a paladin when he assumed Kalzidar was the culprit in their caper.
Now, he needed to think like a minion.
*             *             *
Perched on the rooftop, staring down at the empty streets, it occurred to Elora that perhaps she should have done this job at an hourly rate. Sure, a thousand gold for training their friend and taking his place seemed like a decent deal, but it failed to take into account just how boring this part of being a rogue was. Being motionless, watching intently while still letting her mind wander, these were gifts she’d mastered long ago. However, that didn’t make the act of using them particularly enjoyable. In fact, Elora generally padded her bills for these moments when working a normal job. She felt it was only fair to charge more for the bits she loathed the most.
Bringing Eric along might have made it more interesting and even taught him the very skills she was currently employing, but he was just too green to risk. Even if he’d managed to make it through two days of training, the first encounter with a target was vital. It was when she would get the chance to see just how powerful her prey was, and when they could be most easily alerted to her if she made a mistake. The first encounter was dangerous and thrilling, and she would really love if it would just happen already. Her knees were starting to ache.
Perhaps it wouldn’t have been so bad if her contacts had been able to turn anything up. True, it had only been a day, but so far, the results were far from encouraging. No one really cared that much about underlings or their temple, and in a city the size of Alcatham’s capital, there were far more interesting tidbits for the information brokers to concern themselves with. Gathering intel on this situation meant either doing it herself or paying someone else, and Elora never parted with coin she didn’t have to. It was a matter of principle, so far as she was concerned.
As she watched, a small group of kobolds made their way toward the temple. They were neither the first nor the last to approach, their reptilian heads spinning about as they traipsed through the street. Three new figures stepped into view from a nearby alley, and suddenly Elora’s boredom was a thing of the past. Here, at last, was what she’d been hoping for.
The three figures were all roughly the same height, with one standing just a hair above the others. Each was dressed in dark clothes with hooded cloaks that obscured their faces, and they moved quietly as they crept along toward the group of kobolds. Someone without Elora’s skills might even have described their steps as silent, but she’d spent far too long honing her craft to miss their small noises. They had training, that much was evident, but it wasn’t especially great training. Their bodies were too muscular, their movements too stiff. Not rogues, at least not purely. Much as she wanted to adjust for a better view, she stayed utterly still. She couldn’t afford to give her position away; how they fought would tell her almost as much about them as an interrogation.
When the three figures struck, it was fast and precise. Whatever she could say about their stealth training, these three clearly knew how to fight. Not that it was an especially tough battle; the kobolds were cowering almost before the first punch even flew. Elora tried to detach herself from what she was watching, focusing instead on cataloguing the attackers’ movements, trying to learn as much as she could in the brief skirmish. Some part of her wished she’d brought Eric along—this was a vital training moment for any rogue. To watch was difficult, not just because of the sore body and bored mind. No, the truly difficult part was forcing one’s self to sit motionless, even when there was something happening that could be stopped. It was part of why she’d demanded her three days of autonomy from the group—even without the paladin, they would never have patiently observed while innocents were assaulted.
Mercifully, the attack was as brief as it was harsh, and though soft whimpers could be heard from the wounded kobolds, they all appeared to still be breathing. The three hooded figures darted back down the alley, their steps even less concealed than before.
Now was the time Elora had to make a choice. From what she’d witnessed, she was relatively certain they could put a trap together to snare these assailants. However, that depended on them sticking to the pattern as it stood. If they’d noticed her, then that might cause them to change things, and all her watching would be for naught. On the other hand, their task wasn’t done until the source of these attacks was dealt with, and nothing she’d seen indicated that any of them were the mastermind type. The gods had been with her; she’d gotten an opportunity on the first night. There was no telling how long it might be until her next one came along. Take what she had and return safely? Or risk it all and give chase?
A wide grin briefly flashed across Elora’s face as she sprang up from the rooftop, running and leaping to another as she kept a careful eye on the movements of the three figures. Unlike theirs, her steps were as soft as one beat of a songbird’s wings, and the night wrapped around her as much as her cloak. No rogue was perfect; no enemy entirely unaware. She’d forgotten that lesson while tracking Eric’s party and was now paying for it, which was why she had to work as hard as she could to remain undetected as she trailed the figures.
They kept running, movements growing bolder the farther they got from the scene of the crime. After a time, there was even laughter and talking, a bit of celebration at a task well-done. All the while, none of them noticed that they’d taken a souvenir from their evening’s activities, that they were bringing home one more shadow than they’d started with. And that’s exactly what Elora was banking on.
 



Chapter 24
 
When Elora walked in, the whole group tensed. No one knew what the night might hold, what enemy they might ultimately face. Everyone had spent the day preparing, readying themselves for anything as best they could while waiting for the dinner at which her findings would be revealed. In fact, they were so focused on Elora that it was several seconds before they realized there was someone was with her—a familiar face they should have placed immediately.
“You brought Eric?” Gabrielle asked before Elora had even had a chance to sit down.
“I did,” Elora said, although confirmation was hardly needed, as he was standing right there. It had only been three days, and he looked much the same. A bit paler, Thistle noted, which meant wherever he was being trained didn’t have ample sunlight.
She dropped into an open spot at the table and then motioned for Eric to do the same. He complied, and then gave a small wave to the others. “Hey, everyone. Do you know what this is about? She wouldn’t tell me anything.”
“I didn’t want to have to explain myself twice—you know I loathe that,” Elora said. “And never admit your ignorance without cause. You might need to bluff information later on.”
“In this case, I think we could have put it together,” Thistle told her. “We’re aware of how little you enjoy sharing.”
“It’s not about this occasion; it’s about learning the habits in general.” Elora sighed and motioned to the wait staff for ale. “Anyway, yes, I had to bring Eric with me because I’d hardly be doing my job as a trainer if I left him alone for so long. Which brings me to my main point: everyone pack your things. We’re going on a trip.”
“But we’re supposed to help the temple,” Timuscor said.
Elora nodded. “Which is why we’re going to have to leave town. I tracked our culprits on the first night; they’re hiding out in the slums of the merchant district. Thing is, that’s all they seem to be doing. Go out, rough up people heading to worship Grumble, go back and drink some ale. It was a strange pattern from the outset, so I’ve spent as much time as I could in the last few days keeping watch over them. I even used a magical item for when I couldn’t be there in person. And what I eventually saw was that we’re dealing with a fist, not a brain.”
“What does that even mean?” Gabrielle asked.
“Pawns,” Grumph said. “They’re on orders.”
“Which is quite a jump to make,” Thistle added. “I assume you have proof?”
“Nothing that would hold up in a kingdom court, but more than enough to assure me I’m right.” Elora paused as a waitress arrived and set an ale down in front of her. “Your main attackers—there are three of them, by the way—are nothing but mercenaries. They only know enough about stealth to get by, but they’re clearly skilled fighters. The fact that they’ve managed to avoid any casualties so far speaks to that.”
Thistle blinked in surprise. He hadn’t yet shared that detail with Elora—or the others, for that matter. Her information gathering skills were proving to be far more than just talk.
“The thing about mercenaries is they’re easy to deal with,” Elora continued. “You follow the money back to its source, and then you cut it off. A rider came into town today and met with our trio. From what he was wearing, it was obvious this fellow was in a whole different league of wealth. Fine-tailored clothing, an enchanted cloak, and a sword on his side that was obviously the work of a master smith...” Elora trailed off, suddenly aware that she’d let herself go off on a tangent. With a soft cough into her hand, she resumed. “Anyway, Fancy Pants came in, chatted with our three, and then rode off. He’s heading out of the kingdom, somewhere to the north. If you want to find the source of this problem, then that’s where we’re going too.”
“How do you know where he’s going?” Gabrielle asked. “And how are we supposed to track him?”
With some theatricality, Elora dipped her hand into her pocket and produced a small compass. “I slipped a rune-stone into his saddlebags while he was busy with the trio, and this will lead us to it.”
“Magic?” Timuscor looked a bit bewildered for a moment. “For a rogue, isn’t that kind of... cheating?”
“Cheating is what rogues do best,” Elora replied. “And in a world full of magic, it’s only fools who don’t use it to their advantage. Granted, the rune-stones can be a bit pricey, so I avoid using them whenever possible. But this was an occasion that demanded such an expense.”
“To fulfill your obligation,” Grumph rumbled.
“Fuck my obligation.” Elora’s face darkened, and she slammed her mug of ale down so hard that the table shook. “I don’t spend a copper on paying off favors. No, this is personal. Someone brought hired muscle into our territory without so much as even passing it by my people. If we’d turned it down, that’d be one thing, but to cut us out completely is an insult to the shadows of Camnarael, and I’ll be damned if it’s one I’ll let stand. We’re going to show them what happens to those who think they can ignore the propriety of the shadows.”
Silence seemed to stretch around them, even amidst the rabble of other drinkers and adventurers causing a ruckus. Slowly, Thistle leaned forward, making sure to choose his words precisely. “To be clear, the reason you’re upset isn’t that someone is beating up the innocent, it’s that they didn’t hire you and your people to do it?”
“More or less. I doubt we actually would have taken the job, not unless the money was right, but it’s the principle of the thing.” Elora smiled, her usual carefree mask affixed in place once more. “Someone assumed it would be cheaper to bring in outside mercenaries, rather than even try and deal with us. And I suppose they were right, in a sense, but it’s my duty to remind them that are more types of costs than mere gold.”
“I know it’s weird, but honestly, this is the first time I actually sort of like her,” Gabrielle said.
“She grows on you,” Eric agreed, earning himself a sharp look from his teacher.
“Just so we’re clear, this still counts as me clearing the books on the quest help I owe,” Elora told them. “I just have a little more motivation than I did before. You get my silver-level aid rather than bronze.”
“I shudder to imagine what would be required to earn the gold level,” Thistle said. “I suppose there is nothing else to do but ready the horses and give our culprit chase.”
“Wait, shouldn’t we go stop the attackers first? She knows where they are. We could ambush them so they can’t hurt anyone else while we’re gone.” Timuscor looked to Thistle, waiting for confirmation that that was indeed the correct next step.
“Much as it pains me to say this—and if Grumble has any objections, he is free to pin me to the ground once more—I’m afraid we can’t risk going after them yet.” Thistle kept his tone calm, even as he fought back all the desire in his heart to do exactly what Timuscor was suggesting. “Knowing they have strong financial backers means we must account for the possibility that the mercenaries have been given some sort of magical emergency signal in case they’re compromised. If we attack them, we risk alerting the ones pulling the strings, at which point, they will likely vanish.”
“Which is what we want,” Timuscor pointed out.
“No, we want them stopped,” Thistle corrected. “In time, they would strike again, using new pawns in place of the old. I know it seems cruel to leave the capital’s minions in danger—and in fact, it is exactly that, a cruel and cold decision. Yet, if we don’t do this, then many others will suffer. Part of being a paladin is accepting that we have limits and can only do our best to ensure we use our strength to protect the greatest number of people.”
“And the ones you leave behind?” Timuscor was staring at Thistle intently, as was the rest of the table.
The gnome considered the question carefully; it was one he’d been asking himself since the day Grumble first laid the mantle of paladin upon him. “For those, we can only trust the gods,” Thistle said at last. “None of us, not adventurers, not paladins, has the ability to be in all places at once. Grumble set me, set all of us, on this path. I must believe he will take care of those in need while we see it through.”
The others thought he was done, but Thistle bowed his head slightly and continued. “And if he does not watch over them... well, then he and I will have a long discussion the next time he needs a favor.”
“What, are you going to tell your god no?” Elora asked.
“If I deem it the right thing to do,” Thistle said. “Paladins are servants, not slaves. And I will not serve a god who does not have his followers’ best interests at heart.”
Elora glanced up at the ceiling, no doubt expecting lightning or fire to rain from the sky. Eventually, she looked back at Thistle and let out a light chuckle.
“Now that the paladin has committed borderline blasphemy, I suppose it’s as good a time as any to plunge headfirst into the unknown, trailing an enemy whose strength we have no measure of. No way that can go wrong. Not at all.”
*             *             *
“You pass another party of riders as you make your way to the Hall of Adventurers, but they swing wide to give you the road,” Russell informed his players. “Since no one failed their Riding check, you all make it the rest of the way without issue, tying off your horses in the stables and then heading in.”
“Thank every god in the pantheon. I didn’t think we’d ever make it out of that grove.” Cheri leaned back in her chair, letting out a breath she’d more or less been holding since they started their escape attempt.
“That’s the danger in collecting ether-silk from moon spiders; it can warp the senses and ensnare almost anyone,” Bert replied. “Which is also why it goes for such a high price. With just the bags we grabbed, I bet we can get new gear for at least half the party.”
“And you have no idea how overjoyed that makes me, but how about for the next quest, we trade payoff for safety. The last thing I want is for Chalara to kick the bucket right before we get to see the Grand Quest,” Cheri said.
“It’s still nearly a month away,” Russell reminded them. “You could theoretically have a party wipe and still get new characters qualified to participate. They would be less prepared, though.”
Tim, who’d been staring at his sheet for the last few minutes, cleared his throat. “Actually, and I don’t mean to bring everyone down, but I don’t think I can do another loot quest. Not right now, anyway. The first one was fine; we were trying to earn the right to take on more difficult missions. And Timanuel agreed to the ether-silk gathering because it was what was best for the party. But when we were being told about our options, there were a lot of other missions. Missions for people who needed help. I get that we have to prepare for the Grand Quest, and we need to be careful until it arrives, but Timanuel is still a paladin. He can’t sit idly by or go on loot runs when there are people out there in serious need. I’m sorry, I know this isn’t optimum for the party. I just can’t justify Timanuel putting gold over people again, not until he does some good in the world.”
The table grew still, save for Russell scratching down a few lines on his notepad. Although he’d given a passing thought to a paladin of Longinus spending so much time gathering gold, there was more than enough precedent for it. After all, paladins had to pay for their rooms and food, to say nothing of the weapons and armor used to combat evil. Gathering funds to do his job better wasn’t an inherently bad thing, and so Russell had said nothing of the party going from one loot quest to another. Tim, however, had obviously been giving the matter a great deal of thought. Russell didn’t know if it was the fact that he hadn’t been allowed to play a paladin in the first game, or if this was just a manifestation of who Tim dreamed of being, but he took the duty of paladinhood more seriously than anyone else Russell had ever known or played with.
“Gelthorn will follow you.” It was Alexis who broke the silence, her quiet out-of-character voice easily heard for a change. “She’ll even stay in the city, if needed. Just... don’t expect too much from her.”
“Timanuel has saved Wimberly’s life more than once,” Bert said. “And we’ve got a whole month until the Grand Quest. Maybe it’s not a bad idea to build up a little good karma, or goodwill of the gods, or whatever.”
“Well, Chalara can’t allow the rest of you to just go off and get killed. Much as she might not like to admit it, she sort of needs you idiots,” Cheri said. “I don’t suppose you’d be interested in a quest that does good and gets us a nice payday?”
Tim shook his head. “Given the setting Russell has outlined, Timanuel would assume others will pick up the quests with good rewards. He’d feel the need to help someone who couldn’t afford to offer much. Someone in real need, with little hope.”
“There are certainly quests that ask more than they offer,” Russell said. “You saw some of them before picking the ether-silk one. You’ll just need to turn in your current one and speak to a clerk to find out what’s still available.”
“We will. Thanks, everyone. I know this cuts into our earning time, but I appreciate you being willing to go along with me,” Tim said.
“Paladins are useful to the party,” Cheri replied. “Dealing with all the goodness and duty is the price we pay for healing and ass-kicking. Besides, it might be fun to try altruism for a change. Let’s just not make it the only kind of work we do until the Grand Quest.”
“No, the mission after this will be about getting gold. Even paladins understand the need for that sometimes,” Tim said.
While they talked, Russell flipped through the module, seeing what was available for this timeframe. He skimmed the table, eyes lighting up when he found a temple asking for help, but on closer reading, he saw that that one had already been taken. Then again, he could always overrule that, but it wouldn’t be in the spirit of what Tim was trying to do. Better to give him a quest the book didn’t say someone else had undertaken, so he could truly help someone that no one else would.
Besides, Timanuel served Longinus. He probably wouldn’t care that much about people harassing a temple of Grumble.
 



Chapter 25
 
There was little discussion as they rode through the night, both because it wasn’t needed and because there were precious few words worth the risk. Though the roads this close to the Alcatham capital were patrolled by guards, the fact remained that the monsters and beasts of the land always grew more restless at night. Once the compass took them off the official roads and onto rough trails that snaked through sections of forest, silence became an even more important asset. No one knew what lurked among the trees, or when they’d catch up to their prey. All they focused on was being ready to spring at a moment’s notice—a task which became more arduous as time wore on and the lack of sleep began to weaken them.
Finally, when they were far closer to dawn than dusk on the second night, Elora held up a hand and motioned for them to stop. They’d just arrived in a small clearing, and farther down the trail they could see the forest breaking into open plains for at least a time. What there were no signs of, however, was the man they were supposedly chasing.
“Is something wrong?” Thistle whispered. He dearly hoped they hadn’t all just been betrayed by the rogue, but judging from the tension of his friends, it was a possibility each of them was ready for.
“We need to stop and make camp,” Elora told him. “I think we’re getting close. The compass needle hasn’t shifted at all in the last few hours, which means the target is either stationary or traveling in exactly the same direction with no alternations to his path. I’m sure you can guess which is more likely.”
“All the more reason to press on. Let’s strike while he’s unprepared,” Gabrielle said.
“Too dangerous,” Grumph told her. “They’ll have defenses, and we need rest.”
“What makes you think there will be defenses?” Timuscor asked.
“Because there probably will be.” Thistle began the task of dismounting from his horse—a chore that was never easy, especially for those who had to watch, but that he’d more or less gotten the hang of. “We’re well off the kingdom roads at this point, meaning that wherever our mystery man is going, it’s somewhere they don’t welcome visitors. Elora stopped us in this clearing because we still have some cover. Once the forest breaks, we have no idea who might be able to see us.”
“Or maybe this guy just got tired and made camp,” Gabrielle suggested.
“It’s possible,” Elora admitted. “But judging from his finery, he didn’t seem much like the type to sleep in the woods if he could avoid it. Even if he did stop to nap, we still don’t want to approach him, though. You don’t kill hydras by going for the heads; you follow the necks to the body and then stab them in the heart.”
“Fire also works,” Grumph added. Elora gave him an appraising look but didn’t actually say anything about why the half-orc wizard might know how to kill a hydra.
“As Elora pointed out, we don’t know what’s waiting for us, so we need to assume the worst and be ready for a fight,” Thistle said. “And after riding so long with so little sleep, none of us are at our best. If we have the chance to rest, we should take it. The clearer our minds, the better a chance we have at survival.”
Thistle began unpacking his bedroll from his horse, and that seemed to settle the matter. The others followed his lead, save for Eric, who made his way over to Elora.
“We’re going to scout ahead, right? See what’s actually waiting past the trees?”
“At least one of us is,” Elora replied. “Do you think you can handle tagging along?”
“I can’t say for sure. Learning from you has taught me how far I have to go. But I’m never going to get there if I don’t take these opportunities to try,” Eric said. “I’ll come, and if I fall behind, just leave me. The mission is more important.”
“ A little more altruistic than I prefer in my rogues, but not a bad attitude toward learning.” Elora adjusted her cloak and checked her weapons, a habit Eric had noticed she always did before every task. “Do you have your tools? Crossbow? Lock picks?”
“Everything you told me to bring.” Eric spread his own cloak to show the worn crossbow hanging on the opposite side as his short sword.
“We really need to get you daggers or something. Short swords are just so... inelegant,” Elora said.
“Anything is elegant if you wield it with enough grace,” Eric shot back.
“Then you have a lot more training to do. Go tell your friends what we’re up to. I’m going to scout the area to make sure nothing is lurking behind one of these trees, waiting for the right moment to strike.” With that, she took two steps into the woods and all but vanished from sight.
Eric stared into the darkness, wondering how long it would be until he could manage that kind of trick. Finally giving up on seeing her, he shook his head and turned back to tell the others the plan.
*             *             *
Although he knew it was necessary, Grumph couldn’t seem to fall asleep. He wasn’t worried about monsters sneaking up on them; Elora had declared the area clear, and besides, Gabrielle was currently on watch. Even if something came that was too strong for her to handle, she’d certainly make enough noise to rouse the rest of them. It wasn’t fear of Elora’s possible betrayal that kept him up either—at this point, he’d accepted that they had to trust her, and that would either pan out or it wouldn’t. Worry would prove unproductive.
No, what bothered Grumph were the results of his time scouring the capital’s library. He’d gone in searching for anything he could find about the Bridge, and while there were obviously no references to it by the nickname Aldron—the mad wizard they’d found with the first piece—had given it, Grumph did manage to locate a few stories about people finding powerful artifacts. Not all of them would be Bridge pieces, of course, but some seemed to fit what he’d seen firsthand. Those who touched the artifacts gained power and abilities beyond themselves, just as Aldron had become a potent wizard, and Grumph had mastered a difficult spell by simply holding a piece of it. All that had merely been confirming what he already knew.
The troubling part, however, was that almost every story he found that seemed as though it might be about the Bridge also mentioned the holders’ going mad. Sometimes it was a quick process; other times it was more gradual. But in nearly every case, it seemed the artifact frayed the owner’s sanity in exchange for the power it granted. Grumph could believe it. The few moments he’d spent with a piece of the Bridge in his grip had threatened to tear his mind apart. There had been so much, so many things outside his realm of reason or understanding, all flooding into his brain. It was no wonder Aldron’s mental cart had gone completely off the trail by the time they found him. In fact, the only person who seemed unbothered by prolonged exposure to the Bridge was Eric, and despite all his research, Grumph had no idea what to make of that.
Really, he wasn’t sure what to do with any of it. The Bridge was dangerous; they’d known that from the beginning. If they tried to get another piece of it, they might die in the attempt, or accidentally destroy themselves with success. However, if they did nothing and someone else gained control, it could be Aldron and the demons all over again. Grumph needed to know more. He was a wizard, and that meant knowledge drove his every action. Yet in three days of searching, he’d turned up so little on the Bridge. And it wasn’t as though he was likely to find what he needed just lying in a book.
He needed information. More than Camnarael’s library could offer. As it stood, the only places he might be able to find out more were either the mages’ guild (assuming he could find anyone there trustworthy enough to discuss the Bridge with) or the legendary library of Lumal. And given how unlikely it was that he’d ever be able to set foot in that city again, Grumph needed to pin his hopes on finding a mage with tremendous knowledge and no desire for more power.
This essentially meant his task was impossible, an issue that would have bothered Grumph far more if not for the myriad of impossible things he’d already accomplished in his life.
*             *             *
Eric had climbed more than his fair share of trees growing up in Maplebark. He’d been a little too daring, in fact, and taken a tumble from a tall one at age seven that left him with a broken arm that still sometimes twitched in pain when he stretched it too far. At least, it used to. As Eric followed Elora through the branches, he realized that the pain he’d expected was absent. Figuring out why was a quick process, since it had been his left arm that was injured—the same arm that Eric had lopped off to save his friends, and that Grumble had seen fit to restore when he saved Eric’s life. Evidently, the new one didn’t come with the same wear and tear, as Eric was able to grip branches painlessly and pull himself higher.
Climbing was the easy part, at least relatively. The harder aspect was ascending without shaking the branches or making noise. Even a few minutes earlier, he’d have said such a thing was impossible, but Elora doing just that only a few feet above proved his doubts dead wrong. Watching her movements carefully, Eric did his best to replicate them. He was far from perfect, and every time he saw leaves rustle or heard a branch groan, he expected Elora to order him to climb down or hold still. Yet the order never came, so Eric continued to follow, getting a bit better with every branch he grabbed.
He grew so intent on controlling his movements that he didn’t notice Elora had stopped until he reached up for a new hold and nearly grabbed her ankle. Glancing up, he saw her staring down with a mocking grin before nodding forward. Eric traced her motion to a small break in the foliage, where he could see wide plain-surrounded forest. The lighting was dim, with only the stars and moon to see by, and he couldn’t make out anything beyond general shapes.
“See it?” Elora whispered.
Eric shook his head rather than risk speaking. He’d made more than enough noise during his ascent.
“Right, I always forget human eyes don’t adjust to the dark very well.” She rustled around for a moment, somehow managing to not even twitch her branch while burrowing through her pockets. At last she produced a small black spyglass and held it out to Eric. “I mostly use this for seeing far off, but it’s got an enchantment or two that should help.”
Moving slowly and deliberately, trying not to imagine what Elora would do if he dropped what had to be an expensive tool to the ground, Eric raised the spyglass and looked out at the plain once more. This time, it was like seeing the world in bright daylight—everything was crisp and clear. It occurred to Eric that he might have to get an item like this for himself, otherwise they’d be at a disadvantage every time he had to do night scouting. Then he saw the movement, and his mind snapped to the issue at hand.
If not for the guard, Eric might very well have mistaken the structure for an abandoned ruin. In fact, he was almost positive that’s what it had been for quite some while. The building was squat and overgrown by vines, although gray stone still peeked out from the wall of green here and there. Once it might have been a guard station, or perhaps even the house of a hermit. It stood alone, seemingly derelict unless one noticed the signs of careful repair or the man in dark clothes crouched in the shadows of the doorway, carefully watching his surroundings. If not for the enchanted spyglass, he’d be nearly invisible, even if Eric were close enough to make out the house itself with his human eyes. There were bound to be more guards to cover the other side. Despite the late hour, the man under Eric’s watch seemed alert and ready, his head on a constant swivel as he refused to let anything past his attention.
Up until that moment, some part of Eric had wondered if perhaps Elora wasn’t being overly paranoid, demanding he climb a tree that seemed to be in the middle of nowhere without making any noise. Staring at the guard who was unquestionably keeping careful watch over the forest, Eric realized that if they hadn’t been so careful, they’d likely already be exposed. Worse, the guard might be able to rouse others and attack before Eric could alert his friends. Paranoia, it seemed, might be a rogue’s best friend.
“What is that place?” Eric kept his voice so quiet he worried Elora might not be able to hear him. Those concerns quickly faded though, as she descended to his level and whispered back.
“My guess is that it’s exactly what we’re looking for.”
“I mean, is it a base, a waystation, a portal, what? It looks like a rundown house, but that guard seems much too ready for that to be the case,” Eric said.
“I’ve got no idea,” Elora replied. “If it were me, I’d use that house as an easily-guarded entrance and then build tunnels underneath. Give you more space to work with, and only one way in and out. That’s me, though; they might not be that smart. Stop worrying about what might be there and focus on what you can see. All we know for sure is that there’s a building, our mystery man is probably inside, and we have to cross around two hundred feet of open space before we can reach it—an approach that will almost certainly be seen and braced for by the time we arrive.”
“Right... not a great situation. For us. For them, it’s pretty optimal. What do we do?” Eric asked.
“First, we stop whispering in a tree like a pair of gossipy squirrels. Then we go back and rest with the others,” Elora told him. “Once everyone’s more alert, we discuss our options and come up with a plan.”
“Our target might move,” Eric pointed out.
“And that would be fine. Remember, we’re looking for the hydra’s heart. If this is just a place he stopped off to grab a nap, then all the better we don’t waste our time on it. Instead, we follow him to his next stop, and the next, until he either quits moving or we think he’s tricking us.” There was something in her voice, the way she talked about the possibility of deceit, that tipped Eric off. It was a slow process, but he was beginning to read Elora bit by bit.
“You don’t think that will happen.”
“No, I don’t. This place is out of the way, far from travelers, and well-defended. Even if our guy eventually moves on, something important is here. The smart gold says it’s either the person in charge or someone who can point us to them. Which sucks, because I have no idea how we’re going to manage an approach without drawing attention.”
“Wait, you don’t have any plan at all?” It was only pure discipline that kept Eric’s voice low. Wanting to talk with the others was one thing, but he’d assumed she at least had some sort of inclination of what they would do.
“Obviously not. I know how I’d get in, but that wouldn’t do much good with the rest of you in tow.” Elora jabbed a thumb into her chest, pressing on her leather armor. “Remember, I’m a rogue. I don’t usually deal with other types unless I’m attacking them. And even if I did, we’re not exactly trained in group-battle strategy.”
“I guess that’s true.” It was strange: as arrogant and egotistical as Elora could be at times, she had no trouble admitting when she came up short in an area. As they climbed down, still being careful not to alert the guard, Eric dwelled on that fact. He didn’t think of himself as the type to let ego get in the way, but there was no denying that he’d had occasions where he took on tasks well beyond his ability rather than allow someone more capable do it. Hell, his entire career as a guard was a testament to that. Elora didn’t have that option, though. She worked alone, and if she tried to do something she couldn’t, it might very well get her killed.
Though she hadn’t intentionally tried to teach it, by the time they were at the bottom of the tree, Eric had concluded that this might be his most important lesson as a rogue. Knowing his limits was as vital as knowing his talents, as was owning up to them when the situation demanded it. If Eric wanted to be a better rogue, he’d have to determine his failings.
Only then could he begin working to surpass them.
 



Chapter 26
 
“Subterfuge is almost certainly impossible. Even if we could convince them that we were merely travelers who lost our way, I suspect they’d still respond with force to ensure we didn’t tell others about discovering their location. Perhaps one of us could pose as an associate of their organization, although, with so little information to work on, even that would be a stretch— it would be a matter of moments until our spy was discovered and left without aid.” Thistle stared down at the dirt, his forehead scrunched tightly as he surveyed their situation.
The diagram etched into the ground was a rough one; however, it did the job well enough. Their target, the mysterious stone house, was in the center, with an “X” representing each point where a guard sat watching. Eric’s guess that there was more than one sentry had been correct. Elora had done some solo scouting and found that there were in fact three guards stationed in a triangular pattern around the house to ensure there were no blind spots someone might use to approach. What was worse, the guards changed one at a time, which meant that there was no substantial gap the party might exploit. They were going to have to cross the field under the eyes of their enemies; the only question now was whether or not there might be a safe way to do it.
“I might… no, I couldn’t handle all three for certain,” Timuscor said, reining in his own self-estimations. “But I could hold out until you arrived.”
“Kind an offer as that is, you’d be attacked long before you spoke your first word,” Thistle told him. “Your armor and weapons betray you as someone who does little work in the shadows, and don’t you even think of offering to remove them. If we accepted that plan, it would be faster to kill you ourselves and save the time.”
Timuscor closed the mouth he’d opened to make just such an offer; Thistle had seen right through him and cut the option off before it could even enter the discussion.
“Elora might be able to handle them,” Gabrielle said. “I hate to admit it, but she did a pretty decent job of fighting us all.”
“Pretty decent, my ass. If not for those enchanted roots, I’d have won,” Elora snapped. “But that was different. While you’re all strong, you’re also not accustomed to fighting someone with my tactics. They probably will be. Besides, in the orchard fight, I had options for escape. If this goes south, all I have is a long, exposed run back to the trees. And I’m not really the sort to charge headlong into probable death. Sorry.”
“We’re not sending anyone alone,” Thistle said. “There are too many variables at play. Without knowing how skilled the guards are, or what unseen defenses might be at their disposal, we simply can’t take the risk of allowing one of us to approach on their own.”
“What, then? We charge head-on and hope they don’t rouse everyone inside?” Gabrielle asked.
Grumph took a step forward and hunkered down next to Thistle, examining the diagram. He’d been silent after hearing Eric and Elora’s reports about the situation, not that that was much of a surprise to anyone. “Too far to run, too many to slip past, too hard to trick.” Another long stare at the map, and then, seemingly without reason, a wide grin split his face. Half-orc smiles could be unsettling to those who didn’t understand them. Generally, they looked more like a threat than anything joyful, but to Grumph’s friends, it was a reassuring expression. Grumph seldom smiled without cause.
“You have more of the smoke?” Grumph asked, turning to Elora. “Like you used on Gabrielle?”
“Four vials on me,” Elora replied. “But it doesn’t drift far for good reason, so there’s no way we could smoke them out from here.”
“What if we dropped the vial right at their feet?” Grumph kept pressing the idea, refusing to let go of whatever mad inclination he’d taken hold of.
It seemed like a ridiculous line of questioning—the vials were meant for close-range fighting— but Elora still appeared to consider the idea. “If you could somehow manage to use the vials, they’d be choking and gasping for around half a minute; maybe a full one if it broke right at their feet. They would certainly make some noise, but it would be hard for them to raise an alarm. Between the gasping and stinging eyes, they probably wouldn’t see our approach. But all of that is theoretical. With my crossbow and the luck of Tristan himself, I might be able to fix one to a bolt and hit the wall over a guard’s head. One guard, whose coughing would absolutely let the others know that something was up. For Eric, that shot is hopeless, and there’s no way to do it with a dagger.”
“No, not a dagger,” Grumph agreed. “I’ll throw the other two.”
Grumph’s declaration was met with silence and confused stares until Gabrielle let out a snort and began laughing softly, refusing to alert the guards with something as ridiculous as a chuckle. The stares turned to her, but she waved them off as she suppressed her giggles.
“Sorry, sometimes I forget that the rest of you weren’t around for Grumph’s mage trial.”
“Look, you’re clearly a strong, strapping half-orc, but there’s no way you can make that throw,” Elora told him. “Let alone two of them.”
“I can.” Grumph rose from the diagram and walked over to Elora, his smile fading as determination glinted in his eyes. “You make yours. I’ll make mine.”
“Mind if I ask how you plan on managing that before we waste three not-inexpensive vials and announce our presence to the guards?” Elora asked.
Grumph’s grin widened a touch once more. “With magic, of course.”
*             *             *
Timuscor and Mr. Peppers crouched at the edge of the forest, waiting for the attack to begin. As the loudest and shiniest amidst the group, Timuscor had been given the position farthest away from the house as the others prepared. Since that meant he’d be among the last to reach the fight, his role was the most fluid of the lot. Timuscor was to charge in, see who needed help, and then give it. Gabrielle would probably be fine—this sort of work was what barbarians did best—and with Grumph and Elora doing ranged work, they were also unlikely to require assistance. That meant Timuscor would most likely have to aid Eric or Thistle, both of whom needed to get in close to do their work yet were vulnerable in close combat.
Mr. Peppers stamped once—the boar hadn’t let out a single snort since they began their approach—as if to say he was impatient for the battle to begin. Timuscor gave his pet a scratch, though his eyes remained on the house, ready for action. Part of him worried at the idea of bringing Mr. Peppers into battle with him, but this far out in the woods, the boar was safer at Timuscor’s side than left alone. Plus, Mr. Peppers had never been particularly willing to stay behind. He followed the knight stubbornly, only departing on the rarest of occasions.
Movement caught Timuscor’s eye and his body tensed, ready to go bursting out of the brush. It turned out to be the guards changing, though, as one came out to relieve the sentry nearest to Timuscor. They said nothing, merely nodding and changing places as the one who’d been on duty went inside. The attack probably wouldn’t begin with four guards in sight, yet Timuscor still didn’t relax. He was already far away and would be slowed by his armor. He wouldn’t let a single useful moment slip by. As soon as he had the chance to strike, Timuscor would take it.
After all, even Grumph had admitted that there was a chance he might miss one of his throws. And should that happen, Timuscor would be the one to stop the unfettered guard. He wouldn’t allow anyone else to risk themselves against such an opponent.
As soon as the moment came, Timuscor would act.
*             *             *
Grumph had been on the verge of casting when the guard emerged from the house. He halted immediately, thankful that his was the attack that started the operation. From where Elora was positioned, she probably wouldn’t even see the change happening, which would have meant adding an opponent to their already-difficult situation. Patiently, Grumph waited as the on-duty guard entered the house and the new one settled in. On the other side, his second target was unaffected, still consistently scanning the area.
While a triangular formation allowed for no blind spots, it had the weakness of permitting Grumph to get sight on two guards at once simply by finding the right position on the tree line. Likely, the guards knew that and were trusting in the distance between the forest and themselves for safety. Even an archer would only be able to get off a single arrow, at best taking down one guard while simultaneously alerting the others. Grumph wouldn’t be using anything as visible as an arrow, though. He would be hurling a small glass vial across what was, honestly, an impossible distance, even for his arm.
As the guards resettled, Grumph took careful aim. He didn’t often like to think about his time before Thistle (and those that were gone) had freed him; the memories there were dark and hard and conjured something in him that Grumph hated for existing. But sometimes, there were things from that part of his life that necessity demanded he recall. In those days, there had never been enough food. They were fed enough to not die, and sometimes even less than that. With no weapons and no coin to buy their own meals, the only way Grumph and the others got extra food was by hurling stones at small rodents and birds. It was a brutal, inefficient method, but nothing could drive one to press on like the desperation of hunger. Grumph has grown good at it too, as even then his mind was swift. He had a gift for working out force and angles—a gift he’d later turned to brewing, construction, and ultimately spell-casting.
Those layers had to be stripped back today. Right now, Grumph needed that primal skill he’d honed under the guards’ watchful eyes. How many times had he wished he was strong enough to kill one of them with the stones? What would he have traded to cave even a single one of their skulls with a well-placed throw? Obviously not his life, as he’d never made the attempt; or perhaps he’d stopped himself only because he knew it would fail. The guards had been protected and often distant. Even his half-orc muscles bolstered by constant labor wouldn’t have been enough. But that was before. Before Thistle. Before adventuring.
Before magic.
It wasn’t one of his easier spells; in fact, there were times Grumph struggled to even cast it. But necessity, mixed with a bit of buried rage from the memories he’d summoned, sharpened his focus to a diamond clarity. As the last syllable of the spell was spoken, he could feel strength filling his body, his muscles swelling as magic infused them with the power to surpass their limits. Dejy had explained to him that these sorts of spells were a risky trade-off—consuming so much mana for a short burst of physical power was rarely worth it. However, that wasn’t to say such occasions didn’t happen, and they’d both agreed that Grumph might encounter them more than a normal wizard would.
He waited patiently until the spell brought his strength to its zenith. Even with the magic, this would be a difficult task. Grumph would need everything, every drop of power from the spell, every ounce of strength from his muscle, every bit of skill from those terrible days. Much as he’d once wanted to kill the guards, Grumph wanted to make this throw even more. Back then, he’d have accomplished nothing other than smearing a little more death around a world already coated in it. This was different. This was to protect his friends, and that made it far more important than something as petty as revenge.
Narrowing his focus until the guard was all he saw, Grumph reared back. Pausing only to drop a small prayer to Grumble, the half-orc wizard hurled the vial through the air with everything he could manage. As it left his fingers, he felt a shudder of terror mixed with relief.
Whether he hit or not, the die was cast. There no way to change it in mid-air. Their attack on the hideout had officially begun.
 



Chapter 27
 
Elora watched carefully as the guard shifted his position, moving her crossbow a hair to the left in order to compensate. As soon as Grumph’s vial hit—unless it fell so amazingly short that none of the sentries noticed—there wouldn’t be a moment to spare. She’d have to let her bolt, to which she’d managed to affix to a vial using sheer willpower more than crafting skills, fly into the wall. Despite the wizard’s assurances, she wasn’t counting on his throw making it to the target, which meant her mark would be the only guard actually incapacitated. If she failed too, then all they’d have managed was to give their enemies extra warning before the attack.
A glint of sunlight on glass was the only alert before impact. The vial rocketed across the open plain and struck. Elora was somewhat right, in that Grumph hadn’t hit a spot on the wall near his first target. No, the crazed half-orc had managed to throw the vial directly onto the guard. It shattered against his chest, exploding into a cloud of purple smoke that engulfed him so completely even Elora’s eyes couldn’t track his shape.
Before her own guard could react, Elora checked her aim one last time and fired. Seconds ago, part of her wondered if she’d even be able to pull off a shot like this. Now, she was trying to get it as close as possible to her target. While Elora didn’t consider herself an unnecessarily prideful person, that didn’t mean she’d simply allow Grumph to show her up. The bolt sailed true, smacking into the side of the wall and surrounding her target in more purple smoke. His wasn’t as focused, but it was still enough to start him on a coughing fit. Smacking the crossbow’s lever once, she reloaded and began to move.
The gas would buy them less than a minute, and that assumed all three vials did their job. As soon the guards could call for help, they would, and at that point, any hope of surprising those inside was lost. Elora darted into the field, taking note that there was already a charging form in blood-red armor some distance ahead of her. Gabrielle had clearly been ready to move, and as Elora tracked the barbarian’s motion, she adjusted her own course. No sense in wasting bolts on whoever Gabrielle targeted. Either that person was already going to die, or the entire party was up to their neck in dragonshit.
Because if their barbarian couldn’t handle these opponents in melee, especially with the aid of gas slowing them down, then the rest of group was as good as dead.
*             *             *
It took more effort than she expected not to scream. Gabrielle was accustomed to charging into battle with a fierce yell, meant to draw the enemy’s attention while also knocking them off guard. Her job was to get all eyes on her so that she could fight up front while the others worked in their own ways. This time, however, she needed to fight as quickly and quietly as possible. It was a curious change of pace, and one she didn’t entirely care for. Barbarians worked best in chaos, as far as she was concerned.
Still, they’d all agreed to these tactics, so Gabrielle remained quiet as she bolted across the open grass. Her target was a guard choking his way through the cloud of gas with which Elora’s bolt had surrounded him. It had slowed him down, making it hard to see which direction would lead to his freedom, but he was keeping a calmer head than Gabrielle had when she had been on the receiving end. Half a minute might have been too generous an estimate. At the rate he was moving, he’d recover sooner. Gabrielle sprinted forward as fast as she could; the others were counting on her to seize these opportunities before they disappeared. Gabrielle had to be fast enough, strong enough, sure enough. She had to strike while they still had the element of surprise. She had to dispatch her enemy like a true barbarian.
The guard managed to wipe the tears from his eyes—though thankfully, he was still too choked to cry out—just as Gabrielle took her first swing. Even as compromised as he was, the guard managed to step back, likely more on instinct than as part of any plan. An upward blow meant to open his stomach tore at his shoulder instead, easily cleaving through the dark leather armor he wore. His hands groped at his sides as the choking coughs continued, grabbing for his weapons through blurry vision and rising panic.
Gabrielle’s mind flashed back, unbidden, to her fight with the bandit leader. He’d managed to outmaneuver and parry her, even though she’d been stronger. It had been an important lesson in the education of battle: any opponent could defeat her if she gave them the opportunity. Vital as it had been, however, she had no desire to learn it once more.
Stepping forward, dangerously close to the cloud of gas, Gabrielle pressed the attack. She wouldn’t let the guard recover, couldn’t risk him getting his hands on his weapons. This wasn’t a fight; it was an assault on their territory, and that meant winning no matter what.
Her next swing carved a gash into his leg, sending the guard to a knee. Although he tried to scream, the sound got trapped in his throat and only came out as more coughing. He struggled, trying to rise back up, but his bleeding leg refused to bear weight and he was too disoriented to balance on the other. The attempt failed and he slipped forward onto all fours, exposing the absolute worst place for anyone fighting an enemy with an axe: the back of his neck.
Gabrielle’s arms were moving before she’d even registered the opportunity, axe raised high overhead. Yet just before the descent began, she stopped. It was too easy, the opening too good. On instinct, she leapt back just before the guard lunged forward and sliced with a hidden blade he’d managed to pull. It had been a good trap, and on a less-experienced Gabrielle, it would have worked. But the last time she’d chased something too good to be true, it had cost the barbarian her weapon. This time, she’d pulled away in time, ready with a counter of her own.
Finally letting the axe drop, Gabrielle cleaved into the guard’s arm, cutting partway through the bone. He lifted his head to howl, but she threw a boot into his jaw before he had the chance. Yanking her weapon free, she brought it down again, this time on her opponent’s head. Rather than go for the kill, she bashed his skull with the flat of her blade and sent him tumbling limply to the ground.
Gabrielle was an adventurer, a barbarian, a being driven by fury and destined to bathe herself in blood. She wasn’t a monster, however. She wouldn’t kill if she didn’t have to; especially not someone she didn’t know deserved it. Better to stun and save than do something that could never be undone.
Besides, as Elora had pointed out just before they all took their positions, none of them had the spells to interrogate the dead.
*             *             *
Thistle didn’t run when he saw Grumph’s second throw strike near the final guard. It was a good shot; not quite as specular as the first, but there was little point in getting greedy for miracles. Eric was already visible, and farther way Timuscor’s charge was beginning as well. They would both reach their targets long before Thistle could even get close, as Timuscor’s armor wouldn’t slow him enough to reach the speed of a hobbled gnome.
He hadn’t said it out loud yet, but Thistle knew this was beginning to be a problem. No, it had been a problem for some while: the others simply compensated well enough to keep it from becoming an important one. Having range helped—his daggers moved far faster than even their swiftest member—however, the more fights they got into, the more it became clear that Thistle’s mobility was a hindrance. It would have been bad enough if he were just a gnome whose short legs were simply unable to keep up with the others. Adding his body’s twisted bones and a suit of armor to the mix made his best pace downright plodding. If he were an archer or a mage, it would still have caused trouble, but he was a paladin. His place was near the front line, wounding the wicked while healing his friends. A paladin at the rear pushed past even the boundaries of curious; it was downright senseless.
Whatever plans Elora had for helping them get equipment before the Grand Quest, Thistle had a priority of his own. He’d have to spend any gold he could make between now and their deadline on a magical item to increase his speed, perhaps even one that could allow teleportation or flight, though that would almost certainly be out of his price range. He’d made peace with his physical limitations many decades ago, but this was different. To fulfill his role in the party, to do right by the mantle Grumble had bestowed upon him, Thistle needed to find a solution.
Part of him wondered if he’d be able to talk Grumble into paying for some part of it if he pitched it as a paladin necessity.
Moving forward as quickly as he could without breaking into a true run, Thistle watched as Eric attacked the nearest guard. Grumph’s throw had doused the man in purple gas, but he’d taken a lucky turn and gotten clear quickly. Already his eyes were clear, and he yanked a rapier free from his belt just as Eric swung his sword, blocking the blow, albeit barely. Coughs still shook the guard’s body as he tried to call for help. Eric danced in and out, striking desperately to bring his opponent down before the alarm could be sounded.
Unfortunately, the guard was no rookie to either ambushes or melee. He fended off the attacks, even going so far as to press an offense of his own. All the while, Thistle kept moving, swift and sure, yet never going so far as to run. To an onlooker, it might have seemed as though Thistle were taking his time, hoping the battle would end before he arrived. What that person would not have understood, however, was that it was nearly impossible to throw daggers with any accuracy while at a full charge.
Thistle’s first throw went wide, nearly clattering into the side of the stone house. He waited a few more seconds, getting precious steps closer, and then tried again. This time, his aim was true, and the blade cut through a small section of the guard’s calf. It wasn’t much, really, more pain than injury, but it was enough to distract him. That was all Eric needed, slipping in and driving his short sword between the enemy’s ribs. Then he was gone, back a sword’s length away as the guard realized he’d been stabbed and tried to return the favor. It was no use. Eric glided between the strikes now slowed by pain and fear, opening up a few more wounds in return for the trouble.
By the time Thistle arrived, the guard was down, blood staining the grass. Eric was crouched over him, taking vitals.
“I’m sorry. I tried to keep the wounds shallow, but I think the first one went too deep. His pulse faded so quickly…”
“Such is the cost of a battle. Others will manage to save theirs, and we’ll get what we need. Carry no guilt; I saw the lunges he made, and he’d have killed you if given the chance. This was not your fault,” Thistle told him. It wasn’t, either. It was Thistle’s fault. If he’d only been faster, he could have used a touch of healing magic to keep the guard stable.
He needed to be faster, to keep up with his party. As it stood, they couldn’t truly count on him, and Thistle would sooner die than see such a situation continue.
*             *             *
Timuscor had chosen the guard who’d been struck first as his target. Gabrielle’s was down before he’d halfway crossed the divide between the forest and the battle, and Eric accompanied by Thistle would be more than enough for the other. That first guard, however, was still standing in spite of the gas that had bloomed from his chest and a few bolts in his upper body from Elora. It was only thanks to Grumph’s spectacular throw that the purple cloud had lasted so long; even a hit at the feet would have dissipated by now. Still, it was beginning to clear, and once it did, Elora would be in danger, to say nothing of the risk the guard might call for aid.
There was little love for Elora in Timuscor’s heart; he didn’t care for the way she smirked and seemed to always be playing at one angle or another. In a different situation, he’d have been tempted to hold back, to allow things to play out as they would. But today, if only for a few hours, she was a member of his party, and that meant Timuscor would throw his very life away if it meant keepings hers safe.
Without slowing down to properly assess his opponent’s condition, Timuscor ended his charge across the plains with a mighty slice of his blade, directed at the guard’s torso. While his enemy’s sight was still compromised, it wasn’t so bad that he’d missed the gleaming armor storming up at him. The guard leapt nimbly back, managing to draw a short sword of his own between bouts of coughing.
Timuscor deflected the first blow easily, along with the several that followed. The guard was nimble and swift with a blade; however, his technique revolved heavily around capitalizing on an opponent’s weak spots, of which Timuscor had few. As a trained knight, he had been taught to be a bulwark, an obstacle surmounted only by sheer force. Of course, his education had also enlightened Timuscor of how to surpass obstacles of his own.
When a gap in the attacks presented itself, Timuscor pounced, pushing away the guard’s blade and thrusting his own weapon toward the man’s stomach. With his longer sword, more expansive armor, and superior tactics, it was only a matter of time until he wore the guard down. Unfortunately, the coughs were growing less and less frequent, which meant soon a scream might manage to find its way to freedom, drawing untold numbers of the enemy forth. Timuscor didn’t relish the idea of ending someone without offering the chance to surrender, but it seemed he might not get the opportunity.
The guard lunged for Timuscor once more, although this time, his graceful steps faltered. He managed one more shaky movement forward before his legs gave out entirely and he tumbled forward, revealing a pair of crossbow bolts sticking out from the center of his back.
“Thanks for keeping him busy,” Elora said as she made her way over. “With all that smoke, it was hard to land a good shot, and when it cleared enough for me to see, he started dodging.”
“I... you shot him in the back,” Timuscor said, staring at his downed foe as blood pooled beneath the corpse. “That sort of tactic is frowned upon by knights. And paladins.”
“I’m sure it is, which is why, if there are any survivors, I’ll handle the interrogation with just me and Eric.” Elora stooped over the body of the guard, checking his pulse and then rummaging through his pockets. “Rogues are less concerned with methods and more occupied by results. For example, are you dead?”
“Clearly, I am not,” Timuscor replied.
“And from what I can see, neither is anyone else. Honor or not, I’d call that pretty successful,” Elora told him. “I’d advise you to keep that in mind as we push forward. Something tells me that’s far from the last thing I’ll have to do today that you might disagree with.”
As Timuscor watched more of the blood slowly seep out from under the corpse, he found it hard to imagine that Elora was wrong.
 



Chapter 28
 
“Look, short of magical healing, this guy isn’t waking up anytime soon.” Elora yanked open the guard’s eyes to prove her point, failing to so much as even stir the sole surviving enemy of their attack. “And as someone who is about to plunge into the unknown with you all, I’d really rather save as much of the paladin’s magic as possible. Besides, even if we did wake him, we’d have to drag him off to the woods in case he screamed before starting the interrogation. Don’t get me wrong: with a day and a quiet place to work, I could get this guy to tell us where his mother hid the silver, but the longer we wait, the more chance of some other guard coming for a change of shift.”
“Is anyone else curious how she knows enough to tell he won’t wake up or bleed to death?” Gabrielle asked, keeping her voice soft in spite of the small ruckus they’d just raised.
“Necessary tool of interrogation. It’s much cheaper to question the living, so you don’t want to question them so hard that they cross over.” Although Elora seemed unbothered by her own explanation, Eric seemed to go a shade or two paler. Evidently, they hadn’t yet reached that part of rogue training.
“While I’m growing somewhat more concerned every time I have to say this, Elora is right,” Thistle told them. “As it stands, time isn’t on our side. We were fortunate the guard change happened when it did, but sooner or later, this fight will be discovered. When that happens, any surprise we still have will be lost, and our task becomes more difficult. Better to press on now, while we have the choice, before some stray enemy makes it for us.”
“Going into an enemy stronghold blind isn’t a great option,” Grumph pointed out.
“Sneaking into an enemy stronghold blind,” Eric corrected. “Which I like a lot better than fighting our way past everyone inside once they’re armed and ready. Those guys were tough. Not the hardest thing we’ve ever fought, but even half-blind and choking, they didn’t go down easy.”
As Elora rose from the unconscious guard’s side, Thistle contemplated how to proceed. That they had to move forward was a given. This window of opportunity was miraculous in itself; it would be sheer foolishness not to take advantage of it. And Eric was right: there was a large difference between sneaking in and bursting through the doors. Unfortunately, the more Thistle turned the situation around inside his mind, the more apparent it became that in order to execute their next strategy to the fullest, he would have to do something he deeply didn’t want to. As he and Timuscor both wore plate armor, they were easily the loudest party members, which meant they stood the least chance of being noticed when at the rear of the formation. And since Elora and Eric were the quietest, they would be at the front, more or less putting the entire party at the mercy of a rogue Thistle still wasn’t sure how much he could trust.
Thistle knew too well how easy it was to get lost in indecision, mentally bickering with his own judgments until the situation changed and he no longer had to solve the issue. It was tempting, even being as aware as he was, but it wasn’t an option he could allow himself. Better to make a poor choice than none at all. Despite certain unsavory aspects of her character, Elora had yet to betray them or go against her word. Perhaps she still would—this might all be setting up to some grander trick—but that didn’t change the fact that when it came to infiltration, she stood shoulders above them all. If she tried to stab them in the back, Thistle would deal with it then, but until such a time arrived, there was no sense in not utilizing her skills to the fullest.
“Elora and Eric, take the lead. Grumph and Gabrielle will follow at a safe distance, in case you need help. Timuscor, Mr. Peppers, and I will take the rear to prevent anyone from sneaking up behind us. And, hopefully, to not give away our position. The goal is to find the rider that Elora saw and get information. If the chain ends with him, we want to know why he’s attacking the church. If it goes up higher, we need a name and a location. Unless the next link in the chain is also in there, we take a quick retreat as soon as we’ve got what we need, and then hightail it out. Any objections?”
“None from me.” Elora rummaged about in her pockets, pulling free a small set of eyeglasses and handing them to Eric. “In case they keep it dark inside. The rest of you will have to make do; I only keep the one pair.”
“Grumph’s eyes will manage, and if need be, I can conjure light,” Thistle said. “Let’s just hope they aren’t so committed to security that they live in constant darkness.”
He’d meant to make it sound like a joke, but it didn’t really sound jovial. Dealing with darkness was also becoming troublesome. Fritz had aided them with a magical solution in the catacombs, but the trader wasn’t around this time. Another issue Thistle filed away in the back of his mind as something to sort out in the event they survived this and completed a quest that would actually get them some much needed gold.
“Eric and I will head in,” Elora declared. “If there’s anyone immediately inside, well, they probably would have come running at the sound of a fight. On the off-chance I’m wrong, I’ll let out a whistle if I need help. Also, listen for some asshole we don’t know yelling in surprise, as that definitely means we need assistance. Otherwise, wait until we come get you.”
With no more warning than that, Elora grabbed Eric by the arm, dragged him to the door without making so much as a footstep of sound, flung the door open, and darted inside. Everyone stood outside waiting, their hearts racing and their bodies tense. So much work to get this far unnoticed, and if anyone happened to be lying in wait, it could all come crashing down.
There was no yelling, which was a good sign, but neither did Elora or Eric pop their heads back out the door, which made the group more worried by the second. Finally, when Thistle was just about to try and make his way in, regardless of what they’d planned, Elora reappeared.
“You all may as well come in,” she said. “I think this is going to take a few minutes.”
*             *             *
“Not the most glamorous work in the world, but I have to say, I feel surprisingly good about helping that shopkeeper. The fresh-baked bread was a surprising bonus.” Cheri was hunched over, carefully making note of the two still-steaming bread loaves in Chalara’s inventory. They’d probably be gone by dinner that night, but she prided herself on keeping track of each and every one of her character’s possessions.
Bert laughed under his breath as he finished updating something unseen on his own page. “Clearing out a rat infestation in the basement. I’ve done it so many times in video games, but this is the first time I’ve ever had to do it in a tabletop game. Compared to our last two quests, they were an easy fight, even with Gelthorn having an episode.”
“The only enclosed spaces a forest warrior should be in are thickets and heavy brush,” Alexis mumbled softly. “A basement is like a city compacted. She tried to use willpower to push past, but the dice were against her.”
“We appreciate Gelthorn even coming along,” Tim assured her. “And I think the shopkeeper was glad anyone showed up at all. He didn’t think anyone would come fight off rats the size of dogs, not for only a handful of copper.”
“And yet you all did, netting yourselves some bread as a bonus.” Although Russell didn’t actually tell them yet, there was another bonus to accepting such a seemingly unbalanced quest. In a few days’ time, the shopkeeper’s cousin would arrive. Unlike the poor baker just trying to make a living, his cousin was a renowned smith who could craft exceptional gear. And he had a soft spot for those that helped his family, meaning the party would be offered access to great equipment at a steep discount.
Russell had to admit, this module packed a lot of depth into the consequences of every choice the characters made. Opening and closing off quests based on the timeframe, creating ripples that would later change the options available to them based upon the actions of the party, it was like a spider web of possibility. A hundred groups playing the module would each have entirely different experiences, which made it all the stranger that they’d put in so much work to only release so few copies.
Thinking of the module, Russell realized his group had elected to head back to the Hall of Adventurers by way of the church district, which triggered a Vision check.
“Everyone, I need you all to roll Vision,” Russell instructed. Four dice hit the table, and he had to resist the urge to let out a sharp whistle. No one had gotten under ten, and Tim had even managed a natural twenty.
“As you all are making your way back in the early morning light, you happen to glance over and notice what appears to be a pair of feet sticking out from an alley. Tim, since you got a natural twenty, Timanuel steps forward to look. He sees a small, unconscious body lying between buildings.”
No one even needed to ask what would come next, and none of them were surprised to be proven right.
“Timanuel rushes over to check for signs of life,” Tim declared, tossing his D20 onto the table once more. “I rolled a twelve on my Medical check.”
“With that, you can easily tell the person is still alive, though they have blood running down their forehead,” Russell informed him. “Also, as soon as you arrive, you realize that the person is a kobold. You don’t know much about their physiology, but with a twelve Medical, you can still figure out that this one took some kind of beating.”
“Probably trying to pick someone’s pocket and got caught,” Cheri said.
Tim looked at his character sheet for several long seconds before choosing his next move. “I’d like to try and Sense Evil.”
“While in a city this large, you detect a few lingering trails in the streets, but none of it is coming from the kobold.” Russell didn’t dare look at his module more than needed. If he knew what actions would earn different results, his face might betray it, and he wanted Tim to work through this situation without any outside influence.
“I heal the kobold.” Tim double-checked his sheet once more. “I should still have enough magic for three health points, even after helping Wimberly in the rat fight.”
“You’re burning the last of your magic on a kobold?” Cheri asked. “I mean, sure, we’re going to rest, but what will that accomplish?”
“It will make someone who isn’t evil feel better,” Tim shot back. “That’s what paladins are supposed to do.”
A few notes on the pad of paper, and Russell permitted himself to see what happened if someone healed the kobold. His eyes went a touch wide, though he kept his voice neutral as he relayed the next scene. “Timanuel presses his hand to the kobold’s chest, and shining light ripples outward. Seconds later, the kobold’s eyes flutter open. It takes one look at you all—especially at the heavily-armored man pinning it down—and immediately begins to cower.”
Russell paused, moving his voice up a few octaves to try and properly capture the sound of a frightened kobold—or at least, what he imagined one would sound like.
“Please! No hurt! I sorry; I leave. Please, no more!”
“Now I feel like kind of an asshole for saying we shouldn’t heal it,” Cheri muttered.
“It’s okay, friend,” Tim said, keeping his voice as gentle as possible. “We mean you no harm. I mended your wounds, in fact. You are free to go, if you like, but I would like to ask who did this to you. Such a brutal attack has no place in the capital.”
Russell flipped the page to see what exactly the explanation was and winced inwardly. If he’d known what a long story the kobold was going to convey, he’d have picked a voice that was easier on his throat. Such was the burden of the GM, though.
“They... they came when I was leaving the temple,” Russell began.
*             *             *
In his years as a guard, Eric had read many books on the art of constructing locks and traps, since that was the best way he could see to shore up defenses and keep the goblins from kidnapping Gabrielle. Much as he’d tried to learn, however, there were only so many resources available—most of them borrowed from the mayor’s library or bought off the rare trader who traveled through Maplebark. Although he’d never gotten enough resources or confidence to try, there had been several defenses in the books that he’d desperately wished to build, certain that traps of that level would be more than enough to keep out a dragon, let alone a few goblins.
Staring at the mechanism that had been tucked away inside the fireplace, Eric was beginning to grasp just how incomplete his education was. The hardest device in his most complex book was a bucket of water balanced on top of an open door compared to what Elora was currently breaking through.
The inside of the building was strategically sparse. Anyone who glanced inside would think it to be nothing more than a waystation for a weary traveler with no other options. There was a rough cot, a small table, one chair, and the fireplace. Elora had noticed a loose floorboard and yanked it up to uncover four silver coins, which she explained was decoy loot. Any thief who happened upon this place would find the pittance, think themselves clever, and move on without bothering to search more thoroughly. Curiously, she hadn’t touched the silver coins, lowering the floorboard instead and continuing her investigation of the building. After some consideration, Eric realized that the coins themselves might be trapped, or at least rigged up to some sort of warning system that would let others know an intruder was present. After all, the actual guards would never bother picking them up.
“Almost there,” Elora muttered to herself. She’d pulled the inner wall of the fireplace free to reveal a mechanism of gears and rods with a single keyhole in the center. Even after sending Eric to go search the bodies of the guards, no keys had been found, which had led them both to conclude that the guards coming from below brought the key with them, handing it off to the guard they replaced. That way, even if someone defeated the guards, the barrier couldn’t be easily passed. It might actually have been impossible to break through—without making a parade’s worth of noise, at least—if one didn’t have a skilled rogue in the party.
Everyone else was standing back, weapons at the ready as they watched Elora work. No one knew what would happen when she finished or what enemies might be waiting for them on the other side. Eric imagined it had to be nerve-racking for them, feeling helpless with no way to lend aid or prepare for what came next. Bad as it might be, he assumed that his task was worse. He had to watch every move Elora made, trying desperately to understand what she was doing. Next time the party ran into this sort of obstacle, she wouldn’t be around to deal with it, meaning that he needed to become very capable, very quickly.
“I think I got it.” Elora’s words came only a few seconds before a soft thunk echoed from somewhere deep in the depths of the fireplace. Seconds later, the stones around it slid forward, revealing a narrow stairwell lit by dim, flickering light.
“Very impressive,” Thistle told her. Eric still wasn’t sure whether or not Thistle was actually warming to her, or whether he just felt it prudent to pretend.
Either way, Elora gave short nod, and then materialized a dagger in her right hand. She pressed her left index finger to her lips—the quietest way possible to tell everyone to shut up—and motioned for Eric to follow. Unsheathing his short sword, he fell into step only inches behind her, and together, they began to descend into the unknown.
 



Chapter 29
 
As far as dim, imposing tunnels went, Gabrielle had seen worse. Compared to worming their way through the catacombs near Briarwillow, this was positively pleasant. There was even enough room for everyone to stand, unlike the dungeon where they’d found the first piece of the Bridge. Still, Gabrielle was far from comfortable as she and Grumph slunk along, staying ten feet behind Elora and Eric. The narrow walls made her feel pressed in upon, and she wasn’t sure how well she’d be able to wield her axe in such a confined space. The weapon burned in her hands, aching to be used, yet she pushed its dark thoughts out of her mind. Now was the time for caution, for stealth. If the time for battle arrived, she wouldn’t hesitate, but neither would she be the one to bring it down upon them.
Next to her, Grumph had drawn his own blade—the chipped sword made from demon-bone and scoured by lightning magic. No one was sure how well it would fare in battle after being heavily damaged during the mage trial, but it would certainly serve him better than nothing at all. Plus, unlike his spells, Grumph didn’t use mana when slicing people with a sword.
Gabrielle couldn’t hear Timuscor and Thistle yet, which was no surprise since they’d been ordered to keep back a good distance. Every moment they could stretch their element of surprise was as precious as gold.
Ahead of her, Elora and Eric came to a halt. Wordlessly, Gabrielle and Grumph followed suit. They stood, weapons ready, waiting for any sign that trouble had found them. Instead, Elora leaned down, grabbing Eric’s shoulder and dragging him with her to a small section of the floor. She whipped her dagger along the ground a few times, and then both rogues stood and continued once more.
When she and Grumph passed the section of floor that had garnered so much attention, Gabrielle paused just long enough to get a good look at what had caused the delay. She saw a small metal plate, almost entirely covered in dirt, with a deep gouge from Elora’s dagger along the sides. Exchanging a confused glance with Grumph, Gabrielle followed the half-orc’s eyes to the wall, where she could just barely perceive a dozen small holes in the shadows between hanging lanterns. It had been a trap, some sort of pressure sensor to trigger darts or arrows shooting from the wall. Whatever else Gabrielle could say about Elora, at least the elf was earning her keep.
That was how it went for the next several minutes. Elora and Eric would pause intermittently to examine some area of the tunnel, Elora would make a few slices or jab at something with her lock pick, and then the trek would continue forward. Somewhere in the back of her mind, Gabrielle wondered how long this tunnel was. It was impossible to say how far they’d walked, but she had a feeling it was well past the edge of the forest.
Elora stopped suddenly, but motioned for Gabrielle and Grumph to keep walking. By the time they reached her side, it was evident what had caused the delay. They’d finally reached something other than traps and endless tunnel. Just ahead was a single metal door, standing slightly ajar. With as well-defended as everything else had been, Gabrielle didn’t trust an open door. It felt like—no, it almost certainly was a trap. But it was also the only way forward, unless they’d missed some hidden turnoff in the tunnel’s walls. It was possible; though, given the near-invisible status of some of the traps Elora had found, it seemed unlikely. No, this had to be their destination. Trap or not, they would need to press on.
Glancing over her shoulder, Gabrielle could make out the gleaming forms of Thistle and Timuscor in the flickering light of the hanging lanterns. Mr. Peppers trotted along just behind them. If a fight started, Timuscor could reach them relatively quickly, and Thistle would be within throwing distance not long after. On the other hand, if they waited for them to arrive at the current pace, the clanking and clunking of the armor would surely destroy whatever small chance at stealth the party still had. Better to move now and trust their friends.
Gabrielle raised a hand and pointed at the door, then gripped her axe hard. Grumph nodded, moving his sword into a ready position. Eric hunkered down, clearly ready to dash ahead, and Elora pulled her crossbow into her free hand. There was nothing else to say; nothing else they could risk saying, anyway. All that was left was action.
Eric took the lead, which irked Gabrielle more than a bit, as she wished Elora would have occupied that dangerous position. As the only rogue with a free hand, however, it made a certain amount of sense for Eric to be in front, no matter how much Gabrielle might dislike it. He raced ahead, yanking the door open, darting in, and then immediately jumping to the right. Elora was two steps behind him, and once she crossed the threshold, she leapt to the left, clearing the way for Gabrielle, who raced in with her axe raised high. If anything was prepared to strike at them from further down the tunnel, it would hit her and not Grumph. She wore the hide of a demon, while he had only the protection of sturdy traveling garments.
As she burst into the room, Gabrielle’s eyes naturally tracked movement. Eric and Elora were behind her, which made the figure moving into view the only thing that dominated her sight. It was another guard. This one had short hair, dark leather armor, and a stunned expression as he caught sight of her. His hands were wrapped around his waist, holding a belt with attached sheath that was only halfway buckled as he froze in shock. Instantly, the pieces fell into place. He’d been heading out to change with another guard and had forgotten his blade. That was why the door stood open, and his sword wasn’t yet properly donned. For a moment, she thought the group lucky at this turn of events. If they’d met him in the tunnel, he’d have seen them coming and been prepared. It was only when he opened his mouth that Gabrielle realized this was far worse.
After all, if they’d met in the tunnel, his screams of “Intruders!” might not have seemed so incredibly loud.
*             *             *
The sickening crunch of Gabrielle’s axe meeting the side of the guard’s head cut off his scream, but the damage was already done. There was no way such a ruckus had gone unheard, and the sounds of thudding metal from outside the door was proof enough. If Timuscor and Thistle had heard the guard raise the alarm, it was best to assume everyone else down here had as well.
Eric took deep breaths, forcing himself to keep a calm head as he assessed the situation. First up was grasping the layout of the room around them, since it seemed likely they’d soon be fighting inside of it. The cavern was somewhat large, with a pot over in one corner that seemed to be bubbling despite there being no fire underneath. Magic, probably; that seemed as good a guess as any. Not far from the pot was a large table with eight chairs and a stack of bowls. By all accounts, this was the kitchen they used when not on guard duty. Not the worst place to fight in, although Eric wouldn’t have said no to a little more cover.
Aside from the doorway they’d entered, there were three other openings leading out of the cavern, but none with doors that might have managed to muffle the guard’s screams. Eric strained his ears and was almost certain he heard something coming from the center opening, although it was hard to be certain of anything with the loud approach of his armored friends.
They had perhaps seconds to act; much too short a time to wait and consult Thistle for a strategy. As far as Eric could tell, there were only three options: flee back down the tunnel, stay in the cavern and fight everyone who gathered, or pick one of the other three openings and hope for better circumstances. The third was risky—they might very well be racing right into more traps, or they could charge directly into whatever passed for barracks down here. But then again, if they could get themselves into a smaller room, or even one where enemies couldn’t flood in from three different directions, they stood a much better chance of living through the next ten minutes.
The small window Eric had to assess things closed as Timuscor barreled in, followed by Thistle and Mr. Peppers close behind. Stealth was essentially out of the question with these two so close, but Eric’s brain was lit aflame with an idea. Silly though it might be, it could perhaps buy them a few precious seconds.
“To the left!” Eric yelled as loudly as he could. Before any of the others so much as moved, he clapped his hands together and jerked a thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the opening on their right. Daring to risk no more than that gesture, Eric took off toward the doorway, running with all he could muster.
Given the way noise echoed through the cavern, all he could do was hope that Timuscor and Thistle’s clanking would be hard to pin down, at least for a little while. If he was lucky, the approaching guards would buy the ruse, giving Eric and his friends the chance to regroup in some new location. If the will of the gods was with them, the path he’d chosen at random would be clear of enemies and traps. Eric wasn’t counting on any of that, though. As it stood, he’d be happy to find a room with one doorway and a wall to put their back against.
Elora seemed to materialize at his side, moving so swiftly he was certain she could have effortlessly darted past him if she so desired. She was so damn fast and nimble; he wondered if it was from her rogue training or some natural aspect of being an elf. Or perhaps it was due to an item, like her vials of choking fog or the eyeglasses that allowed him to see in the dark. Tossing a furtive glance over his shoulder to see if everyone was following, Eric chanced a short whisper.
“Don’t suppose you have some trinket to stop an entire crew of mercenaries from following and killing us, do you?”
“If I did, it would be much too expensive to use in a situation like this.” Despite the distance, Eric felt as though Elora had muttered directly into his ear.
“Dead rogues can’t spend their gold,” Eric countered. “Better to use it and live.”
“Perhaps, although I still haven’t confirmed I have any such trinket,” Elora said. “And anyway, it’s a poor habit to try and bust out your best tools without being certain you need them. We don’t even know where this leads. Maybe it’s an armory, filled to the ceiling with magical weapons and armor we can use to repel our pursuers.”
Eric strained his ears again. Despite the noise of his friends following them, he was sure he could make out more footsteps, probably from within the cavern. “Any clue how many there are?”
“Six by my count, although there could always be more,” Elora said. “And they’re standing around confused, too. Bickering about which way to go. The echoes are making it hard to track us, and your false scream muddled things further. Quick thinking, by the way.”
“Nothing like desperation to spur on ingenuity.” Eric saw that the tunnel they’d chosen was coming to a bend. Much as he’d have loved to pause and scout what waited around the blind corner, their pursuers would only be stalled for so long. With a gulp of air and a quick prayer for luck, he bolted ahead of Elora and rounded the corner, feet moving without bothering to get the brain’s input.
It was fortunate that he’d been mentally prepared for anything, as it was only swift reactions and strong boots that let him skid to a sudden stop along the stone ground. Eric stared at the looming, massive doorway before him, a mechanism as complex as the fireplace entrance and at least five times as large. Seconds later, Elora arrived at his side, letting out a deep sigh once she took in the obstacle barring their path. Her head bobbed as she looked it up and down before she finally turned to Eric.
“Guess we should have gone left, huh?”
 



Chapter 30
 
The pursuers were finally following them down the right tunnel; Thistle could hear their movements from his position at the rear of the party. He dearly hoped they’d picked a useful path—a notion he held on to for exactly as long as it took for him to turn the corner and find everyone else staring at a massive mechanical doorway. Elora was running her hands along it, knocking on seemingly random pieces as she assessed the obstacle.
“Yeah, there’s no way I’m getting through this,” she declared, stepping back from the door. “Maybe if I had a few days, then we could talk, but whoever built this thing was a pro. Cracking it would take a lot of time and effort, far more than we’ll have before the rest of the guards arrive.”
“Then we fight.” Thistle wished he’d managed to put a little more confidence into his declaration, rather than saying it like a man resigned to the gallows, but what was done was done. “Defend the corner, put our backs to the wall, and hope for the best.”
Elora moved forward, reaching his side before Timuscor and Gabrielle, who’d also begun shifting position to take their places at the front of the formation. “I do have one vial left. If I hit them while they’re running down the enclosed tunnel, I bet we can slow them down. At least long enough to get a few shots off.”
A few seconds; a couple of extra strikes. It wouldn’t be much, but judging from how skilled the men they’d already fought were, the group would need every advantage they could muster. Then again, they might need the vial further down the line... no, that was poor thinking, and Thistle wouldn’t permit it. A resource saved had no value if they died here and now. Better to use all they had and survive. They would deal with the next problem when it came.
“Do it,” Thistle said.
Before his words were even done, Elora was steps ahead, arm reared back as she prepared to round the corner. For his part, Thistle drew his daggers and followed her. Grumph fell into pace next to him, as did Eric, who was holding a crossbow of far less quality than what Elora used. Gabrielle and Timuscor stayed close but hung to the rear. As soon as the ranged volley ended, they’d need to get between the others and the guards. Until then, they made sure to stay out of the way, a consideration Thistle deeply appreciated. There was no telling how many shots they’d actually get; it was imperative to make each one count.
Thistle rounded the corner just as Elora made her throw. It lacked the power of Grumph’s earlier attacks, though the vial did have a certain grace as it arced through the air. Her lack of half-orc muscles made little difference, as the targets were a scant thirty feet away, if that. Six of them, all with swords drawn, a few holding crossbows of their own. The vial shattered at their feet, engulfing all six in a cloud of the thick, choking purple smoke.
“Now!” Thistle hadn’t needed to give the order—already Grumph was casting, and Eric had sent his first crossbow bolt into the cloud. Thistle hurled his first dagger as well, whistling for it almost as soon as it vanished in the purple fog. His second, he held, waiting carefully for some shape to become visible. The guards would charge them—that was the only practical move to make in such a situation— and Thistle wanted to slice into them as they made their approach. Perhaps—if his aim was perfect—he might even take down an opponent, but he’d settle for simply hampering a few to make the work ahead easier.
A guard appeared, stepping forward as he tried to clear his lungs. Ready as Thistle had thought himself, he was still beaten on the draw by Grumph. A blast of magical fire roared through the air, striking the guard in the center of his chest. That much, Thistle had seen many a time, but what happened next, he was completely unprepared for. The flames expanded as they struck, turning a single bolt into a massive fireball that blocked out the entire tunnel, along with the guards in it.
In a heartbeat, the flames faded to reveal five charred, but standing, guards. The one Grumph had struck fell to the ground, however, burned far worse than any of the others. For a moment, both groups stared at each other in confusion, until Elora’s soft mutter echoed through the tunnel.
“I did not realize that stuff was flammable.”
With that, the spell of hesitation was broken, and the battle began.
*             *             *
Using magic was a constant practice of risk versus gain. The ability to warp the world around him, to conjure existence from emptiness, was nothing short of miraculous. However, Grumph’s limited capacity for storing mana meant that every spell he cast had to be necessary. There was no room for error, because if he ran himself dry too early, he might fall short when the party truly needed him. Despite the heavy toll it had taken, he didn’t regret the earlier spell to help him throw the vials. There was no doubt in his mind that it had been essential. And the fireball, while unexpectedly clearing out the purple cloud, had at least resulted in weakening their enemies. He wasn’t out of mana yet—his training with Dejy and constant effort had deepened his mana pool more than this—however, he was at the point of having to make hard choices.
One more powerful spell would wipe him out, but he could throw several of his weaker ones. Enhanced strength might help them make shorter work of the guard, but a powerful attack didn’t help his defense, and if he got himself killed, it would be a waste of mana. Ranged attacks, on the other hand, could further weaken the enemy and allow him to aid the party. Or he could simply trust in his martial prowess and fell the enemies with a blade.
All of this raced through Grumph’s mind in the seconds it took for the guards to initiate their charge. Making his choice, Grumph raised his free hand and began to whisper the incantation to cast the same spell once more. On the off chance any of the cloud was still hanging in the air, it made sense to try and ignite it. Even if he was wrong, it wasn’t as though fire didn’t still hurt. The blast of flame roared from his palm, soaring through the air toward its target. Unfortunately, with no purple fog to obscure his vision, the guard leapt to the side, narrowly avoiding the attack.
His cohort a few feet behind wasn’t quite so lucky. The torrent of flames struck him in the center of his chest. The guard’s momentum faltered as he tried to push through the pain. He might even have succeeded if not for the dagger that flew through the air and caught him in the side of the neck. Thistle’s handiwork sent the attacker tumbling to the ground, even as the gnome whistled for his dagger to return. By Grumph’s count, that made two down, with four still to go.
The others weren’t standing idle as the attackers came closer; Elora and Eric had both let several crossbow bolts fly, even managing to land a few in shoulders and stomachs. The guards’ damn leather armor kept their attacks from going too deep, but it was enough to slow the men down. And every little bit had to help. From behind, Gabrielle and Timuscor both raced forward, just as the guards were nearing Thistle and Eric at the front. They met the charging enemies head-on, and Grumph shifted back to reassess where he was most needed.
Ranged magic was out—that had been made clear by how nimbly the guard dodged. With Timuscor and Gabrielle fighting amidst them, Eric and Elora stabbing in from the sides, and Thistle too slow to reorient, Grumph couldn’t risk an attack striking his friends. Melee then, though he dearly wished he had some manner of protection. The only question now was whether to use more mana and cast a spell to gain a shapeshifting weapon, or risk using his semi-fractured demon-bone sword.
As it turned out, the decision was made for him, as a guard got the not entirely novel idea to try and take out the party’s wizard. He was a tall man with piercing green eyes and a would-be-piercing rapier, which he thrust toward Grumph’s chest as he broke past Gabrielle and Timuscor. Grumph easily deflected the blow—the guard was slowed by his burns and a bolt sticking out of his shoulder—but the next attack came in the span of a heartbeat. This one, too, Grumph turned away; however, as he adjusted his footing, the half-orc realized he was being pushed back. The guard wanted to move him away from the fray, where those green eyes would only have to focus on a single enemy. Given how well the man was fighting with split attention, Grumph wasn’t certain he could defeat this enemy in an isolated match.
There was no time to think of strategy. All Grumph could do was make his choice and trust in Thistle’s healing magic. When the next blow came, Grumph parried it, but rather than moving away to a safer spot, he drove himself forward. Although he’d hoped to take the guard at least somewhat by surprise, that quick rapier managed to pierce the side of Grumph’s stomach. The attacks were so fast; if the guard hadn’t been injured, there was no chance Grumph could have won.
In this case, though, the man’s speed worked against him. Rather than let him pull his blade free, Grumph kept pushing forward, driving the rapier deeper into his torso. Now that he’d managed to take the guard by surprise, Grumph didn’t waste the opportunity. Lurching ahead, he grabbed the guard’s wrist in his free hand, ensuring the rapier wouldn’t be getting free anytime soon. Grumph’s blade, on the other hand, was still perfectly able to strike, which was exactly what Grumph did.
The guard attempted to block, but the bolt in his shoulder kept him from getting a hand high enough to stop the first strike. A blade fashioned from demon-bone slid easily through the leather armor, jamming deep into the guard’s chest. To Grumph’s surprise, the man’s entire body seized up and tensed. While he’d seen, borne, and delivered many a stabbing, this was the first time Grumph had ever witnessed such a curious reaction. But unlike his enemy, Grumph refused to be slowed by the unexpected. He jerked his sword free, which made the guard suddenly relax and fall limp to the floor. Grumph thrust in another blow, just to be safe, noting that the whole body seized up once more. Once he was sure his opponent was down, Grumph turned to the rest of the battle.
Timuscor was bleeding from a cut on his cheek, but his opponent was a heap of open wounds on the ground. Gabrielle had managed to chop another guard nearly in half and was trying to free her axe from the corpse. Given the way she was favoring one of her arms, it seemed her victory hadn’t come without some cost. Elora and Eric were dancing around the final guard, who would lunge at them only to hit air. A dagger thrown by Thistle whipped across the hall, and while he spun in time to bat it away, the guard exposed his flank to Elora in the process. Her own daggers sank into his flesh, slicing aside the armor like it wasn’t even there, and he fell softly to the ground.
Gabrielle finally freed her axe and spun around to attack the next enemy, only to find them all defeated. “Wow, looks like we—holy shit! Grumph, you’ve got a sword in your gut!”
“I was waiting until Thistle was ready before I pulled it out,” Grumph said. He wasn’t sure if the others knew enough to understand that a plugged wound was far less dangerous before the piercing object was removed, but it was something he knew Thistle wouldn’t need explained.
The gnome made his way over slowly, looking Grumph up and down, shaking his head in that way that said he was disappointed in himself for allowing anyone to get hurt. It was a gesture Thistle had used even before his paladin days—which, in fact, might have accounted for why he was chosen for the calling in the first place.
“I’m ready when you are, old friend.” Thistle raised his hands, the barest traces of light already flickering across his palms.
With only a nod, Grumph carefully gripped the handle of the rapier. Pulling it out would be easy. Trying not the scream, however, was going to be a real challenge.
 



Chapter 31
 
“Sorry, Eric, looks like you’re not getting a replacement today.” Elora held up a crossbow yanked free from one of the dead guards. Even from several feet away, Eric could see the burn marks and weakened sections on the weapon.
“Guess Grumph’s fire did more damage than we realized,” Eric said. He wouldn’t have minded getting a replacement for the half-broken crossbow she’d provided, but he certainly wasn’t going to complain about the attack that had severely weakened their opponents.
“You don’t know the half of it. These were some tough bastards; if your group had taken that same attack, Gabrielle or Timuscor might have stayed standing. Maybe. The rest of you would have been gone, though.” Elora prodded the dead guard carefully as she stripped his body of everything valuable. “Whoever is hiring these people has a deep purse. If there are many more, we might have to retreat.”
Eric bristled at the suggestion, his eyes darting over to the corner where Thistle was slowly mending the hole in Grumph’s stomach. “We can’t retreat. Not after coming this far.”
“A rogue can always retreat,” Elora told him. “That’s one of the many things that makes us different from paladins and other do-gooders. Nothing wins out over survival. Not money, not pride, not even loyalty. If the time comes to run, we run. Don’t get me wrong—we nurse the anger we feel at having to flee. We plot and scheme to take revenge on those who forced us to run, but we still run all the same. Better to win tomorrow than die today.”
“And if running means leaving people we care about behind?” Eric asked.
Elora finished looting the corpse, tossing a coin purse in the air once before catching and making it vanish into one of her many pockets. “There’s a reason rogues aren’t encouraged to make a lot of friends.”
“That seems like a lonely life.” Eric turned away from her looting to go check on his friends. Grumph was getting to his feet with some aid from Timuscor, whose cheek had finally stopped bleeding. Gabrielle was waving Thistle off as he tried to heal her.
“Save it for later,” she said. “Or use it on Timuscor so he doesn’t get a scar. I’ll be fine.”
“Like hell you will,” Thistle replied. “You can barely hold your axe upright. What’s going to happen if we run into more of those guards? I know you want to save my magic in case someone else gets hurt, but if we fight without you in top condition, then others will get hurt—possibly beyond my ability to repair.”
Gabrielle glowered at the gnome, even as she slowly extended her wounded arm. He had to stand on his tiptoes to reach, but once Thistle’s hands fell upon her skin, a soft light started glowing. Seconds later, he pulled away, and Gabrielle made a few swings to ensure her arm was working once more.
“It still needs more; that’s just enough to get us through,” Thistle said. He turned to Timuscor next, who took a healthy step back.
“A wound on my cheek does not hinder my ability to fight in the slightest,” he said.
“Gabrielle was right, it will scar if left untreated,” Thistle pointed out.
“But not overnight. If we survive, then you may heal me tomorrow. At the very worst, I have no fear of some small scar.” Timuscor wiped the blood from his face, and Mr. Peppers snorted at his feet, as if to further drive the point home.
“So be it.” Thistle walked over to Eric and Elora, scanning them carefully, no doubt making sure they weren’t hiding any wounds of their own. He must have been satisfied, because a few seconds later, he faced the rest of the party. “When everyone is ready, we should head back to the main cavern. This is a dead end, and we still haven’t found the man we came for. However, at this point, we’d be idiots to think our presence isn’t known, so let’s proceed with as much caution as possible.”
Thistle waited in front of them, probably to see if anyone had objections or ideas to add. If such existed, Eric wasn’t sure what they would be. Right now, the party was pinned down. Fighting their way out was unavoidable, which meant that, no matter what, they had to go back to the central cavern. Once there, they’d still have two paths to choose from, three if one counted the option of fleeing back out the narrow tunnel they’d entered through. Until then, however, they had a lone path forward. They would go, they would be ready, and they would fight if needed. There was nothing else to say beyond those facts.
The others must have agreed, because only silence greeted Thistle until he turned around and led the way. Elora joined him at the front, followed seconds later by Timuscor. She was the scout, eyes open for traps, and he was the shield, in case someone tried to ambush them. Gabrielle hung back a bit, falling into pace beside Eric as they walked back toward the cavern.
“Don’t even think about it,” she snapped as Grumph started to press forward. Although he didn’t say anything, Eric did fix the half-orc with a withering stare, making sure he understood that a wounded wizard’s place was at the back of the formation, protected by his friends. Grumph frowned but fell a few steps behind.
“The nerve of that guy, trying to hog all the glory for himself,” Gabrielle said, eyes darting between the way ahead and Grumph. “Like taking down three guards in the last fight wasn’t good enough for him.”
“Selfish, that’s what it is, downright selfish.” Eric threw a small grin back in Grumph’s direction, making sure he knew the teasing was meant in a harmless spirit.
“Think we’ve got many more guards to fight?” Gabrielle’s grip on her axe was looser than usual, although whether it was due to her hurt arm or fatigue, Eric couldn’t be sure. It wasn’t often that Gabrielle had to fight so hard back-to-back. He didn’t know a lot about barbarians, but he’d been given to understand that their fury wasn’t limitless. Like Grumph’s mana, eventually the well would run dry.
“Hopefully not,” Eric replied. “I can’t imagine the others wouldn’t have heard all that and come running. Of course, it could also be that the ones who did were just smart enough to hang back and prepare an ambush. Although, if that’s the case, I’m not sure it will be much of a problem. We’ll probably die too quickly to even be bothered.”
“Don’t you go getting my hopes up.” Gabrielle raised her axe slightly higher, failing to hide a small wince of pain that darted across her face. Eric made no comment; if she wanted to suffer in silence, that was her right. So long as she could fight, she would be okay. Or as okay as any of them could hope for in this sort of situation.
They were drawing near to the cavern when a noise reached Eric’s ears. From the way Elora tilted her head, she had no doubt heard it too, though the others didn’t show any signs of noticing. More footsteps—two pairs, by his guess—were coming from the leftmost tunnel, the one Eric had falsely claimed they were going down. Seconds later, a voice echoed forth, and this time, it was loud enough for everyone to take notice.
“About time you all finished. How hard can it be to handle a couple of... well, now, isn’t this interesting?”
The man addressing them had stepped into view, as did another gentleman to his left. The speaker was dressed in a manner similar to the guards—dark leather and a blade at his hip. What marked him as different was the quality of his equipment, which was visibly better than anything on the men they’d fought so far. There was something else, too, some ineffable quality in the way this stranger held himself that put Eric’s teeth on edge. He wasn’t sure how he knew, but Eric was certain with one glance that this man was far more dangerous than anyone else they’d fought today.
“Holdram?” Elora took a single step forward, squinting as though she couldn’t quite believe what she was seeing. “Is that you?”
“My goodness, Elora?” The man, Holdram, gave a thin smile. “Why, it’s been decades. What on earth are you doing breaking into my humble little base?”
“I trailed your friend here back after he met with the mercs you’ve got beating up on some minions.” She nodded to the other man, who wore a long dark cloak and had stayed silent thus far. “Which is work that should have gone through us, as you damn well know.”
“Come now, did you really want me to pester the shadows with something as trivial as the roughing up of a few of Grumble’s more devoted?” The smile became deeper, more animalistic. “I assumed you’d all have more important things to deal with.”
“If we did, we’d pass, but you tried to cut us out entirely,” Elora said, taking another step closer. “So maybe you’ve got some—”
Everything happened so fast that Eric’s eyes could barely track it. There was a small flicker of motion from the silent man in the cloak as he pulled forth a strange weapon, like a crossbow bottom with a long tube strapped to the top. Eric had been so focused on Holdram that by the time he looked at the cloaked man, it was already too late to move. Holdram had succeeded in drawing almost everyone’s attention to him, giving his partner an opening. Only one person seemed to have kept an eye trained on the silent man, and he was the one who reacted as the weapon began to rise.
Timuscor raced forward, successfully raising his shield and planting himself between Elora and the cloaked man just before the attack came. A boom filled the air as something shot out from the odd weapon, followed by a loud clank at it struck Timuscor’s shield. Relief started to flood Eric’s mind at the near-miss until he caught sight of the horrible vision in front of them.
Something like a crossbow bolt, but thick as a small wooden beam, had hit Timuscor’s shield. No, it had gone through the shield, and the armor, and the body, and then the armor on the other side. The sharpened metal head of it was sticking out from Timuscor’s back, the dark stain of his blood coating the metal surface.
Wordlessly, Timuscor fell forward and collapsed on the ground.
 



Chapter 32
The… hell?
The hell?
The hell?
Elora stared in shock as Timuscor’s limp body fell. She could hear the others yelling. Thistle rushed to the knight’s side, no doubt to patch the wound that should have turned Timuscor into a corpse. Holdram’s minion had been keeping a mini-ballista under his cloak, which no one could have expected. Those things were so expensive to enchant, even Elora rarely saw them outside of massive operations. Timuscor couldn’t have known what was coming, what he was stepping in front of. Surely he’d expected the ranged projectile to bounce harmlessly off his shield, or at worst, to drive him back a few feet. It wasn’t like he’d knowingly laid down his life for her.
Except that none of those rational thoughts mitigated the sharp ringing in Elora’s ears, or the furious pounding of her heart. With exceptional effort, she forced her gaze from the fallen knight, looking instead at Holdram, the man who had once been her student.
He was still smiling. No, his grin was even wider now, as though he were proud of the accomplishment. Catching her eye, he gave a small nod and called out, “You’ve brought some exceptionally loyal pawns in tow this time.”
“That shot was aimed for me,” Elora said. “Just like that, you try to take me out?”
“We both know you’d have dodged it, although not unscathed,” Holdram replied. “I saw an opportunity to weaken you or take one of your pawns entirely off the board, so I did what any good rogue would do: I seized it.”
Next to him, the man in the cloak had yanked out another massive bolt and was trying to load it into the weapon. Mini-ballistas might have exceptional stopping power, but they were bastards to reload. Which gave her team... er, the others, a window to move.
“Thistle, tend to Timuscor. Everyone else, kill the guy in the cloak.” Elora twirled her daggers once, taking some measure of comfort in their weight resting against her palms. “Leave Holdram to me.”
She didn’t bother to wait and see if they obeyed her directions; their bloodlust was palpable as they stared at their wounded friend. All they’d needed was someone to give them guidance, permission to let it out. Within five steps, she heard Gabrielle’s screech of rage tear through the air, followed by the sounds of everyone—save for Thistle—beginning to charge.
To her surprise, a figure appeared at her side, managing to keep up despite the swift speed of her elven legs. Mr. Peppers was running right alongside her, tusks lowered as the boar barreled toward Holdram, no doubt intent on taking vengeance for his owner. Why Timuscor’s pig was attacking the one who pulled the strings instead of the one who pulled the trigger was curious, but Elora put it out of her mind. She needed her focus for the battle to come, and there was no sense in questioning why she’d been given help.
Despite her brave words, Elora wasn’t entirely sure how she’d fare against Holdram. As a rogue, he’d been lacking at the finer arts. He never quite disappeared into the shadows; the locks he picked always left telltale scratches. But in terms of martial ability, he was among the best she’d seen, let alone trained, and for someone who measured her lifespan in centuries, that was saying something.
Which was why she was the only one who might be a match for him. Elora had sparred with Holdram countless times; she knew his moves, his tactics, and—she hoped—his weaknesses. Oddly, the idea of fleeing or trying to bargain didn’t even enter her mind. It should have, though. They had history. Favors could be called in, cards could be played. If she’d really thought about it, Elora could have secured safe passage for herself, albeit not anyone else. That idea refused to come, however. It was being blocked by some part of her mind.
Some part shaped like a steadily bleeding knight upon the ground.
*             *             *
Timuscor had brushed against death before. He’d been wounded in the assault on an ogre outpost back when he was traveling with his old group, during that strange time he could never fully recall. He’d thought he was meeting his end when Eric pressed the Bridge to his chest—although that time, he couldn’t have been further from the truth. He’d faced the end willingly in the hidden temple in a mountain outside Briarwillow, only to be saved by an unknown force.
This wasn’t like any of those times. Then, there had been pain, and fear, and the sense that something he was clinging to had started to slip out of his grip. As the massive bolt pierced his stomach, Timuscor experienced all those sensations in a flash, but by the time his vision faded into darkness, he’d found that the only thing left within him was peace. It had been a hard life, a strange life, and one he might have liked to see stretch on longer. But his end had been swift, and though he’d moved almost without thinking, his instincts had put him between someone the party needed and death. As a man who’d dreamed of and chased the mantle of paladin, it was as good a death as he could have possibly hoped for.
Death is not the price for a paladin.
Timuscor blinked, suddenly aware that he felt his body once more. No, that wasn’t right. This was not his body, standing on a dark, foggy road. His body was lying on the ground, back where the others were no doubt fighting for their lives. Timuscor’s spider web of peace was suddenly ripped apart as his awareness came rushing back. They needed him; those enemies had been far too strong to handle with one of their own down. Worse, it would be two, because Thistle was no doubt working to try and save him. There was no time for strange voices or mist-covered dreams.
“Grumble!” Timuscor yelled, sweeping the landscape for any sign of a kobold. “The others have told me of seeing you in their dreams, so I must assume that’s what this is. Please, send me back; give Thistle the power he needs. When the battle is over, I will freely return, if you so demand it. Just let me see them to safety first.”
You are no minion. Grumble has no hold over you.
The voice was like the fog, shapeless, coming from every direction at once. Though Timuscor’s eyes searched all about, he could see nothing but empty road and creeping mist.
“Then who has brought me here? And are you able to send me back?”
No name you would know. No temple you have entered. I am ancient and buried, but not yet forgotten.
“Tell me what you want. What price you’d ask of me in exchange for the opportunity to help my friends.” Timuscor had stopped yelling; now, his voice was barely louder than a whisper. There was no sense of dread or fear, despite the unwelcoming scenery. It was unlike when he’d seen the priest calling upon Kalzidar’s wicked magic. This place felt strange, yes, but more distant than foreboding… as though he were standing somewhere that stretched back through history, bearing witness to more than he could fathom.
No deals. No price. They will save you, or they will not.
“If you can do nothing, then why have you brought me here at all?” Timuscor demanded.
Because you have potential. But you are mistaken. You believe that paladins are defined by their deaths, that falling in service is the inevitable price of donning the mantle.
“To be a paladin is to lay one’s life down for the greater good,” Timuscor said, raising his voice once more.
An aspect: nothing more. When you grasp the true price for a paladin, seek me out. It may be that not all have given up on one who lacks the heart of a servant.
“So, I will survive?”
That is in the hands of those you trust.
“If I do live, then how am I to tell you once I know the answer to your riddle?” Timuscor asked. Strange as it was, he couldn’t ignore the carrot that had just been dangled before him.
Once you grasp the price for a paladin, merely whisper it to my herald. He will guide you from there.
Timuscor would have asked more, so very much more, but he was stricken speechless by the sudden burst of pain in his chest. He fell to the ground, choking on the thick mist. The pain grew worse and worse, as did his coughing, until it wasn’t the fog he was choking on anymore.
It was his own blood.
The room around him snapped into view as Timuscor’s blurry eyes began to focus. Thistle was standing over him, sweat dripping down the gnome’s face as the last flickers of light faded from his hands. Gingerly, Timuscor pressed his hand to his stomach, exposed thanks to the gaping hole that was now in his armor. His hand came away bloody, but it seemed the giant projectile was no longer embedded in his flesh, which was a marked improvement from how it had been when he lost consciousness.
“Couldn’t... couldn’t get it all,” Thistle panted, visibly staggering on his feet. “Had just enough to get you stable.”
No, he hadn’t; Timuscor could see that clearly. Thistle had pushed himself well beyond his limits, drawing in more divine energy than he was able to handle. Forcing magic through willpower wasn’t unheard of, but it was difficult and always came with a heavy toll. As Timuscor tried to rise, he found his legs protesting. It was all he could manage to sit up.
“You need to... rest…” That was all Thistle managed before he fell forward, caught only by Timuscor’s quick hands. With no other options, Timuscor groped around until he found his sword, then pulled the gnome in close. If the others failed in their battle, there was little chance an injured knight could protect an unconscious paladin.
But he would still try, all the same.
*             *             *
It was like trying to hit a snake, one that had slithered up from a slimy pit, one with scales that made everything slide right off. Furious as Gabrielle was—and there was no shortage of anger to fuel her, in spite of her weariness mere moments before—the damned man in the cloak always seems to be a hair out of reach of her axe’s blade. Even with the combined efforts of herself, Grumph, and Eric, he managed to avoid them, resorting to parrying with one of his short swords only rarely.
He’d dropped the ranged weapon as soon as they’d charged, but their enemy was no slouch at melee combat, handling a pair of swords as easily as daggers. They had some sort of enchantment on them, too, that much had been made clear when he sliced through Gabrielle’s armor as easily as cloth. Sturdy as demon-hide was, it offered her little protection from those speedy blades. Grumph had fallen a few steps back, his own strikes slowed by his wound. Against a normal enemy, this was an inconvenience. But one mistake against this one, and it might cost Grumph a limb, if not his life. None of them could count on healing, either. It would take everything Thistle could manage to pull Timuscor out of Death’s grasping fingers.
Bad as their fight was, some part of Gabrielle, buried beneath the rage, was thankful they hadn’t tried to attack Holdram. Every now and then, she would catch sight of him battling with Elora, both of them trading strikes so quickly that it was all Gabrielle could do to follow even a fraction of their movements. Not that she could stare for long, as even a second’s distraction invited attacks from the cloaked man.
As she slid out of the way, barely dodging yet another attack, saved only by the fact that Eric took a swipe at their opponent’s back to split his attention, Gabrielle heard Grumph muttering under his breath. She’d known he was going to cast something—he wouldn’t simply bow out of a battle because of an injury—but she dearly hoped it would be something guaranteed to hit. If he wasted mana on a ranged blast, there was a good chance it would be dodged, or that it would even strike her or Eric. She’d have happily taken the blow if it meant wounding their enemy, but if either she or Eric was distracted for so much as even a moment, he’d almost certainly seize the opportunity.
Grumph’s words were getting faster; the power around him actually made the hair on the back of Gabrielle’s neck stand on end. Something was coming, and it was going to be a doozy. Gabrielle tried to ready herself, preparing to dodge if he called for it, yet she was still taken by surprise when Grumph’s meaty hand pressed against her back. The final verse of his spell was muttered, followed by a series of rapid, half-panted words.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “But I have to leave it to you.”
Then Grumph pulled away, making it a few steps before falling to his knees. Gabrielle barely noticed; she was too distracted by the sudden surge of power flowing into her. Every muscle in her tired body was flooded with energy, with strength. More than her rage had offered, more than her enchanted axe had provided, more than she’d ever experienced in her life.
She knew this spell; she’d seen Grumph cast it in the mage trial. He’d turned his mana into raw physical power, and then infused her with every bit of it. The magic wouldn’t last long, but while it did, she was stronger than she’d ever been before. Her grip on the axe grew so tight she actually heard the thing creak, enchanted durability be damned. With a long breath to get her bearings and some sense of the force flowing through her veins, she trained her eyes on the cloaked man trying to skewer Eric.
One hit would do it. That was all she needed. One hit before the spell ended, no matter what it cost.
 



Chapter 33
 
In spite of what little hope Elora had been clinging to, it seemed Holdram hadn’t slacked in his training since they’d last seen each other. That damned blade of his was as fast as ever, moving like a blur through the air. It certainly didn’t hurt that he’d traded up in terms of gear, either. The rapier was all but glowing with enchantments, and despite seeming to be made of leather, his armor deflected all save for the most direct of her blows—no small feat given the amount of magic on her own daggers. Mr. Peppers, brave as he was, couldn’t even land a single goring tusk, not that they would have broken through if he had. As it stood, the only thing keeping Timuscor’s boar alive was the fact that Elora would strike in the seconds Holdram would need to kill it, and her former student was too smart to give her the opening.
From the corner of her eye—which was all the attention she dared spare for the others, with Holdram pressing his attacks—Elora noticed Grumph wobble and collapse. She dearly hoped he’d managed to cast something useful before falling. If they couldn’t handle Holdram’s lackey, she was done for. Keeping Holdram at bay took everything she had; one more fighter in the equation and there would be nothing left of her but chunks of bloody elf.
“Why in all the hells are you doing this?” Elora spat, fury and frustration cracking through her normally carefree facade as she swung her daggers through suddenly empty air yet again. “You were trained by the shadows of Camnarael; there was never a need to go around us.”
“Need? It isn’t need that drives a rogue, Elora. It’s greed.” Holdram’s verbal counter was paired with a physical one as he thrusted forward, capitalizing on her miss and nearly driving the tip of his rapier through her leg. “Your people have done well for a long time, but change is inevitable. It’s time for someone new to step in, someone who’s not afraid to shake things up. Someone who can really squeeze that city for every last copper it has.”
Elora darted back, narrowly avoiding his follow-up attack. “That’s it? You decided to oust the people who trained you, who taught you what it meant to be a rogue, just because you thought you could?”
“I thought you would understand. You’re the one who showed me what it was to be a rogue, after all. Heartless, merciless, loyal only to whomever was currently paying the most coin.” Holdram took a short step away, readying his stance for another series of strikes.
“You took the wrong lessons,” Elora said, backing away as well. She needed room to work, to think. Holdram was a better fighter than she; there was no question of that.
But she was still the better rogue.
“Perhaps you merely didn’t realize what you were teaching.” Holdram’s voice was excited, half-mad with joy. If she didn’t know better, Elora would have sworn he’d been hoping for the opportunity to speak with her. “I know I am in the right. After all, the very thing that brought you here was an extension of Tristan’s will. I’ve been chosen, Elora. He’s come to me in my dreams, asked me to do his bidding. There is much work ahead. Scaring the minions away from that temple is less than a drop in the sea of what’s to come. Killing them would start a war, but with fear, we can empty the place of faith and take the artifact inside. Once we have the funds from that, Camnarael is as good as mine. I am sorry it had to be this way, Teacher. I’d offer you a place at my side, but we both know you can’t be trusted. Although, if you kill your pawns as a show of loyalty, I may at least consider it.”
For an instant, Elora considered trying to bluff her way through by pretending to murder the others, but she dismissed the idea. It was too complicated, and Holdram would probably just strike as soon as she turned her back. No, she needed something simple, something quick. She had to outthink him.
As it just so happened, she’d just gotten an excellent bit of inspiration—albeit from a rather unlikely source.
*             *             *
Every swing from her axe caused a small blast of wind, a physical reminder to everyone nearby of just how much power was in those attacks. Gabrielle would have been far more satisfied if the attacks were displacing her opponent’s innards and not just the air, but she did take some comfort in the fact that she’d changed the dynamic of the battle. No longer were she and Eric merely trying to keep up. Now they were on the offensive, driving the cloaked man back as he struggled to defend himself.
It had only taken one attempt at parrying Gabrielle’s enhanced strikes—a single blow that had shattered his left short sword and, judging from the way he was favoring his arm, knocked at least a few bones out of joint. It had been a heartening but short-lived victory. Instantly adapting, their opponent stopped trying to parry at all, focusing instead on dodging her and Eric’s strikes while darting in and out to slice at them.
If she’d had unlimited time, Gabrielle would have felt secure that they’d wear him down and claim eventual victory. Sadly, such was not the case. Already she could feel the magic beginning to ebb, as well as exhaustion creeping in at the edge of her mind, threatening to overwhelm her fury. Soon she’d be weakened, if not useless, and once that happened, they were all as good as dead. Fighting smart wasn’t on the table, it seemed. Which meant she had to be just stupid enough to get things done.
Gabrielle shot a glance at Eric, and he returned her look with a quick nod. Nothing else needed to be said, not between friends as old as they. He knew she was nearing her limits and was about to go for an all-out offensive. All she could do was trust him to find some way to distract their opponent, to give her a window. If he failed, then she likely would as well, yet there was no other choice.
Pushing all thoughts of potential death aside, focusing only on the burning rage in her chest, Gabrielle charged forward. The cloaked man didn’t try to counter or meet her with his blade—that sort of maneuver would open him up to reprisal, and he knew it. Instead, he dashed to the side, making sure to keep a firm distance between them. That was when Eric ran in, his own short sword raised in preparation. She caught sight of a small smirk on the cloaked man’s face. He wasn’t scared of Eric, and he no doubt planned to use this chance to remove her partner from the battlefield.
That certainty no doubt made it all the more surprising when Eric suddenly halted, swinging his blade forward with the momentum of his charge, and letting go just as it was pointing straight ahead. The short sword shot through the air, a makeshift javelin on course for the cloaked man’s chest.
It was swept aside easily; such a poor throw from an inexperienced warrior had no chance of breaching the cloaked man’s well-honed defenses. He even seemed annoyed by the idiotic display, as though he couldn’t quite believe that Eric would think such a haphazard maneuver would defeat him.
Gabrielle saw the realization hit her opponent just a moment too late, as he took in the triumphant look on Eric’s face. That throw was never meant to hurt him; it was only meant to be confusing. The sheer madness of it caused uncertainty and, more importantly, hesitation. All of that ran through her enemy’s eyes as the truth of what was going on struck him.
But that realization hit only a split-second before Gabrielle’s axe. The swing was so powerful he may as well have not even been there. She’d poured everything she had, the last of her rage and Grumph’s magic, into the blow. It took the cloaked man just below the shoulder, cleaving through him completely. Blood sprayed through the air as her attack left his body, which now fell to the ground in pieces.
Seconds later, Gabrielle joined his corpse on the ground as exhaustion won out over everything else. She wanted to keep fighting, to help Elora finish things off, but no matter how she tried, her body wouldn’t move. Like Grumph before, she’d pushed her body up to and past its limits.
With the last of her consciousness, she released the axe from her grip. There was no way she wanted that thing in her head while she slept. Those would not be pleasant dreams.
*             *             *
It was the waiting that was hardest. Inexperienced rogues always failed on that front, unable to hold themselves back when what seemed like a good opportunity presented itself. They were overeager and ambitious, lacking in the same patience that allowed Elora to sit on rooftops for hours on end. Holdram had been that type; a little too eager, a little too quick. He’d force a situation rather than letting the chosen moment come to him. True, sometimes one had to create their own fortune; no rogue favored slacking around and hoping for the best. But to see a situation for what it was, to recognize the best avenue forward and patiently wait until an enemy did your work for you, that was a talent that separated the good rogues from the great ones.
Elora knew how to wait. She dodged an attack from Holdram that was close, but not quite right. At his feet, Mr. Peppers had switched from trying to attack to simply getting in the way, slowing down those graceful movements and taking more than a few kicks for the trouble. The boar was surprisingly hardy and refused to be deterred as it created flaws in Holdram’s footwork. Things were getting closer; she was seeing mistakes in his thrusts. Not enough to exploit, not yet, but every motion Holdram made convinced her they were almost there.
And then, Gabrielle swung her mighty axe, sending a spray of blood across the room. The wet, red liquid hit them both; droplets appeared on Holdram’s face just as he drove his rapier forward. It distracted him only the smallest bit, yet it was enough to change the angle of his attack. Waiting was the hardest part, but it was just as important to know when to stop doing so. Without a moment’s hesitation, Elora began her final attack.
Bringing the dagger in her left hand forward, she made a path for the rapier, as if she planned to parry. At the last moment, she released the dagger from her grip, dismissing it back into the bracelet with a single thought, so that it appeared to evaporate from existence. Angling her hand up, Elora kept her arm moving forward, catching the tip of the rapier in the center of her palm and driving onward, just as Grumph had. All those enchantments on Holdram’s weapon made her job easier, as it skewered through her hand with virtually no resistance. It still hurt like all hell, but she grit her teeth and bore through it.
In a flash of motion, she’d impaled her palm on Holdram’s sword and forced it all the way down to the hilt, where she seized the base of the rapier with as much power as her aching hand could muster. She wouldn’t be able to completely hold him in place like this, but she’d limit his mobility and hopefully keeping him from jerking the sword sideways, carving its way free.
Her right hand was still in motion, even as her left came to a stop. She swept it upward, aiming for Holdram’s face. Ordinarily, there was no chance she’d connect; he was too skilled a fighter. But with the combination of surprise and his sword being held, Elora hoped she might just pull it off. The dagger moved so fast even she could barely see it as the sharp edge drew in close…
Close, but not quite there. Holdram leaned back a few inches and let the attack sail uselessly past. His own grin hadn’t diminished in the slightest, and as she caught sight of the dagger in his free hand, it was easy to guess why. She’d overexposed herself. With her left hand on the rapier and her right thrusting upward into the air after her failed strike, Elora’s entire right side was unprotected. A decent strike to the chest, and it would all be over. Holdram had reacted to her distraction with incredible speed and mental dexterity.
Just like Elora had hoped he would.
As Holdram began his own thrust, Elora flipped the dagger in her right hand around. She’d made sure he saw the first one vanish as soon as it left her grip. He needed to think that she couldn’t let go of them for the plan to work. Otherwise, he’d have been on guard for exactly the attack Elora really intended.
Holding her blade overhand, her arm raised high in the air, Elora plunged the dagger straight down, into the spot where Holdram’s neck and skull were joined, just above the top of his armor. There was almost no resistance, only a smooth slide inward. Without so much as a final word or gasp, Holdram stopped moving, his own blade inches away from Elora’s ribs.
He fell limply to the floor, and would have dragged Elora along if not for her grip on the rapier, which came free from his suddenly loose hand. Carefully, all too aware of the pain she was in for, Elora tugged the rapier’s blade out, barely biting back the shouts of pain that tried to make their way up her throat. When that was done, she leaned down and slit Holdram’s throat for good measure. One could never be too sure a rogue was actually dead.
“You were a decent student,” she whispered to his corpse, using her unbloodied right hand to close his eyes. “But you relied on your strength too much. I think you’d have been happier as a knight or a barbarian. You never learned to fight cleverly, to use surprise as much as your blade. Still, you had some talents, and you were enthusiastic. I’ll remember you as you were, rather than as you became. And I’ll pray that Tristan accepts you into his domain, where every purse is easy to cut and they’re all stuffed with gold.”
That done, Elora rose once more to take stock of the room. As things stood, only she, Eric, Timuscor, and Grumph were still awake, and the half-orc kneeling on the ground barely qualified. Everyone was exhausted, wounded, or a combination of both. Reaching into one of her many pockets, Elora pulled out a bottle of salve that she spread across the open wound in her hand. It wouldn’t be a substitute for real healing, but it would stop the bleeding until she could get it tended to.
“I know I’m not much of an optimist, but I have to say, if there’s anyone else inside this place, we’re probably done for,” Elora told them.
“I can still fight,” Eric said, stepping to her side. He’d taken a lot of cuts in the fight with whoever Holdram’s lackey had been, probably even more than Gabrielle had noticed as she attacked over and over. Still, he refused to go down.
Elora wondered what this student would be like when his training was done. When she met him again as a fully capable rogue, would he greet her like an old friend, or try to stick a blade in her back? One never knew, especially not this early on, but somehow, she doubted he’d end up like Holdram. Eric wasn’t like the impatient, ambitious man she’d trained decades ago. Eric had a party, friends he shared a bond of trust with.
And Elora was beginning to remember just how important that could be.
“Stay close, but behind me,” she ordered. “We’re going to scout the other two rooms. By now, anyone remaining knows we’re here, so move quietly. No sense in warning them they’re getting snuck up on.”
She looked at the others, sparing a long glance for Timuscor, who was still seated with one arm around Thistle and the other holding a sword. “If anyone comes while we’re gone, just yell and try to survive until we get back.”
Timuscor and Grumph both nodded their understanding, and Elora didn’t hang around to flesh out any more details than that. She and Eric needed to either confirm they were alone or deal with any remaining threats.
Everyone was counting on them, and, for a change, Elora found that she actually cared a little about that fact.
 



Chapter 34
 
Thistle’s return to consciousness was not an easy one. He didn’t simply snap awake. Instead, it felt as though he were swimming against a current in a river made of heavy sludge, an image that would never have occurred to him if not for a wizard he’d worked for, years back, who’d created just such a river as a deterrent to adventurers. Thistle did press on, however, and slowly, he returned to the waking world.
Voices came first, audible but impossible to discern, as the sounds were dull and warped. Prying his eyes open, Thistle saw the cavern ceiling, which he took to be a good sign. If his friends had failed and they were all dead, Grumble probably would have brought him around somewhere more welcoming. There was cold on his back, and as Thistle stirred, he realized it was the chill of metal; he was lying on Timuscor. Using more effort than it ought to have demanded, Thistle pulled himself up, stopping halfway as the room began to spin.
“And the fearless leader joins us at last,” announced Elora.
Despite his blurry vision, Thistle scanned the room, determined to understand their new situation. Every one of his friends seemed to be breathing, although some appeared more haggard than others. Farther away, lying on the floor, were a pair of half-naked corpses. Holdram and the man in the cloak had been stripped of most of their equipment, with only a few bits of clothing left to preserve their decency. The mood seemed cheerful, despite their recent brush with death, but Thistle had to ask, just to be certain.
“Are there any more threats?”
“None that we could find.” Eric came into focus as he stooped down next to Thistle. “Elora and I checked the other tunnels. One led to a barracks that was empty—we think that’s where the guards were sleeping—and the other led to five really nice rooms, but we couldn’t find anyone hiding in there either. Our best guess is that these two were the only ones here when we stormed in.”
“You searched that much? How long was I asleep?” Thistle asked. His whole body ached, though whether that was from the effort in healing Timuscor or the poor sleeping conditions was impossible to say.
“A few hours,” Elora told him. “Long enough for Eric and me to do a full sweep, go back to the surface to have a chat with the lone surviving guard before tying him up, move the horses into the shack, and lock the door on our way back.” She tossed a small metal object in the air and caught it. “Much easier to get through with a key, you know.”
“Tell him the other thing,” Gabrielle prodded. She was leaning against a wall for support, her axe lying on the floor. It was strange to see her without a weapon, although Thistle could hardly blame her. Gabrielle seemed like she could barely hold herself up, let alone an axe.
“I was getting to that. Don’t take all the fun out of it,” Elora said.
Thistle finished pulling himself up, turning to look at Timuscor. The knight was pale—no surprise, given how much blood he’d lost—and the center of his stomach still needed a lot of healing before it would be truly whole once more, but he met Thistle’s gaze with a weak smile, as if to say that he was fine. While Thistle accepted the gesture, he couldn’t get the image of a bloody Timuscor out of his head. They needed more safeguards than just his healing; they needed tools and potions to keep themselves alive. The close calls were getting narrower and more frequent. At this rate, it was only a matter of time until Thistle would fall short.
More things they needed and couldn’t afford. Thistle set his resolve: when they got back and were all healed up, the next quest would be all about getting gold. If Grumble needed another favor, he could damn well pay for it.
“Aren’t you going to ask?” Elora had moved closer while Thistle was lost in thought, her slender face only a few feet away. His eyes were drawn to the splash of red on her hastily bandaged hand. A souvenir from the battle, no doubt, but from the mischievous expression, probably not what she was alluding to.
“I was getting my bearings,” Thistle told her. “What is this ‘other thing’ that Gabrielle mentioned?”
“Welllllll, as I was looting the excellent equipment from Holdram—which we’ll need to negotiate the division on—I happened upon something interesting: a small lock-box that he kept on his person. It was probably enchanted to open only for him, but since you were so caught up in napping, I spent some time coaxing it, and what I found was well worth the effort.” Elora’s hand shot out, and this time, Thistle could clearly see what she was holding. It was a sizable key, half a foot long at least, forged from dark metal. Without context, it would have been quite the curiosity, but Thistle had seen where it went only minutes before passing out.
“You found the key to the doorway,” he said.
“That, or a very well-planned trap,” Elora replied. “What do you say we go find out?”
“It could be dangerous,” Thistle warned. “And we shouldn’t linger here. More of them might come.”
Eric moved closer, stopping only a few inches away from Thistle and Elora. “It is possible, but Thistle, the daylight is nearly gone. It’s already dusk, and none of us are in any condition to travel right now. We need to rest, and for you to regain the power to heal. If we take to the roads now, any stray monster could wipe us all out.”
“This place is dangerous,” Grumph added, taking wobbly steps closer. “But it has walls. Same can’t be said for outside.”
Elora stood up and offered a hand to the gnome, who accepted it and allowed himself to be helped up. “Besides, I re-armed most of the traps and made sure the fireplace door was shut tight. Unless they’ve got someone as good as me, we’ll get a little warning.”
Thistle wanted to argue the point more, to insist they flee from this cavern soaked in blood, but as he nearly toppled over upon trying to stand, he realized that the others were right. They were in no condition to leave this place. One wolf catching the scent of their blood and that would be the end of things. Rest was not optional. They had to wait out the night in their enemy’s base. Tomorrow, when they’d gotten true rest and he could offer more healing, they could try to make their way back to town.
“I suppose one night couldn’t hurt,” Thistle said.
“Glad to hear you’re on board.” Elora twirled the dark key around in her hand three times, then caught it with a flourish. “Now, let’s go see what Holdram went to so much trouble to lock away.”
*             *             *
The three figures moved quickly and quietly through the newly-fallen night. In a city this size, they blended in seamlessly, leaving no lasting impression in anyone’s mind. They were all but impossible to notice unless one happened to be on the lookout for them. As the trio moved closer to the temple of Grumble, they caught sight of a small figure in a cloak making its way to the minion god’s place of worship. Fortune seemed to be smiling on them; they’d only just arrived, and already their night’s harvest was in reach. If their luck held, they could be back at the tavern before their seats even grew cold.
Moving swiftly, the leader of their group rushed ahead, forgoing stealth for speed. It wasn’t as though some kobold’s tiny legs would be able to run fast enough to get away. But as he arrived at the target and swung, it rolled to the side, as if it had been expecting the blow. When it came up, he saw he was not looking at a kobold or goblin, but rather at the round, smiling face of a female gnome.
“I’d say that’s all the confirmation we need that these are our people,” she declared. From under her cloak, she pulled something that looked like a crossbow with all manner of strange mechanical components added to the core design.
The leader darted back; he’d been in enough battles to have crossed swords with a gadgeteer before. Though physically weak, their creations were always unpredictable and as varied as the warped minds that made them. It was best to withdraw until he knew what that crossbow could do. Or, perhaps, to trick one of the others into finding out for him. He gave a sharp whistle, their signal to converge on a target, and waited for the other two to get into position.
Instead, he heard a small explosion from behind, followed by a lot of cursing. Chancing a look over his shoulder, the mercenary leader caught sight of his peons dancing in the darkness as they struggled to smother the patches of their clothes that had caught fire. With no attackers nearby, his eyes darted to the roofline, where—sure enough—he saw a woman in mage’s robes, ethereal light glowing in her hands as she wove another spell of magic.
A gadgeteer was one thing; gnomes weren’t unheard of among Grumble’s worshippers. But combine the small woman’s words with a mage on a nearby rooftop and the whole thing screamed ambush. It had always technically been a possibility—one couldn’t hunt the same grounds so often without becoming predictable—he’d just never imagined the minions would work up the nerve. It did change things, though only slightly. If his options were letting a mage pick him off with spells or risking some unknown device, the smarter call was to rush the gnome. So long as he wasn’t taken down by the odd crossbow, he stood a strong chance of getting her as a hostage. That should enable at least him to escape, if not the others.
Bolting forward, he ran as fast as he could to close the gap between himself and the gnome, one he hadn’t even realized she’d been steadily widening. She raised her device to take aim, but he was gaining fast. At most, she’d get off one shot, and then he’d be upon her.
“Gelthorn, a little help!”
The gnome’s voice echoed through the near-empty street. No doubt, she was calling on the mage for help—not that it would matter. There was zero chance she’d be able to cast in time to stop him. Everyone knew magic took time; it wasn’t like shooting an—
“Grauh!” The grunt of pain slid past his lips as the first arrow struck him in his right knee. Where had it come from? He hadn’t seen the device fire, and there was no chance the mage had had time to switch weapons. Another arrow caught him in his left shoulder, and this time he could make out the nearly unseen form of a figure on another rooftop, a large bow gripped in its hands.
“Thanks!” The gnome cheerily announced her appreciation, then took aim and fired her crossbow. The mercenary leader tensed for impact, but he wasn’t the target. The shot zoomed past him and to the left, a strange projectile that looked to be half made of ropes. Another grunt and the sound of falling as one of his men was hit. Two of them were down then; the other would likely try to flee. While things appeared grim, the leader remained calm. This wasn’t his first time in a fight for survival, and he knew enough to keep a few tools on hand for just such an occasion.
While one hand grabbed the arrows and ripped them free, the other plunged into his pocket and produced a vial full of red liquid. Potions always seemed overpriced until one actually needed them. Only then did it become clear how much life was truly worth when compared to a few gold. As he drank, the wounds in his shoulder and knee repaired themselves. He wasn’t exactly good as new, but he also wasn’t helpless on the ground either.
Leaping to his feet, he quickly surveyed the battlefield. Both peons were still there, one patting out the last of the flames, one struggling to get free from the tangle of ropes wrapped around him. Meanwhile, the gnome was struggling to reload her crossbow-device, and the mage was mid-cast on another spell. Perhaps all wasn’t quite lost. If they could get away, they’d be able to recover, maybe even sneak around on the mage and archer firing from the rooftops.
“Any day now,” the gnome called, and the mercenary whirled around, ready for more spells or arrows. Instead, he heard another voice, the first to speak aside from the gnome. It came from the end of the street, the very area that he would have used to flee moments earlier.
“Sorry. You all made me keep my distance, and armor is hard to run in.” Down the street, sword and shield in hand, stood a figure in gleaming armor. To the uninitiated, he might have come off as a knight. But for anyone who’d seen genuine battle, his true nature was unmistakable. There was just something about paladins, the way the air around them seemed heavier, how the gleam of their armor was always just a touch too bright. Once he’d dealt with one, traded blows with one, the mercenary knew he’d never mistake such a person for anything else.
“Jerks who beat up minions, meet Timanuel the paladin,” the gnome said, even as she rapidly moved out of range. “He’s got some pretty specific thoughts on those who assault innocent people just trying to pray to their god.”
A reloading gadgeteer to the rear, a mage and archer on the roof, and now a paladin blocking the exit. As he drew his blade and prepared for the very real possibility of death, the mercenary had only a single regret.
They should have demanded more money for this job. That asshole in the cloak sure seemed like he’d had it.
*             *             *
“What do you think is inside?” Eric stood near Elora, the only one permitted to be close as she checked the door over for potential traps. While it didn’t seem likely that Holdram would have booby-trapped his own door, Elora insisted that they be thorough. A complacent rogue was a dead rogue, as she put it, and after seeing her use sleight of hand and distraction to defeat a stronger opponent, Eric certainly wasn’t going to debate the issue.
Farther back, the others were waiting, a task which mercifully gave them the chance to sit around and rest their weary bodies. Personally, Eric was really hoping there were some healing potions inside, even though he knew it was a long shot. If their enemies had access to such tools, they’d certainly have used them. Still, it would be nice if they didn’t have to rely on Thistle to patch them all up. That would certainly take more than one day’s worth of magic could handle.
“Smart gold says it’s more equipment, though nothing as good as what Holdram was wearing,” Elora replied. “From the way he said it, I got the feeling he was planning to make some serious moves in order to get himself a foothold in Camnarael. That means taking on the shadows already lurking there, and for that, he’d need weapons and armor.”
“I overheard some of that. Do you think what he said was true? That he did all of this at Tristan’s request?” Eric asked.
“He sure believed it.” Elora ran her hands carefully along every aspect of the mechanism, feeling for any irregularities or other telltale signs that all was not as it seemed. “Whether he just had a realistic dream or Tristan actually appeared to him is anyone’s guess. I wouldn’t put it past the god of the rogues, though. He’s never been one to let his followers get complacent. An attempted coup would be just the sort of thing to liven up the capital. If Holdram succeeded, he’d explore new money-making methods and strategies that we wouldn’t have. And if Holdram failed, we’d be reminded that anyone can be overthrown, which would make us step things up. Either way, the rogues are stronger for it.”
“And I thought Grumble was heartless,” Eric muttered. “Speaking of which, what was all that about an artifact inside the temple?”
“Yeah, I wanted to ask about that, but when things became life or death, it sort of slipped my mind. Something tells me the paladin could fill us in, though whether he’s willing to or not is a whole other story.” Elora finished her search and took a step back from the wall-sized door. The next time she spoke, it was loud enough for everyone to hear. “Well, if this thing is going to kill us, it’s too well-made for me to detect. Which either means it’s safe, or we’re screwed.”
“You could always not open it,” Thistle suggested. He and the others began to move closer. Eric waited for Elora to object, to tell them that it was smarter to stay back until the door was opened, but she said nothing. Instead, she merely pulled out the key and studied it once more.
“A cute idea, but you clearly haven’t figured me out if you think I can turn away from an unopened door,” she told him. “I’ll wait until anyone who feels like fleeing gets topside, though.”
“Seems like a big risk to take for someone who thinks there’s nothing but lesser equipment inside,” Gabrielle said.
“What I think is irrelevant,” Elora replied. “The fun of a mystery is in the unraveling. If I could resist that impulse, I wouldn’t have become a rogue in the first place. Besides, as things stand, you all need a lot of gold as quickly as possible. Lesser equipment still sells, so you need this door open as much as I do.”
“Then make it so.” Grumph had regained the ability to stand without leaning in the last half hour, but he still wobbled a touch as he spoke.
Taking Grumph’s words as a cue to end the debate, Elora slipped the key into its hole and turned. After one rotation, it stopped, and the sound of something grinding filled the air. Slowly, the wall parted down a previously invisible seam near the center and slowly swung open. There was no light inside; however, the flickering lanterns along the wall were more than enough to illuminate what resided within. Especially given how shiny it all was.
Gold. More than Eric had ever seen in his life, more than he likely could have imagined during his days as a barely-passable guard living with his mother. It filled the room, organized into a half dozen open chests that all twinkled in the firelight. He was speechless as he took the sight in, unable to count, to even think or act beyond goggling at the awe-inspiring sight before them. Even Elora’s next words were soft, a scarce whisper, as if she were afraid of scaring the fortune away.
“And this, Thistle, is why you always open the door.”
 



Chapter 35
 
“A lousy three hundred gold? But we killed so many of those birds,” Terry protested. “Like, at least twenty.”
“Which is why your reward is reduced,” Jamie replied, as unflappable as ever. “As the quest-giver told you, it was only the red-beaked flutterows that were causing the farmer’s trouble. The blue-beaked ones, which accounted for seventeen of your twenty kills, were a natural part of the ecosystem. Your indiscriminate slaughter gained no reward, and honestly, has probably ensured that the whole community is in for a rough couple of years in terms of their farming.”
Mitch fought the urge to grind his teeth. He wanted to fight with her, to say that they hadn’t been told that, but if he did, she’d just pull out the module and point to the section she’d read verbatim before they took the quest. Most GMs would cave a little after enough complaining—to move things along, if nothing else. Jamie, however, had proven herself unmovable. She was like a smiling, infinitely patient wall. No matter how he came at her, she just refused to bend. He’d contemplated going for the big move and threatening to walk away from the game, but nothing had quite been worth that tactic yet. And—if he were being truthful with himself—Mitch might have admitted the possibility that he was afraid she would call his bluff. If that happened, he’d be screwed. Either he had to actually walk away from the game or sit back down and forfeit any leverage he might have had. Best to save the gambit for when the stakes really mattered. In the meantime, he’d just have to think outside the box.
“Look, these bird corpses are pretty rare, right? We had to spend days hunting them down. Even if there’s no quest reward for the blue-beaked ones, I bet we can still find someone in the merchant district who can use them. Maybe they’re a delicacy or useful for spell components. Nothing this rare is ever totally worthless.”
“Mitch is right. I’m sure we can even put a little fear into the shopkeepers to get the maximum payout,” Glenn added.
“The corpses are yours. What you choose to do with them is entirely in your hands,” Jamie told them. “But would you like to hand over the three red-billed ones to Sylan, your clerk, or not?”
“A hundred per body is a good price,” Mitch said. “We cash them in.”
Jamie made some unseen notes behind her screen then looked back at them. “Sylan takes the corpses and hands you back a slip confirming the increase in your funds.”
“I wish they just handed us the gold,” Terry said.
“Fuck that, you want some asshole pickpocket to make off with a whole quest’s worth of work?” Glenn shot back. “This is way easier; plus, we don’t have to deal with the weight of it on our character sheets.”
“I take the slip,” Mitch told Jamie, determined to keep them on task. The in-game days before the Grand Quest were slipping by; they needed all the cash they could get. “And I’m going to ask about what tasks are currently available.”
Jamie flipped a page and studied it carefully. “Just as you go to ask, a dwarf comes up to your clerk and whispers something in his ear. Sylan bows and apologizes to you, then excuses himself saying that another matter has come up. In his place, a gnome appears, pulling out a scroll with the latest quests they recommend for you.”
“A shift-change? This module gets really weird with the details sometimes,” Terry noted.
“Who gives a shit? They can add all the stupid details and flavor they want. We just need a new quest. Something that really pays, this time,” Mitch said. “Tell us what’s up for grabs.”
*             *             *
Sylan didn’t faint at the sight, but it was touch and go for a few seconds. While he hadn’t quite known why Thurm had called him into a back room, Sylan certainly hadn’t expected to see a group of adventurers standing there, saddlebags filled to the brim with gold coins and a pair of clearly magically-enhanced sacks spilling countless more onto the ground. There was so much of it, and it made no sense at all. Sylan was almost positive that this group had taken a quest to help out the church of Grumble. How had they come into so much money on that meager task?
“By the rules of the Hall of Adventurers, I am required to have a witness on hand when taking accountability for this much gold,” Thurm said. “Since you were the one to give them this quest, Sylan, you will fulfill that role. We will all stay in here until every coin is counted. Now, for holding coins that were not awarded as part of a quest, the Hall charges a one percent tax or a flat hundred gold fee, whichever is larger. In this case, I’m going to go out on a limb and say it’s the tax.”
“We’ll pay it happily,” said the gnome in armor. Thistle, his name was. Sylan remembered him, albeit last time, he hadn’t had armor. It was rare to see a gnome with such crooked bones, but even rarer to see one acting as the leader of their party. That sort of thing tended to stick out in one’s mind.
“Hauling all of this was no small feat. I’ll be glad when it’s out of our hands,” Thistle continued.
“Just remember that a sixth goes into my account.” Sylan didn’t need to rack his brain to identify the speaker this time. Elora, like many of the less-savory types, was known to the clerks of the Hall. They often kept accounts here specifically so that those they associated themselves with couldn’t rob them blind.
“Aye, have no fear, you more than earned your share. If not with the battle, then certainly in allowing us to use those enchanted bags of yours for transportation,” Thistle told her. “And, good clerk, I am also happy to announce that we’ve completed the quest we were given. I would like to have the reward that was offered returned to the temple, however. Tell them it’s a tithe, if Ulkin tries to refuse. Let him know I’m going to stop by and explain in person later, but there are some tasks we need to see to first.”
“I shall pass the message along,” Sylan replied dutifully. “What am I to tell him was the cause, if he asks?”
Thistle frowned slightly. “An attempt to empty the temple of its faithful. Let him know I’ll explain the rest when we speak one-on-one. But let him know that the threat has passed. Or, at the very least, if there are any that remain who bear the temple ill-will, they won’t be able to afford mercenaries quite so easily anymore.”
The gnome had a talent for understatement; it looked like his party had bankrupted a modestly-sized town to walk away with this kind of gold. Dealing with adventurers, Sylan was accustomed to seeing tremendous wealth, but it was almost always in the form of goods. Enchanted armors, magical staffs, gems worth more than entire shops’ inventories; never had he laid eyes on anything as immediately spendable as the piles of gold before him. Sylan could see why the rules demanded two employees be present to act as witness—dealing with this much money could make one take stupid actions, if they believed they could away with it.
“No sense standing around,” Thurm told him. The dwarf walked over to the nearest sack of coins and hunkered down. From a pouch on his side, he pulled out an abacus and a rune that would glow in the presence of false coins. Sylan took the cue and removed both tools from his own pouch. The party stood nearby, not interfering, but keeping close watch on the tallying of their gold.
Sylan was glad he’d taken an early lunch. By the looks of things, they had a long day’s work ahead of them.
*             *             *
Ulkin woke with a start to the sound of sheets tearing. He groaned softly, blinking away the mid-morning light. How had he managed to sleep in so late? The answer was obvious, upon reflection; he slept as long as he needed to for his dream to come to an end. Pulling himself free of the blanket he’d partially shredded, Ulkin realized he was sweating and his heart was hammering in his mighty chest. It seemed dreams sent from the gods were no small thing. He wondered how paladins were able to bear it.
Pulling the sheet free from his bed, Ulkin set it aside for mending later in the day. Growing up as a half-orc in a temple with weaker creatures, he’d gotten enough experience at sewing ripped fabric to qualify as at least a journeyman tailor. Half-orcs grew fast and clumsy in their adolescence, which made them especially hard on clothing. It had been some time since he’d torn his blanket in the night, though. Under different circumstances, Ulkin would have felt a bit ashamed at the apparent slip in his control. However, seeing as he’d been visited by Grumble personally in a vision, he deemed it a forgivable accident.
Even now, the dream was still vivid in his mind. It wasn’t fading in the daylight like most nightly visions. The visit had seemed brief, although time in that realm must have been more slippery than he realized. Or perhaps the dream had ended hours ago, and it was only now that his body had recovered enough to wake itself. Anything was possible when dealing with the gods.
Despite the strangeness of such a morning, Ulkin felt at peace, even more so than usual. No doubt it had come from his talk with Grumble. One always did their best for the gods, but even when dealing with the god of the minions, Ulkin had never expected his efforts to be worth taking note of. The work he did was more for the followers than for Grumble himself, which had made it all the more incredible to hear from his god’s own mouth that he’d seen the effort Ulkin put in to running the temple, and that Grumble was proud of him.
If Ulkin could have lived in that moment, outside reality, basking in the approval of his deity, he would have happily done so. But there was always more work for the faithful, and Grumble hadn’t paid him a visit simply to tell him he was doing a good job. No, the god of the minions had come with a task, something only Ulkin could do. Had anyone else asked it of him, Ulkin would have refused outright. Even coming from Grumble himself, Ulkin wondered if perhaps the earlier kind words weren’t there to simply butter him up. Thankfully, his faith allowed him to dismiss such a notion. He would follow Grumble’s orders even without the compliment, and the divine kobold certainly knew that.
Nonetheless, Ulkin hoped Grumble was willing to make a few more dream appearances in the minds of some of the other clergy, specifically those a bit higher up in the order. Otherwise, they were going to be extremely angry once they learned what Ulkin had done. Claiming it was the will of the gods only held up if the gods were actually willing to back the story.
Ulkin would simply need to have faith that Grumble would see him through. It certainly helped bolster his spirits that only a few days prior, some adventurers had interrupted the men who were beating Ulkin’s parishioners and had turned their unconscious bodies over to the Camnarael guards. Thistle and the others were no doubt tracking down the source, but it was still nice to see the pews filled once more with Grumble’s faithful who were no longer afraid to journey to his temple.
Those faces made the task before Ulkin more bearable. Not easier, not by quite a long shot, but more bearable. And, for a priest of Grumble, that was enough.
*             *             *
“Let’s see, after helping with the rats, you all gained one gold and eight silver apiece, along with some freshly baked bread,” Russell announced to the group. “And while the priest at the temple of Grumble wasn’t able to offer you any monetary reward, since the church’s funds were already pledged to those who undertook the quest, he did bless you all in Grumble’s name.”
“Given how some of these fights have gone, I’ll take every bit of help we can get.” Cheri was still amazed at how tough those mercs beating up the worshippers of Grumble had been. She had expected the random encounter to be a quick affair, but each one of those bastards had fought to the last breath. It certainly didn’t help matters that they’d been aiming to knock them out rather than kill them, which limited their options. She hadn’t been a big fan of the strategy, but since the hoodlums had never taken a life, it would hardly do for the party to kill them outright. At least, not if they wanted Timanuel’s help.
“Blessings are wonderful; however, that makes two good deeds I’ve peeled us off course to do,” Tim said. “I think even a stalwart paladin like Timanuel can accept that the next task we take should come with a high payout. Given the travel time on some of these, there’s no telling how many more we can cram in before the Grand Quest.”
“Wimberly certainly won’t fight you on that. She’s got enough gold to resupply once more before the next mission. After that gear gets spent, you’re going to have a gadgeteer throwing pinecones that have been tied together,” Bert said.
“Gelthorn deeply wishes she could have helped more in the battle.” Alexis stared down at her sheet, refusing to make eye contact with anyone. Despite being one of their front-line members, Gelthorn’s neurosis at being in a big city had made it impossible for her to fight hand-to-hand. Only a few good Willpower saves had permitted Gelthorn the clarity to act as archer.
“Don’t worry, we’ll find something far outside Camnarael—in a smaller town, if not the wilderness,” Tim assured her. “That fight made it very clear how badly we need Gelthorn in tip-top shape to survive.”
Tim really didn’t know the half of it. Even Russell had been a bit shocked at how strong the trio they’d fought was. If a few rolls had gone differently, it very well could have been a different battle. It was strange that the module presented such a steep challenge for such a minimal reward, but then again, it was possible that a blessing from Grumble might come in handy. The further into the material he went, the more conditions and modifiers earned through questing came into play. Depending on the path they took, that blessing might very well save the whole party. Or it could do nothing; it really all rested on them.
“So I take it that, after collecting your reward from the clerk, you’re going to ask about available quests?” Russell said.
“Damn straight,” Cheri replied. “Mama needs a new spell book and some magical shielding. Plus, I’d still like to know what’s in that chest we’ve been carting around.”
“It’s a lot easier to transport since we shrank it, but I agree,” Bert said. “We might be running ourselves ragged when there’s a fortune already in our inventory.”
“You’re all free to spend time trying to locate someone who could guide you on how to open it; however, there are no promises that you’ll find one. It’s your time, spend it as you like.” Russell only barely resisted the urge to goad them on. Although he’d tried to dig through the massive tome as much as possible, he hadn’t found the section saying what was in the chest—assuming players had earned it in the last module. Somewhere deep down, he suspected that section didn’t even exist yet, and that it wouldn’t until the players forced it to. If he was going to think like a crazy person, he’d decided it made more sense to just lean into it and work with the assumption that the book was changing.
“It’s tempting, but Camnarael is our best shot for that, and we need to get Gelthorn out of town,” Tim said. “Besides, we can’t afford to risk wasting a whole week of questing on what might be a wild-goose chase. The Grand Quest is coming. We need to be ready.”
“Quite the sensible choice,” Russell said, meaning every word of it. Curious as he was, there was no denying that with the Grand Quest growing nearer by the day, they’d need every second they could get to prepare and gear up.
It was the choice that any reasonable adventurer would make, assuming they valued their lives.
 



Chapter 36
 
It took over a week before Eric managed to hit the release to his door on the first shot. In that time, his crossbow had two minor breakdowns he’d had to repair, poorly, which set the sights even more off-kilter. And yet, with each passing day, he learned to adjust to the changes more quickly, calculating the angles with fewer and fewer stray bolts. By the time he hit the small target on his first try, Eric had a feeling he could pick up nearly any crossbow and figure out how to aim it with only a couple of test shots. True, the practice wasn’t making him better at hitting over long distances, but it was making him more adaptable. Besides, ranged shooting was what the afternoon training was for.
Eric emerged from his room to find a lockbox containing his food, as usual. The boxes changed every day—sometimes it was five locks, like on the first morning; other times, he’d had to crack as many as ten. Occasionally, there would be only a single lock, but those were the hardest. The intricacies of those locks demanded more concentration than Eric had ever needed before; the slightest tremor of his hands could undo a half hour’s worth of hard work. Elora was sparing with those, thankfully, never giving them to him on consecutive mornings. Since the first two times he’d tried them had resulted in failure, it was a gesture he deeply appreciated.
On this particular day, his breakfast was behind seven locks, which Eric began to work on immediately. The time he had for his morning tasks never changed, meaning that whatever he couldn’t accomplish went undone. Training in day-old clothes without a shower was rough, but nothing compared to doing it on an empty stomach. Sometimes he suspected Elora used the highly difficult strongboxes when she wanted him to learn to focus past distractions such as hunger or pain. Before, he might have questioned the validity of some of these practices. Their time raiding the mercenary base had shown him just how useful the skills she was honing in him were, however. And how far he still had to go.
The strongbox opened to reveal a breakfast of dried meat and berries, which Eric was quickly gulping down as Elora stepped into view. Even after all their time down here, he was still never entirely sure where she came from. Hard as he trained to get better at seeing through and blending in with shadows, he could never seem to match her.
“I left you a fun hallway to work your way through today,” Elora said, walking without so much as a sound across the hard stone floor. “Pretty sure you won’t finish it before I return, but on the off-chance you do, then work on your crossbow practice. Given your friends’ limited ranged attacks, I’m going to make a fair shot out of you yet.”
Elora’s idea of “fun” meant that Eric would be spending the entire morning trying to dodge, worm, and disarm his way through a myriad of traps. Most of them were non-lethal, at least, although that didn’t mean they didn’t hurt like hell when he messed up. Failure was never without consequence as a rogue, and Elora’s training centered around teaching that.
“What will you be doing today?” Eric asked, barely pausing between bites of dried meat. If she didn’t expect him to finish, that only made it all the more important that he succeed before she returned.
“Seems like your friends have finally recovered from the battle enough to go shopping,” Elora told him. “And as their promised negotiator, I’m obligated to go along and get them the best prices in town. Plus, I’ll need to make sure and get you outfitted properly. Can’t very well have my student setting off on the Grand Quest with nothing but a hand-me-down short sword and half-torn veilpanther armor.”
“Shouldn’t I be going to pick things out?” Eric already knew he wasn’t invited, and he didn’t want to waste the day of training, but every bit of information he could pull from Elora was valuable. One never knew when that would come in handy.
“Shockingly, I think I’m more than qualified to know what sort of equipment a rogue needs,” Elora said. “Speaking of: if you’re willing to listen to reason on the matter of your sword, we haven’t sold the other one yet.”
Eric’s eyes moved, unbidden, to the short sword lying a few feet away from him. Although everyone had offered to let him take the unbroken blade they’d recovered from the cloaked man, he hadn’t been able to accept. Even though he knew it wasn’t strong enough for the road ahead, Eric couldn’t bring himself to part with the blade. He recalled so little of his father, the famed paladin, and had even less to remember him by. That weapon, meant to be a training tool until he grew strong enough to handle a longsword, was the only memento he’d taken with him from Maplebark.
“I’m keeping my current sword,” Eric told Elora, turning his attention back to breakfast.
“Ordinarily, I’d chide you for the sentimentality, but after things with Holdram... well, I’m not quite as adverse to that sort of loyalty as I might normally be. However, that doesn’t change the fact that we need to find a solution. Stronger monsters and enemies have armor that only magic can pierce, and all the emotional attachment in the world won’t change that.”
“Good thing I have such a brilliant teacher doing my shopping for me.” Eric resisted the urge to smirk only by stuffing the rest of his food in his mouth at once, rendering his cheeks too full for any proper expression.
Elora made a tsk noise under her tongue. “If that was glibness, I’m proud, and if it was charm, then you’re a lost cause. Either way, I’ll try and think of something. Worst case scenario, you’ll have to make peace with a backup weapon for when that blade can’t—forgive the expression here—cut it. Those merchants are a wily bunch, though; it might be that they’ve got something to fix the problem. Just have to make sure I can get it at the right price.”
While Eric had yet to see Elora negotiate, he’d experienced enough of her personality to know it would be brutal and ruthless, with more than a small chance some poor shopkeeper would end up in tears. All of a sudden, spending the whole time testing his wits against an array of painful traps didn’t seem like such a bad option.
As he rose, eyes on the waving hooks where his fresh clothes were waiting, Eric debated whether his next question would overstep the bounds of their student-teacher relationship. Since she’d brought it up a few days ago, however, he imagined it was probably okay for him to inquire about progress on the issue.
“May I ask... what about Timuscor? Have you thought of what you’re going to do in that regard?”
Elora shook her head, her lovely face darkening for a moment. “No. I’ve racked my brain and come up empty. As it stands, I fear I’m going to have to do the one thing I wanted most to avoid.” She shuddered, though whether it was involuntary or theatrics, Eric wasn’t quite sure. “I’m going to have to admit that I’m in his debt and simply ask him what he wants as repayment.”
*             *             *
“I need to get back to the Hall before lunch,” Thistle protested as Ulkin led him farther into the temple.
They took a sharp turn into what appeared to be a dead end. Only when Ulkin pressed against a small cluster of stones did the wall begin to turn, revealing a hidden stairwell stretching downward.
“If you’d stopped by since your return, I wouldn’t have had to send a messenger for you,” Ulkin replied gruffly.
“Our last task weakened all of my friends and I greatly; we needed time to recover. We needed real rest, more than what magical healing could offer. Pushing ourselves so hard took a heavy toll. Only in the last day or so have we begun to truly revive. I did send a messenger of my own to let you know the task was done.” Thistle knew it was a poor excuse, especially when that same messenger had told Ulkin that Thistle would be visiting soon, but he had severely underestimated how much time would be needed to recover.
“And while I appreciate that, the fact still remains that you and I have business to attend to.” Ulkin led Thistle down the stairs—dry stones that seemed as though they’d been undisturbed for years. Clearly, this was not the temple’s cellar, where wine for the altar and extra robes were stored. No, this was something special, and Thistle soon realized that with every step further down, he could feel the presence of something below them growing stronger. It was impossible to describe, yet it filled him with ease. This was like the opposite of sensing evil; his entire body seemed to unknot and relax.
“The Hall was supposed to tell you that we didn’t want the money,” Thistle said. He already had a hunch that this wasn’t about a few coins; however, it seemed prudent to make certain. No sense in being presumptuous.
Ulkin didn’t reply this time. Instead, he kept going, his lantern held forward to light their path. Further and further they plunged, far deeper than Thistle had imagined the temple could possibly go. At last, they came to a stone wall with a white door. Upon it were countless runes, all of which shimmered with an ethereal light as Ulkin pressed his hand to the door.
“This door will only open for those with a good reason to be here,” Ulkin said. Even as he spoke, the stones parted, revealing a new room within. “It was built with the temple, by priests and mages far more skilled than I. Grumble’s people may know little of direct combat, but there are few orders with more specialists in warding, protection, and construction.”
That was certainly true enough—as the ones who did all the hard work, minions often knew more about building dungeons than the wicked masters they served. As for protection, when one worked with murderous sociopaths, it was a good skill to learn, especially if one had hopes of living to see old age.
Within the new room’s recesses, Thistle saw lights begin to glow. These were unlike what came from Ulkin’s lantern. They were soft, yet steady, climbing up along the walls and ceiling. More warding, magical runes meant to keep something in, or others out, or perhaps even a combination of both. Ulkin strode forward, undeterred, and Thistle hurried to keep pace.
“The night before I received your messenger, Grumble came to me in a dream,” Ulkin said, his voice hushed in respect of the hallowed place they had entered. “That in itself is miraculous, for I am no paladin, and the gods rarely appear to even the highest of priests.”
“Be wary of that,” Thistle cautioned. “Grumble rather likes having paladins, and you’ve got the build for it.”
“But not the heart,” Ulkin replied. “Too much anger lives in me; I control it through prayer and doing good works here. Were I to take up the blade in his name, I would certainly give in to my more base desires. A paladin cannot be a soulless killer. Mercy, as much as strength, is a mark of a paladin.”
Thistle found himself impressed. He’d seen more than a few paladins in his days, and there were plenty who hadn’t understood their duty as well as Ulkin, an outsider, did. Oddly, this made him more hopeful that Grumble was playing some sort of long-game to draw Ulkin in. A paladin who started off with such excellent understanding would be capable of great things down the line.
“Fear not for me, Thistle, for Grumble assured me he was happy with my work as a priest,” Ulkin continued. “He did, however, set upon me a holy task, one which you have greatly complicated by not stopping by to visit.”
As they treaded across the magical warding, Thistle noticed a strange tingle running along his skin. While he wasn’t sure exactly what was occurring, something told him that if he’d broken in, the sensation wouldn’t have been nearly so pleasant.
Without warning, Ulkin stopped. Before them was a wide circle, and as they arrived, a new set of lights bloomed within it. These seemed to come from all around, and as the circle grew, Thistle could see more clearly what lay in the center of all of this protection.
It wasn’t white or gleaming, as most paladins tended to favor in their wares. No, the majority of it was ash gray, with only a few golden accents positioned in key places. And yet, in all his memory, Thistle could not recall a more beautiful set of armor than what lay before him. He was certainly biased by the waves of magic rolling off it, which was something almost akin to being in Grumble’s actual presence. The only thing marring the suit was a single hole in the chest plate. Thistle knew how that got there; he’d seen it for himself in a Grumble-dream of his own.
“His armor. The first paladin of Grumble’s.” Despite his devoutness, Thistle never considered himself one to go in for the hoopla of worshipping any god, preferring to see himself as a more detached, thoughtful worshipper. In that moment, however, he was forced to admit that even his mind was capable of being bowled over by the wonder of seeing such a holy icon in person. “Grumble wanted you to show me this, I assume. To see what my efforts had helped to protect.”
“You are mistaken, Thistle.” Ulkin lowered himself slowly, setting his now unneeded lantern to the floor and getting on his knees. “What you see before you is the armor of Grumble’s first paladin, yes. But it is also the armor of his most recent paladin. On that, the instructions were quite clear. Grumble told me of the scheme you stopped, the plan to rob the building of its faithful and poach this treasure when its defenses were weakened. If others know it is here, then my temple can no longer properly defend the armor. This holy relic belongs to you, now.”
Thistle had thought himself prepared, but he nearly fell to the ground at Ulkin’s words. He’d believed his reward was to see the armor. Wearing it... how could anyone have braced for such an offer? “You said it burns all who tried to don it.”
“Never do I believe it to have been worn with Grumble’s permission,” Ulkin replied.
“But there’s also the issue of size. That’s much larger than what I can wear.” Thistle wasn’t even sure why he was protesting; it was all just so much to take in. He felt as though he needed to distance himself from the possibility.
“It will always fit its owner’s form. Grumble assured me of such.” Ulkin had lowered his gaze, not wanting or able to gaze at the armor. Did it hurt his eyes? Thistle couldn’t be sure; to him, the armor was breathtaking. It didn’t bother him at all to stare. Perhaps his situation was different.
Slowly, Thistle approached the gray and gold suit. He could feel the power within it, a mere echo of what that first paladin had wielded. It rippled through his misshapen bones, all the way to his teeth. Somewhere, in the part of his mind not currently too overwhelmed to think straight, he hoped this was just some sort of theatrics Grumble was adding for the moment. Otherwise, they’d never have a shot at slipping into a town unnoticed again.
Thistle’s small hand reached forward, and he could have sworn the armor drew a touch closer as well. But just before his finger was to brush the bracer, Thistle stopped.
“Why... did he say why me? It’s been so long. Surely there were other paladins more suited to wear this. Ones who needed it more, could use it better than I. Why only now has Grumble seen fit to allow another to wear it?”
“He thought you would ask that,” Ulkin replied from his place outside the final circle. “And he wanted me to tell you that he couldn’t pass it on. It was never his to give. Only its owner could bequeath it to another, and that owner was very adamant that you be the next to wear it. Apparently, he believes you have the potential to be a far greater paladin than he ever was.”
“By my life, I cannot understand why people keep insisting on overestimating me.” Thistle tried to keep his tone light, even as tears fell down his face. “They can say what they will; you and I both know that this is a burden I’m being tasked with. Power comes with obligation, always and forever. I can’t even imagine what Grumble will demand from me once I don this armor.”
“As with any gift, it is your right to refuse,” Ulkin said.
“If I were smarter, perhaps I would do just that. Walk away from the gift and all the strings that come along with it. Ignore the fact that in almost no time at all, my friends will be in danger, counting on me to help keep them alive. Or maybe I’d think of another way to aid them, one that didn’t dig me in further with a god who has shown a willingness to use me as he deems necessary. Yes, that’s what I would do if I were smarter.”
Thistle let out a small sigh, blinked his eyes clear, and then allowed his extended, waiting fingers to press themselves against the surprisingly warm metal of the armor.
“But then, if I were smart enough to do all that, I wouldn’t be much of a paladin in the first place.”
 



Chapter 37
 
“So help me, Driscol, if you try to pass off that blade for any more than a single copper over two thousand gold, I’ll hang your family up by their ears in the town square as the prodigy of a swindler.”
The first time Timuscor had heard Elora speak to a clerk like that, he’d tensed, trying to prepare himself for battle while at the same time being much too aware of how vulnerable he felt without his armor. In fact, it had been at a blacksmith who specialized in plate armor where they had made their first stop, where Elora had wheedled and threatened a man bigger than Grumph into paying top coin for the remains of Timuscor’s old scrap armor, while also getting him to agree to build him a custom replacement for far less than the original price quoted. Shockingly, as they’d left the shop, the blacksmith and Elora had shaken hands cheerfully, as though everything that had transpired was perfectly normal. Timuscor didn’t think he really understood the process of haggling, and he dearly hoped he’d never be tasked with it.
“I’d like to see you try; the rope’s not been woven that can hold a dwarf’s muscle. It’s two thousand, two hundred gold, and not a silver less!” Though the dwarven weaponsmith, Driscol, held firm on the latest price, it had already dropped down from the three thousand it had been when negotiations began. As with most of their stops, Elora had simply ushered them all in, asked Timuscor to find a type of blade that felt right, and then hurried him off to stand in the back with the others like a child while she did the rest of the talking.
Although the methods were strange, Timuscor couldn’t argue with the results. The day wasn’t near done yet and already Elora had helped stretch every piece of their gold as far as it would go. Grumph had commissioned new armor made of a special material woven from the refined silk of moonspiders. While it had cost quite a bit, the armor would move as freely as cloth, allowing him to retain the dexterity necessary for spellcasting while offering him protection roughly on par with well-fashioned leather.
Thistle’s order of new daggers had already been negotiated with Driscol. It was a set of six, four with enchantments for returning and a charm that let them fly farther than the others, while the other two would be extra sharp and fortified for up-close combat. Everyone had been a bit surprised that Thistle was willing to spend so much on his weapons, but he’d insisted that since he no longer needed to buy armor, it was a reallocation of funds. He’d also refused to explain what he meant by that, though he’d returned from the temple with an excited gleam in his eye that was uncommon for the composed gnome.
Gabrielle had gotten nothing so far; although, since they’d only been to specialized smiths and the odd seamstress who’d agreed to make Grumph’s armor, that wasn’t a surprise. After all, her armor was formed from the hide of demons and held up extremely well. As for the axe—while it certainly seemed to have some drawbacks, there was no denying that it was an effective tool. There was little sense for her to trade up. When anyone asked Elora what Gabrielle would need for equipment, she’d just told them all to wait.
“Two thousand, one hundred and fifty gold, and you get a priest to layer a blessing on top of the enchantments,” Elora said. “And don’t you dare try to add more for that. We both know your wife is a mighty priest of Durget. Let her know she’ll get the usual thanks for her services.”
Driscol stared at Elora for a long while before finally extending his hand. “I’ll curse your name to every god in the pantheon as I work, but you’ve got a deal.”
“If you didn’t, I’d assume I was leaving money on the table.” Elora shook his hand, and then motioned Timuscor over to fill out a slip of paper.
These were fund transfer forms that the merchants accepted for services, knowing that the Hall of Adventurers would pay them the gold from an adventurer’s holdings. Later that day, Driscol would submit the form to the Hall for confirmation that there was indeed enough gold to cover it, and Timuscor, upon his return, would need to review all the claims to be sure he had indeed made them. Once that was sorted, the gold would be paid, and the deal was considered done. It left some room for the clever to abuse; however, it was still a far sight better than lugging around all that gold everywhere they went.
“One last thing, Driscol,” Elora said as Timuscor ran the quill along the parchment. “I’ve got a sword I’ll bring by later. Can’t be scrapped or replaced, but it direly needs improving.”
“My enchanters won’t like that,” Dricsol replied. “Magic needs to be part of the creation to take; layering something on afterward is usually a temporary measure at best.”
“I know, and I’m not expecting a miracle here. Just do what you can. We’ll talk price when I bring it by and you can see for yourself, but until then, don’t you dare close shop on me,” Elora instructed.
“Of course, why else would I have opened a store if not to cater to the whims of half-mad rogues?” Despite the fact that Driscol seemed annoyed, Timuscor noted that the dwarf hadn’t actually refused Elora’s demand.
“Only half-mad? You’re trying to charm me, you con artist.” Elora leaned over Timuscor, made sure the form was properly filled out, and then yanked the parchment away and handed it to Driscol. “With that, our business is done for now.”
They made their way back to the edge of the store, where everyone was waiting patiently; no one wanted to get any closer to Elora and the poor shop owners than was strictly necessary.
“Right then, and with that, the ‘me berating people’ portion of our shopping trip comes to an end,” Elora informed them. “Our next stop is a shop that you’ve all been looking forward to, even if you didn’t know it. We’re going to be visiting a store owned and run by a mage dealing in potent magical items. The upside there is that the prices are fixed. There’s no haggling, so you can freely show interest and ask questions about anything you want. The downside is that magic does not come cheap. There are some fundamental tools you all need as traveling adventurers that, frankly, I’m shocked you survived this long without. Sacks of Containment, like my own. Potions of healing, as that last fight demonstrated. If possible, a warding stone to keep you safe while you sleep. Pocket-space runes are also useful, but likely out of our price range.”
“Do we not have enough gold or something?” Gabrielle asked.
“You’ve got a lot of gold, but as I said, every piece of this is pricey. When you get in there, you’re going to be a bit overwhelmed by all the options before you. Remember that the things I buy first are essential, and only once those are deducted should other items be purchased. Also, while it might be tempting to blow all your gold on one object of immense capability, I encourage you to take a page from the rogue credo: choose versatility over power. Pick ways to improve upon your weakest areas so you’ll be better rounded overall.” Elora looked them all over carefully, making sure her words had sunk in, and then nodded to the door.
“Okay, that’s it. We can go now. Oh, except Timuscor. Just realized we need to make sure your old sheath can fit this new sword. Everyone else, go ahead and step outside, get some fresh air. We’ll be in the next spot for a long while.”
Although they threw more than a few suspicious glances at Elora as they went, Gabrielle, Grumph, and Thistle all followed her directive and slowly exited the shop. For his part, Timuscor turned back toward Driscol, expecting to need his sheath measured.
“I was lying, Timuscor,” Elora said once the door had shut. “Sheaths are included with every weapon Driscol forges. I just needed to talk with you for a moment, and I preferred to do it with as few others around as possible.”
Timuscor didn’t imagine that Elora was going to attack him in the middle of a shop with his friends outside, yet he found himself missing his armor again all the same. If she intended him harm, there was no stopping the assault from occurring, so Timuscor merely tilted his head to the side.
“Why did you want to talk with me?”
“Why do you think?” Elora snapped, her usual cheer slipping away momentarily. “Sorry, I’m just... owing one blood debt is bad enough. Having two is weighing on my mind. But it is what it is; there’s no denying you saved my life, Timuscor.”
“Yes, I did,” Timuscor agreed. “I’m just not sure why that needs discussing.”
“Did you forget that the reason I’m not turning you all in for a tremendous mountain of gold is that rogues are bound by blood debts?” Elora asked. “You took a hole in the gut for me. I might have dodged it—partially at best, and that’s a strong might. Even if I had, Holdram would have killed me in my weakened state. So I owe you a blood debt. And I’ve scoured my brain trying to think of how to repay it, but you’re not as easy to read as Eric. Which is why I’m simply going to ask: what do you want from me, Timuscor? If it’s money, I can give you my share of the gold from the mercenaries. If it’s information, there’s much I know and more I can find out. I doubt you want training, but that’s on the table too. Just tell me what you want, so I can clear this from my ledger.”
Timuscor found himself a bit surprised that he believed Elora’s sentiment. Very rarely did she seem genuine, but in that moment of asking how she could repay the debt, he didn’t doubt her sincerity one bit. He knew this meant that he probably should be all the more suspicious of her. Still, it wasn’t like her level of sincerity had any impact on what he knew his answer had to be.
“There is no debt between us, Elora. If you feel one, then I release you from it,” he told her.
She blinked in surprise; it was possibly the first time anyone in the party had ever truly caught her off guard—that Timuscor had witnessed, at least. “Hang on, I think you’re mixed up—”
“I stepped in front of a weapon that drove through my shield, my armor, and my flesh, so that it wouldn’t strike you,” Timuscor replied. “I know exactly what I did. And I’ll say again, there is no debt between us. I can put it in writing, if that will help.”
“Huh....That’s a... shockingly kind gesture, Timuscor. And here I thought you didn’t even like me,” Elora said.
Timuscor gave a firm, deep nod. “I don’t. I don’t like you, or the way you play with falsehoods around my friends. And I certainly don’t trust you—at least, no more than to the exact word you’ve given at any moment.”
“Then why in the hells aren’t you holding this over my head? Forcing me to do your bidding, or help the party in some way?” Elora was confused, or she was faking it on a level Timuscor had not previously seen her capable of.
“Because when I took that attack, you were a member of our party. It was my job to shield you from harm, just as it was yours to keep us safe from the traps we passed. There is no debt for that, for upholding the roles we have chosen. I don’t care for you or your ways, Elora, but so long as you’re a member of this party, I will protect you with my life. That’s the path I’ve chosen, and I don’t require debts or rewards for it.”
Assuming their conversation was done and wanting to force the end even if it hadn’t arrived naturally, Timuscor moved for the door. As his hand reached for the knob, Elora’s fingers fell across his wrist.
“Timuscor, you know you aren’t a paladin, right? You’re allowed to be selfish, to seek glory, to feel some debt from the person whose life you laid yours down for.”
“I know better than anyone—better than the gods, even—that I am not a paladin, yet,” Timuscor said. “But if I don’t try to walk the path of one, I don’t think I’ll ever find my way to that goal.”
Ignoring her touch, he grabbed the knob and yanked the door open, revealing his friends standing in the afternoon sun. Timuscor didn’t care about blood debts or rewards, or even if others thought him mad for chasing the elusive mantle of paladinhood after so many failures already. All he cared about, all he needed, was to know that the people close to him were safe. That was more than enough cause to lay down his life as many times as needed.
Timuscor understood that he would never have a mind as quick as Thistle’s, or as wily as a rogue’s, but on that point, he knew beyond question that he was right.
 



Chapter 38
 
Versatility over power was well and good for rogues. Hell, it was probably smart advice for wizards like Grumph too, and certainly a solid idea for paladins. Even a knight, working as both sword and shield, could benefit from the advice. But Gabrielle was none of those things. She was a barbarian, a warrior who existed on the battlefield solely to tear apart her enemies. That was how she justified considering the mind-melting amount of gold she’d have to spend for the necklace on display.
This was no minor accoutrement; the clerk had allowed her to hold it for a moment in order to experience its power, and Gabrielle’s muscles were tingling even after letting it go. The enchantment on that necklace was potent, designed to augment the strength of any wearer well past their normal limits. Raw, physical force; it was pretty much the exact opposite of what Elora had advised them to purchase. And yet, even as Gabrielle turned away to scan the inventory, there was little else she could see that held her attention as much.
Thistle was examining a simple pair of boots, which Gabrielle thought was curious until she overhead a snippet of the conversation between him and the clerk. Evidently, these were blessed by the winds, allowing the wearer to move at swift speeds over all manner of terrain. For the gnome who was always lagging behind, Gabrielle could instantly see the appeal, and she had no doubt that a portion of his gold would end up spent on those boots.
Grumph had been browsing wands and staffs, which certainly made sense. Those were more than just fashion statements mages enjoyed; they could also function as mana repositories or spell augmentation tools, depending on the version. She knew Grumph would never truly cast aside his blade, yet the fact remained that if Grumph wanted to function as the party’s wizard, he’d need every aid he could afford.
For his part, Timuscor seemed taken by a belt that promised to make the wearer hardier and healthier. Given how close he’d just come to being with the gods, Gabrielle could hardly fault him for being interested in that investment. Depending on how things shook out with her necklace, she might be tempted to pick one up as well. Their knight was keeping a curious distance from Elora, who in turn kept shooting the occasional glance at him. No one knew exactly what had gone on in Driscol’s shop after they left, but none of them were foolish enough to believe it was really some business about a sheath.
True to her word, Elora was with the shopkeeper, going through the list of provisions that she’d deemed necessary. From what Gabrielle could understand, most of them seemed rather useful: bags to haul their equipment and gold would make travel much easier. Potions were certainly handy, even if the prices were stiff. Although she still didn’t completely understand what a warding stone would do, it sounded as though it would help them get rest in the evenings, and that was a plan Gabrielle could get behind. The other things—cloaks, saddles, and headbands, to name a few—didn’t make much sense to her, but they’d decided to trust Elora, so there was no point in second-guessing her now.
“Looks like we’re square,” Elora said at last, walking over to the group. “I divided the cost of the essentials by five, which will be added to your bill when you get the rest of your purchases, but I thought you’d like to know how much to deduct from your finances.” She held out a scrap of parchment with dozens of numbers written and crossed out on it, one final number circled at the bottom.
“You spent five thousand gold already?” Gabrielle wasn’t sure how she kept from shouting the number—probably it was her incapability to grasp how something Elora considered to be “basic equipment” could cost that much.
“No, don’t be ludicrous. I spent twenty-five thousand. Five thousand is how much it will cost each one of you.” Elora calmly folded the paper and tucked it into one of her pockets. “Did you think I was exaggerating about how much magic costs? You all needed a lot, too. If you disagree with my recommendations, feel free to take anything off the tab that you like. Just don’t be surprised when you suddenly find yourself in trouble on the first day of the Grand Quest.”
“Can you at least elaborate on some of the purchases?” Thistle asked, keeping a much calmer tone than Gabrielle had managed.
“Happily. Aside from the items we already discussed, I got you cloaks that offer some protection against the elements, in case you hit less favorable climates. There are also four headbands of dark-sight, in case you have any more nighttime or underground fights. Saddles to make your steeds run faster, so you can cover ground more easily. A water skin that can produce enough to fill a small barrel every day, in case you can’t find water, and a sack of apples that magically refills every sunrise in case you need food. Do you want me to keep going?”
“No, I think you’ve made your point. We might not necessarily need all of it right away, but we’ll be sorely bothered by any situation where we do need such items and don’t have them.” Thistle ticked off a few calculations on his fingers. “On the upside, it seems I still have enough in my own coffers to afford the boots. Grumph, no more carrying me around, it seems. Please make an effort to contain your disappointment.”
“I’ll try,” Grumph said. He’d already wandered partway back to the wands and staffs, looking at them with a new eye now that he knew his budget.
Five thousand was a lot of gold apiece, cutting well into what they’d gotten for each person’s share of the treasure. Still, it wasn’t as though it was enough to bankrupt them. When the gold was tallied and most of the goods from the mercenaries sold off, the share for each person had come out to fourteen thousand gold and some change. At the time, Gabrielle couldn’t have imagined she’d ever need more than that, yet after only few minutes in this shop of wonders, she could see easily spending it all in a day. How much did the more experienced adventurers have? The ones who climbed the Hall’s staircase reserved for the legendary must be worth hundreds of thousands, if not millions, in their equipment alone. The scale of value was so divorced from what she’d known in Maplebark that it was hard to even comprehend. By the standards of that town, she’d grown up wealthy. To an adventurer, the entire sum of her family’s worth might be seen as a few paltry magical items.
For the first time, Gabrielle was beginning to understand what called people to this line of work. She and the others had taken it up out of necessity, to keep their home safe. And then they’d found themselves taken in by the life adventuring provided, spurred on by the fact that they couldn’t go back. But she’d never fathomed why someone rational, with other options, would ever start down such a path. Wealth beyond measure was certainly a fine incentive, to say nothing of the chance to see the world, wield magical artifacts, and grow more powerful than a normal life would ever allow.
Between spending a life working some mundane job, knowing a monster or bandit could come along and kill her anyway, or risking her blood for fortune and glory, Gabrielle could imagine more than a few people taking the second option. It was a hard world, and death was always possible. Better to swing the blade of one’s life hard and wide in hopes of striking greatness.
She examined the necklace once more, mentally subtracting five thousand gold from her funds. That still left around nine. She hadn’t needed to spend her gold on weapons or armor like the others, which meant she had more than enough to afford the necklace. Depending on the prices, Gabrielle could probably pick up some smaller items as well, like a pair of the boots Thistle wanted or a belt like Timuscor was looking over. However, she didn’t know when the next treasure they might find would come, and she needed to save enough to get information about her axe. One of the names on Wiscomb’s list resided in Baltmur, meaning that if they continued on track after the Grand Quest, Gabrielle would have the chance to finally get some answers. The last thing she wanted was to find herself at the doorway to understanding only to lack enough coins to forge a key.
The wiser choice would be to heed Elora’s advice, choose smaller items that gave her greater versatility. But Gabrielle couldn’t quite forget the way her weapon had felt in her hand while charged by Grumph’s spell, or the terror in the cloaked man’s eyes as she tore after him with mighty swings. All that had changed was her raw strength, yet that fact alone had turned the tide of their battle. That too was versatility, in a way. At least, for a barbarian.
“Elora,” Gabrielle said, motioning to the display case holding her future necklace. “Would you get the clerk? I’m ready to make a purchase.”
*             *             *
Russell thumbed at the final section of the module, fighting with temptation for the umpteenth time in so many weeks. He’d never seen a sealed section of a book before, at least not outside of test packets in school. Yet this module had come with a sealed divider plastered over the final portion, a golden sticker with a perforated seam. On the very front page of that section—which was the only one visible—was a warning not to open it until his players had begun the Grand Quest, assuming they qualified.
There were no threats; no mystical runes or vague warnings about what would happen if he ignored the instructions. Just a simple missive to wait until the time had arrived. Oddly, that was what had stayed Russell’s hand every time he’d been tempted to rip through those perforations and see what lay beyond.
Had there been some hokum about curses or threats, he’d have dismissed the whole thing as flavor for the game and gone right ahead. It was the simplicity of it that held him back. Because while the module didn’t actually say anything would occur if he disobeyed, Russell knew that it would. Somewhere deep down, he understood that if he broke that seal before the time arrived, this would be the last module by Broken Bridge he ever laid a hand on.
Around him, strewn across the bed like the scribblings of a madman—which perhaps they were—lay dozens of notebook pages where Russell had written down as much of the module’s information as possible. If something changed, he’d wanted to catch it, in the hope that this time, there would be no smudge; he’d finally have proof. But none of the pages were new. Since the last few games, Russell had given up on trying to jot down as much minutiae as his hand could bear. If pressed, he would have probably said it was because he suspected that if the pages had smudged once, they would smudge again. That wasn’t the real reason, though. The real reason was something he was having trouble admitting, even to himself.
With every game they played, with every roll of the dice, Russell could feel something growing closer. Whether it was magic, resolution, or a full on psychotic breakdown was anyone’s guess, but it was getting stronger the closer his players got to the Grand Quest. Russell had stopped trying to capture or prove the magic of what he was experiencing, and instead had started to simply enjoy it. If there was something different at play, if this really wasn’t just another tabletop game module, then he only needed to keep the game going. Sooner or later, they’d stumble across another moment like Tim’s broken D20.
Sometimes, Russell wondered how many other GMs were out there in the world, staring at that same seal on their own modules, doing battle with temptation and losing the fight. There were already so few copies of this most recent adventure. With every seal being snapped apart, the number was probably decreasing. How many would even qualify for the next module, or manage to track it down? Hell, who was he to say there would even be a next module? Russell didn’t have answers, but he wanted them more than he’d ever wanted anything else he could remember. And there was a strong chance that as least some of those answers were inside the sealed portion of his book.
But they would only reveal themselves if he reached that section properly, Russell was sure of that much. Hard as it tested his patience, he set the book aside. This wouldn’t be his last struggle with temptation; it was only for now that he’d come out triumphant. Thankfully, there were few struggles left before the problem resolved itself.
The Grand Quest was drawing near, closer and closer with every game. It wouldn’t be long at all until Russell could snap into that perforated seal guilt free. Until then, he just had to prepare his players as best he could.
Whatever waited beyond that seal, it was sure to be one hell of a challenge.
 



Chapter 39
 
With each day that the Grand Quest grew nearer, the Hall of Adventurers grew crazier, Sylan’s breaks grew shorter, and decent lodging in the capital grew harder to find. By the time the day before the event arrived, adventurers were camping half a day’s ride from the city, only coming in to turn in quests and get new ones, hoping to accomplish one of the qualifying tasks in time. The city was awash in adventurers, who brought with them considerable amounts of gold. Prices had spiked so much that Sylan was forced to buy his basic necessities at the back door of a shop whose owner he had history with. She was willing to cut Sylan a deal but couldn’t be seen charging such a currently meager price in view of everyone else.
Much as he’d enjoyed the excitement at first, Sylan couldn’t wait for the Grand Quest to begin. It was the final day of preparation, and he hurriedly scarfed down his meager lunch before he had to report back to his station. Every counter was staffed by a clerk, with even Thurm filling in when no one else could. Despite that, the line of adventurers had stretched outside the hall’s doors since that morning. It might not have been so bad if the adventurers had only wanted to turn in their proof of quest completion and accept another. Unfortunately, the thing eating away most of their time was the arguing.
Since the deadline was tomorrow, more than a few adventurers had gotten it into their heads to try and convince a clerk to approve them for the Grand Quest, even if their accomplishments fell short. Some tried to argue that their past exploits garnered them the right to compete, while others felt the culmination of many lesser tasks should be equivalent to one of the more difficult ones that earned entry. A few had tossed subtlety out the window entirely, resorting to threats and bribery to try and get their way. Those were met with more active discouragement, as well as the kind reminder that some of the adventurers who qualified for the private staircase also worked part time to ensure peace within the Hall. That generally sent them scampering away, which was at least quick. It was the arguers who took so long and held everyone up.
Sylan saw Delsup, looking as though he were ready to keel over, step into the break room. The poor gnome had taken an earlier shift, and as a result, he’d been at a counter for nearly half a day straight. It was like looking into his own future, as Sylan had no doubt that by the time he was done, he’d look just as haggard and worn out. Supposedly the hall was going to have priests and mages brought in later in the day to invigorate those still working; although, if it was anything like the occasional free meals provided, they’d get the cheapest option available. No spell was going to restore what the last week had drained out of the clerks. Only rest and peace would accomplish that.
By the gods’ mercy, those would both be coming soon. After this day was done, the vast bulk of adventurers would pour out of the capital like water through a sieve, leaving the regular citizens behind. While those who failed to enter the Grand Quest would certainly linger, they would be spent too, having tried fruitlessly to qualify over the last few weeks. Sylan would be shocked if they dealt with more than a handful of adventurers for the next few days, meaning that they could relax and perhaps even take some time off.
It was a wonderful thought: a warm bed and no reason to rise from it. That image was all that kept Sylan going as he finished off the last of his meal and mentally braced to re-enter the fray. Just a few more hours. Come sunrise tomorrow, the Grand Quest would begin, and he would at last have relief.
Less than a day left until the big event finally started.
*             *             *
“A month isn’t enough time to teach anyone how to be a rogue. Neither is a year or a decade, for that matter. Being a rogue means a lifetime of training, always striving to stay one step ahead of those working to thwart you. But still, a month is a paltry amount of time to work with, even for someone with a half-decent foundation.”
So far as encouraging speeches went, Eric had heard many better. His old guard captain could have raised the dead with some of the monologues he’d delivered, though it had never had much effect on how Eric and the rest of the sentries performed. Elora’s words, while hardly galvanizing, were at least honest. Eric could appreciate that.
Standing before him next to a table that hadn’t been there when Eric went to bed last night, Elora stood a little straighter than usual. The day had been a normal one—more training, except that when he made it back from the latest tunnel of traps she’d set up, there were packages lying atop the table. Truth be told, Eric had almost forgotten that the Grand Quest was near until he saw what could only be presumed to be his new equipment.
“However, I will say this for you, Eric,” Elora continued. “You have a long way to go in your journey, and so much to learn it’s staggering, but you’ve proven that you do have the right to call yourself a rogue. Even if you insist on using an old short sword instead of something a little more thematically appropriate.”
“Like a rapier?” Eric asked.
Elora frowned and nodded to the table. “It’s not too late to return your presents, you know.”
“Didn’t the money for those come out of my share of the gold?” Eric countered.
“No one likes a backtalker. May I continue now?” Elora asked.
“By all means.”
Elora shot him a glare, and then resumed her proper posture. “As I was saying, in spite of your eccentricities, you have potential. You’ve built on some of that talent yourself, and together, we’ve refined a bit more of it here under the capital. Don’t for a minute think your training to be over, though. The moment you get complacent, the minute your mind stops whipping through the possibilities of what might be around every bend, you stop being a rogue. Usually, it’s a short transition from there to being either a corpse or a prisoner. No slacking off just because I’m not around to watch you, is what I’m getting at.”
“I understand.” Eric did, too. He’d seen firsthand how adaptive Elora had needed to be to keep herself—and the others—alive when they raided that mercenary base. More than once, the whole endeavor could have been lost if she were a touch slower or less observant. The mind and skills of a rogue were a pair of blades, ones that would rust if not constantly sharpened. This wasn’t like muscle, which would stay for a while once built. Eric would always either be moving forward or backward at any given moment. For a rogue, there was no such thing as standing still.
“You’d better understand. I can’t have the others gossiping about how a rogue I trained got captured by some low-level foot soldier on his first outing.” Elora moved to the side slightly, putting herself in easier reach of the table. “But I also can’t let you go out in that half-wrecked equipment. While we rogues might be greedy, we aren’t cheap, and we certainly don’t shy away from letting everyone know that we’re skilled enough to afford the good stuff. So, on that note…”
Elora pulled a medium-sized leather satchel out from behind her back and set it gently on the table. “Satchel of Containment. Inside, you’ll find your share of the standard issue stuff I got for your friends. You’ll need to fill it with the rest of your gold from the hall, like they are, since there’s no guarantee you’ll want to come back this way after the Grand Quest.”
This much, Eric had been expecting. Elora had detailed what she considered to be essential equipment after the shopping trip with his friends. She felt it was important he understand both what the basics were and how much they cost, in case anything needed replacing down the line. Of all the items, Eric was most excited about the headband that gave him dark-sight. His last outing had made him realize how handicapped he’d been by depending on light.
“Next up is your sword.” Elora unwrapped a lean bundle and plucked Eric’s short sword from within. “Driscol did the best he could with the actual blade, using some enchanted sharpening stones and oils to shore it up, but there’s only so much you can do with an already-forged weapon. He did, however, hit a small stroke of genius.” With a nimble twirl, she flipped the sword around so that Eric could see the pommel. It had been slightly reworked to allow the addition of a dark red gem.
“That little baby will drastically augment your sword’s slicing power for a short while. It drains fast and takes a day to recharge, though, so it’s not the same as having an enchanted weapon. Still, for a smart rogue, one good strike is more than enough.”
Eric accepted his blade from Elora and tested it in his grip. The balance was better, and the whole thing felt lighter in spite of Driscol’s addition. Whatever the smith had done, it was impressive. It wowed the mind to imagine how fine a sword he could fashion when starting from scratch.
“Next up, armor,” Elora said, moving to a large, covered bundle. “Veilpanther is well and good for missions when all you’re doing is scouting, but as you’ve seen, not even the best of rogues is assured the ability to avoid battle. When that comes, you want something a little more durable. For all that I can say about my former student, Holdram did have good taste, so I didn’t see any reason to let his gear go to someone who couldn’t appreciate it.”
Yanking the cloth aside, Elora revealed Holdram’s armor. Or at least, some of it. Holdram had been a larger man than Eric, and the armor had clearly been refitted to reflect that. Moving closer to the table, Eric remembered how well it had deflected the blows of even Elora’s enchanted weapons. Clearly, there was serious spell craft laid upon the black leather.
“I thought we agreed to sell everything from the base and add the gold to our haul,” Eric said.
“We did. I just ‘sold’ the armor to you at an exceptional discount. None of your friends objected, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“No, I didn’t imagine they would.” Eric ran his hands along the dark, thick armor. Despite its durability, it was surprisingly pliable. True, he wouldn’t have the same freedom as he did in the veilpanther armor, but this would stop more than rusty swords and dull arrows. “Isn’t black armor a little... sinister?”
Elora set her hand on the chest piece. “Undoubtedly, which is probably why Holdram had this aspect installed.” Seconds later, the color of the entire set shifted to a dull, unremarkable brown. After that, it become a drab gray, then a bold blue, and then faded back to black. “One mental command and the color shifts as needed. Makes it easier to blend in, regardless of your environment.”
“That does seem pretty handy,” Eric said.
Mentally running over what he knew about the armor and adding in this new aspect, there was no way he should have been able to afford it. Part of his evening training with Elora had centered on knowing what the cost of various goods and enchantments were, since it would be easy to get fleeced if he didn’t have a baseline to work from. Making a few guesses at the level of magic woven through the armor, there was no denying that its worth well exceeded what he’d earned from his share of the treasure. Elora was greatly underselling the amount of discount she’d given him.
“Next up is a classic for every rogue who undergoes this training.” Elora reached into the next-to-last pouch and pulled out a repeating crossbow almost identical to her own. “There’s nothing special about this one, mind you—at least, not in a magical sense. It’s just well-made and has calibrated sights. Should make hitting your targets a lot easier.”
“The others will be overjoyed to have someone else with ranged attacks.” Eric accepted the crossbow from her. It felt almost like a different weapon compared to the near-broken one he’d been training on: sleek, light, and freshly shined. He could hardly wait to test it out in the target range.
“Last, but far from least, a purchase inspired by your own paladin.” Rather than opening this one, Elora shoved it across the table, where it stopped a few feet from Eric. He reached in, unsure of what to expect. Once he was sure of what lay inside, he looked up with unmasked confusion.
“Boots?”
“Enchanted boots,” Elora corrected. “Speed and maneuverability are among a rogue’s most trusted allies. Holdram’s armor is going to slow you down a little, but those will make up for it, and then some. They also allow you to maneuver across a lot of surfaces and keep a strong grip for when you’re creeping across rooftops. I should probably also warn you, once those were purchased, you didn’t have much gold left.”
“Do I want to know?” Eric asked.
“Let’s just say you don’t really need an enchanted bag to hold what you’ll be collecting from the hall,” Elora replied. “But given what you’re facing, I assumed you’d prefer to survive without much gold on hand than die with a small fortune in your bags.”
“A very fair assumption.” Eric pulled the new boots free from their wrappings and began to remove his old, worn out ones. “Thank you for getting all of this for me. I don’t know that I would have made the right selections without your guidance.”
“Comes with the territory of being a teacher.” Elora had reached into her own satchel and was rummaging around. When her hand emerged, it held a parcel that was wrapped in white and gold paper. This wasn’t just something the shop had thrown over a purchase to keep others from seeing what she carried; this paper was stylized. Eric knew, even before she spoke, what it meant.
“All of that stuff was bought by you,” Elora said, setting the parcel on the table. “But this comes from me. A gift, something to remember your time with me by.”
Working slowly, Eric undid the white and gold paper, unwinding it bit by bit until the contents came into view. The most notable part was a leather-bound book with no title or markings on the outside. What remained was a series of glass bottles and tubes, along with elements Eric didn’t recognize.
“It’s a beginner’s guide to making your own accessories,” Elora explained. “Poisons, smoke screens, even stuff that explodes, that book will teach you what components you need and how to refine them. Make sure to store it in the enchanted bag so nothing gets broken, and also, try not to flash the book around. A lot of the information in there is frowned upon by certain kingdoms and law-enforcement personnel.”
“Does that include paladins?” Eric asked.
“Normally, I’d say yes, but with yours... well, Thistle doesn’t strike me as the type to condemn knowledge, only how you use it. And there are many ways to use that kind of information.”
With exceeding care, Eric stored every piece of the kit inside his new Satchel of Containment, parting with the book last. It vanished into the void as though it had never existed, yet he felt comforted by its presence all the same. “Thank you again, Elora. For the gift, for the training, and for not turning us in to get a bounty.”
Elora let out a small chuckle under her breath. “I didn’t really have a say in the last one, but all things considered, I’d say it turned out to be an interesting endeavor. Still, just so we’re on the same page, I hereby promise not to attack, impede, or share my knowledge of you with anyone else, meaning I can’t turn you in or pair with someone else to make them do it and split the money. And with that, along with all the other aid I’ve given, I consider our blood debt wiped clean. Do you have any objection to that?”
“None whatsoever.” Eric had known this was coming; Elora certainly wasn’t going to let him leave town with an imbalance between them. Some part of him had even speculated at the idea of trying to draw more from her, to press the advantage as far as it would take him. Ultimately, he’d realized how bad of a notion that was. Overextending his position with someone like Elora was extremely dangerous; even if he got what he wanted, she’d find a way to make him regret it. Better to part on good terms, with no animosity or grudges between them. Besides, in spite of everything he knew about her, Eric rather liked the elven rogue. He wasn’t sure if two rogues could ever truly be friends, but this was close enough to count by his standards.
“By Tristan, that is good to hear.” Elora leaned back and let out a long sigh. “You don’t even want to know how much I hate having one of those things dangling overhead. Don’t get me wrong, this really has been a fun change of pace, but I am more than ready to get back to my usual antics.”
“I’m sure there are nobles to rob and kingdom treasures to pilfer,” Eric said.
“No doubt about that,” Elora agreed. “Mostly, I just need to get ready for tomorrow, though.”
Eric suddenly felt as though the mood in the room had changed. It wasn’t aggressive or dangerous, yet all the same, it wasn’t as carefree as things had been mere moments before. “Tomorrow? Are you seeing us off?”
Elora chuckled again—this time, not so restrained as before—and shook her head. “You wish. No, I’m joining up with a party to head out on the Grand Quest. Or did you really think I’d pass up the chance for treasure and priceless artifacts?”
“Wait... but how? You’ve either been training me or with us the whole time. When did you have a chance to qualify for the Grand Quest?”
“Eric, I’m a skilled rogue with a reputation for doing good work. I just put out some feelers to groups that had already qualified, needed a rogue, and were willing to split the take. The hardest part was picking which party I’d join, honestly.”
With a soft thud, Eric fell into a nearby chair, trying to wrap his mind around what she was saying. “Why not just join us? You know we’d have taken you.”
Elora was far more graceful as she sat, producing nary a sound as she settled into her own chair. “A six-way split is a little lean for my tastes. I prefer to take home a third of the haul, a fourth at the very least. Besides, we’ve spent the last month working and training together. I thought it would be more fun to see how you did when I wasn’t there to lend a hand.”
“And being our competition was the best way to do that?” Eric asked.
“Probably not,” Elora admitted. “But it did seem like it would be the most fun.”
 



Chapter 40
 
The sun rose over dozens of groups standing idly in the street, their horses saddled and provisions packed as they waited patiently. No merchants tried to move their stands into position for the day, nor did townsfolk wander about taking in the sight. They knew that this was not a day that anyone, at least in this group, would be buying wares. And they were all certainly smart enough to avoid what would presumably be a stampede the moment the quest’s location was revealed.
Instead, the townsfolk stared out from cracks in doorways and scarcely-opened windows. They took stock of the weapons, armor, and magical implements worn casually by the adventurers. One enchanted trinket would be enough to feed and clothe a family for years to come, yet these people wore such grandeur as openly as a woven shirt. One group, huddled together near the edge of the crowd, concealed their appearance with matching cloaks. Whether they wished to keep their wares secret or simply hated attention was open to speculation, but as they were the least interesting party, few stares lingered on them.
The one universal accessory was the golden coin clutched in the hand of one member in each group. Too large to be a real coin, this was unmistakably a talisman. Rumor on the underground market said that if one could be taken, it would sell for several thousand gold. Of course, the same rumors also said they were useless in the hands of those who hadn’t earned them. No one knew the truth of it, really. It had been many years since the last Grand Quest, and, according to legend, no two were every quite the same.
As the rays of dawn broke past the buildings, bringing true light to the sky, the more keen-eyed observers noted that those giant coins began to glow: softly at first, so gentle one could mistake the shine for the early sun’s reflection, but with every passing second, the light intensified. Some of the adventurers cringed, as though the act of holding on to the token had become difficult. Metal striking ground rang out as a tall man in red robes dropped his to the ground, where it promptly melted into a pile of dark slag. Another fell, and another, as the coins became impossible to hold. Curiously, none of those dropping their coins looked wholly surprised, which seemed to answer the question of what happened to those who attempted to use a stolen one rather soundly.
In the seconds after the third coin fell, another sound filled the air. This was no harsh clatter, however. It was a simple pop, like an old joint being properly stretched. And then, with no more warning or fanfare than that, most of the adventurers were gone. Some remained, including all those who’d dropped their coins. None of those lingering seemed to have a coin of their own, at least not visibly displayed. It was no secret that a few of the adventurers who’d come up short were hoping to follow those that qualified and worm their way onto the Grand Quest by force if needed. It seemed that the organizers had wisely taken such a possibility into consideration. With a single burst of magic, there was no longer any trail to follow. The Grand Quest had begun, and only they with the right to be there were able to see the next step.
After a few moments, the sounds of movement filled the streets as the first vendors began dragging their stalls into position. There were surely going to be fewer customers today than in the weeks prior, but one never knew what disappointed adventurer might decide to buy some new items in the hopes of questing to regain their pride.
*             *             *
The world whipped by in a flurry of color, the gray streets of Camnarael suddenly replaced by the soft green of grass, the deep blue of unblocked sky, and the sharp red of a fire bursting up from a nearby mountain. That last one gave Thistle, as well as all the other adventurers around him, a long moment of pause. Some undoubtedly recognized the area; however, this was a new place so far as Thistle was concerned. They were some ways off from the mountain, meaning that the flame itself had to be of incredible height to manifest such a spectacle.
“Adventurers.” The voice came from both the coin in Thistle’s hand and a dwarf reading off a scroll nearby, just shy of the front of the crowd. Though it was hard to be certain through the mass of bodies, Thistle was almost positive that it was Thurm, the dwarf who’d helped them count and store their gold several weeks prior. Other heads turned to look toward him, while some merely glanced down at the coins.
“In my capacity as an overseer at the Hall of Adventurers, I have been chosen to set you on your task in the Grand Quest,” Thurm explained. Something golden glinted around his neck, most likely a magical device that allowed him to speak through the coins. “As you can see, we are at the far reaches of Alcatham. Beyond here is a dead land that acts as a buffer between our own kingdom and Urthos. Living in this stretch of godless existence are many fearsome, terrible creatures: horrible, hungry beings that would as soon turn you to food as smell you. Worse than those, tucked away amidst the mountains are the nests of dragon families. It is a nest of red dragons that has brought you all here today.”
Thistle felt his stomach churn, and all around him, other adventurers grew tense. Dragons were not easily trifled with, as they were massive creatures of scale and claw that also commanded considerable magic. If that weren’t enough, they were smart, prideful, and legendary for holding a grudge. Unless one had tremendous power, it was considered wise to deal with dragons as rarely and respectfully as possible.
“Until recently, the head of this nest, Rathgan the Fierce, held a treaty with Alcatham’s ruling council. In exchange for tribute, he and his brood left the kingdom untouched, allowed travelers to pass through his domain, and would even lend aid to Alcatham, in exchange for a fair price. However, in recent months, Rathgan has grown either bold or greedy. He and his ilk have begun attacking the outer settlements, as well as caravans traveling to the city. They have taken many taxes and items meant for the kingdom, which is why it has been deemed necessary to handle them.”
With every word out of Thurm’s mouth, Thistle liked the situation less and less. Alcatham wanted them to go after a nest of dragons? No wonder they’d framed it as a Grand Quest. Only a large group of powerful adventurers had even the slightest hope of accomplishing such a feat. From the side of his eyes, Thistle looked at Grumph, who was staring back at him. It would be a shame to come so far and flee, but as things stood, there was no sense in pressing on. Even if the artifact offered was a piece of the Bridge, it would obviously go to whatever party took off Rathgan’s head, and there was no chance of it being their group.
“Some of you will be wondering about the riches, items, and curious artifact listed as rewards for the Grand Quest,” Thurm continued. Clearly, whoever had written his words knew how to cut to the heart of an adventurer. “Those items are, in fact, only what Alcatham’s council knows for certain to have been stolen by the dragons. They lie somewhere in the nest, along with however much treasure the dragons have hoarded away over the centuries. Take whatever you like, with the thanks of the kingdom. However, know that the dragons will not part with their goods willingly. To earn the most splendid rewards, you will have to cut your way through Rathgan’s nest, and eventually face the great red dragon himself.”
Thistle tipped his mental cap to whoever had built this system. If they’d simply offered a reward for Rathgan’s head, then many of the groups would have immediately bowed out. Foolhardy as they were, any adventurer capable of qualifying for the Grand Quest surely had some idea of their own limits. Only fools and the mighty would press on if it they could succeed solely by slaying a dragon. Tempting them with treasure, however, changed the dynamic. There were certainly smaller treasures to be found before one encountered Rathgan or the more powerful members of the nest. They could delude themselves, trick their caution by insisting that they’d only go in as far as they could handle, and then flee. Perhaps the more cunning were even thinking of ways to find the most valuable wares without engaging a dragon at all.
Thurm was getting a little hoarse from all the talking, and he coughed into the hand not holding out the scroll. “For any concerned about your mounts, since they obviously can’t make it up a mountain, we’ve contracted local mercenaries to collect and herd them back to town for those willing to pay the fee. Of course, you’re welcome to simply leave your rides to fend for themselves, if you so choose.”
The adventurers muttered at this; however, Thurm continued without pause, clearly eager to be done with his spiel. “Now, should any of you decide that this quest is not for you, simply whisper the word ‘Return’ three times. The coins in your possession have been bound to your party as registered when you accomplished the quest that earned you a place here, or when you brought in new recruits to bolster your ranks. However, you must be close together for the magic to work. Near enough to touch is adequate. After you request to be freed, you and the party members near you will all be returned to the capital, and the coin will melt away. However, as dragons have magic as well, their mountain is warded to stop such spells. You must be off the mountain before you can use the coins to return. Aside from that, it will work once, at any time, to bring you back to Camnarael. Once you leave, there is no returning, so be certain you’ve truly taken all you wish before you abandon the treasure to the others.”
Adding a sense of competition atop the kindled fire of greed: someone had thought this out carefully. Clearly, the kingdom wanted to send a message, both to the dragons they dealt with and to anyone who saw Rathgan’s betrayal as weakness on the part of Alcatham. They wanted to wipe out the entire nest of dragons, and while there was certainly no guarantee of success, this many adventurers could make a good go of it. At the very least, they would show that Alcatham wasn’t to be trifled with.
“The kingdom urges you to keep in mind that dragons are wily, and they guard their homes well. Aside from the monsters roaming these dead lands, be wary of traps, magical and mundane, that might slow your progress. How and when you proceed from here is entirely up to you. So long as the treasures are pillaged and the dragons slain, we have no care for the methods employed. Skulk about, cast spells from the heavens, charge in with sword drawn, whatever you must do to accomplish the goals. Just remember: the pride of Alcatham and untold treasures both await you on that mountain.”
Thurm slowly lowered the scroll, rerolling it tightly, as if it was a borrowed tool he would have to return. “That’s all it says,” he added. “I think you’re all free to get started. The Grand Quest has begun.”
It wasn’t the most rousing of calls to action, but it did the trick. All around him, Thistle saw different groups of adventurers breaking off. Some rode right for the mountain, while others sought solitude in order to talk and plan. A few—far fewer than Thistle would have expected—took out their coins, whispered, and vanished.
Thistle motioned for everyone to draw close and follow him. Wordlessly, they fell into formation—Eric and Timuscor at the fore, Grumph and Gabrielle in the rear, and Thistle riding between to guide them along. He aimed the group slightly toward the mountain—where bursts of fire still stabbed into the sky—but off to the side. While he wasn’t set on running away just yet, it went without saying that they needed to discuss what lay ahead.
Beyond this patch of grass, they’d be gambling their lives on every step. And while it wasn’t a wager Thistle refused to make, he certainly wasn’t going to do so without some sort of plan.
*             *             *
“We’re raiding a dragon nest?” Cheri’s drink had frozen halfway to her mouth, stopped in the same place it had been while Russell read out the module’s dialogue using a poorly-mimicked dwarven voice.
He couldn’t blame her for being surprised. When the game started and he’d finally been able to break open the seal to see what came next, Russell had nearly fallen out of his chair. Even with a month in-game of almost nothing but questing for loot and bettering their gear, the party was in no shape to fight a real dragon, let alone one that was in charge of an entire nest. It was only as he’d flipped through the different routes possible, covering every possible way a party could progress and unearthing enough detail that Russell thought they could wing it if they had a unique solution, that he realized there was more to the task than it seemed at the outset. Yes, they were trying to steal from dragons, but there were certainly more ways to go about it than simply charging in with swords drawn.
“Wimberly would like to vote quickly and emphatically that we use the talisman to go home, be satisfied with the gold we’ve earned, and not look back,” Bert announced.
“Mountains... Gelthorn doesn’t love them, but they’re still wild and natural. Much better than the city,” Alexis said.
“Yeah, it would be a real nice group trip, except for the fact that fucking dragons live there.” Cheri punctuated the point by finally taking the swig from her drink.
Tim scanned the notes he’d hastily scratched out while Russell was talking. “Dragons are at the actual mountain. We have to cross monster-inhabited lands to make it there first.”
“Oh, well then, sign Chalara up. She’s always hoped to die in some beast’s gut. It was in her dream journal as a kid.”
“Wimberly and Chalara are one hundred percent on the same page,” Bert said. “This was worth checking out, but we have to recognize our limits. We’re still a pretty low-level party. Maybe, and that’s a big maybe, we can take a smaller dragon, something around a hatchling’s age. Anything stronger than that, and we’re screwed. Retreat is the better part of valor.”
“Just not one that I think we can use. Or, I mean, that I can use.” Tim was still staring at his notes, recalling the situation as it had been explained. “Russell, the dwarf said that these dragons weren’t just attacking traders and merchants, but also outlying villages, right?”
While he could have made Tim roll to remember precisely, Russell decided to just give it to him in the interests of keeping the game flowing. Besides, he already knew where this was heading. “That’s what the dwarf told you.”
Tim let out a long, weary sigh that seemed a little too heavy for him yet fit all the same. It was the sort of sound a paladin would make, one who had seen too many close calls yet had accepted that the duty he’d chosen would draw him into these situations time and time again. “Then Timanuel can’t run. Even if he can only do a small bit, he has to try and help. Otherwise, innocent villagers will keep getting hurt. Whether it’s slaying the dragons or reinstituting the peace, as a paladin, he’s obligated to protect those people however he can.”
“Some days, Tim, I really wish you’d just rolled up a knight,” Bert told him.
“I don’t blame you for that,” Tim replied. “But there’s no point in playing a paladin if I’m not going to let him act like one.”
Bert seemed to almost loom in the corner, his wide shoulders and tall frame hunched over his character sheet as he carefully assessed every trick in Wimberly’s restocked arsenal.
“Well,” he said at last, “since Timanuel can’t run, and we know our characters wouldn’t leave him, let’s talk strategy. We might have to at least try this quest, but there’s nothing in the paladin code that says we can’t be smart about it.”
*             *             *
“Dragons? They have so
much
gold.” Terry looked like he might actually fall out of his chair, he was leaning so far forward. Jamie met his enthusiasm with the usual unfailing smile, her book open to the freshly unsealed section and displayed directly in front of her.
“They also have claws, wings, fire, magic, and that’s not even accounting for the fact that we’ll be breaking into their lair, which is almost certainly warded and trapped,” Mitch said. “No wonder they had to make a big hoopla out of this. If they’d just put ‘infiltrate a dragon nest’ out as a regular quest, nobody would have taken it.”
“Yeah, but she made it sound like there are a ton of other adventurers also doing it, right?” Glenn asked.
Mitch nodded. Jaimie had kept the description brief but had definitely touched upon how many NPCs were around them. It was a weird setup, a little too like the game they’d played with Russell where things turned... strange. Once she’d gotten to the part of telling them what they were actually doing, though, it clicked. The NPCs were there as fodder so the party could infiltrate a dragon nest without having to fight every single dragon. Not a bad idea, really. It offered weaker characters the chance to have an epic experience without instantly dying or dealing with the tedium of endless battle.
“If every other ‘adventurer’ is supposed to have earned their way into this quest, then they probably have the corresponding gear for it,” Glenn explained. “So maybe we don’t have to actually fight any dragons. Maybe we just hang to the back, sneak around, find any NPCs or dragons on their last leg then finish them off and take whatever they’ve got.”
“Glenn, with ideas like that, you might have to roll a rogue next time,” Mitch said.
“Fuck that. Wizard is where it’s at. Raining hellfire and destruction on my enemies with only a few words,” Glenn replied.
“Well, get the hellfire ready.” Mitch rolled his die across the table without prompting. “That’s an eighteen for my Sneak check, Jaimie. Mitnan is going to motion to the others, and then slink off out of sight. We’ll find a good place to hide, and then start trailing a party once the herd thins out.”
If luck was with them, Mitnan and his crew might be able to get quite a haul before they had to use the talisman to get out of danger. That was the thing about a module using all these NPCs; they might create a cool atmosphere, but at the end of the day, they were just walking sacks of loot waiting to be claimed.
 



Chapter 41
 
“It almost goes without saying, but a frontal assault is out,” Thistle told them. The party had found a patch of bushes far enough away from everyone else to speak comfortably but that still allowed them to keep an eye out in case something happened. “Dragons are vengeful, powerful creatures, and even their young would be a hard fight for us. If we decide to do this, then our only option is to try and sneak our way through.”
“Which is also impossible, because dragons love traps.” Grumph had his arms crossed, his newly-crafted staff held in the crook of an elbow. Sitting atop of it was a dark canvas sack, hiding whatever accoutrement Grumph had added to the new tool. “We should turn back. The Bridge may not even be there.”
“Except that if it is, it’s currently in either the claws of a dragon who is about to have cause to go to war with an entire kingdom, or will end up in the hands of an adventurer with no idea what they’re actually obtaining,” Eric pointed out. “We don’t want another Aldron letting demons through, or worse, creating some other side effect we haven’t yet seen.”
“Aye, Eric is right. The risk is too great, and even if we take the Bridge piece out of it, I fear that, as a paladin, this situation demands at least some participation from me.” Thistle fidgeted with his armor. It was a small set that fit his gnarled bones perfectly, yet he’d refused to talk much about where he got it. The style was quite old, but presumably he’d had to get it on the cheap, so such things were to be expected. “Dragons are not known for using minions, which means there’s little chance of any secret passageways or entrances on their mountain—at least, not that I’ll be easily able to find. And while Eric has no doubt become far more skilled with traps, that won’t help us get past the wards.”
“For that, we need a mage more skilled than I.” Grumph’s eyes drifted downward as he spoke; he was almost certainly wishing he had the knowledge necessary to aid his friends.
Gabrielle’s hand moved, unbidden, toward the handle of her axe. “Actually, I think I might be able to get us past any magical barriers. I’m still in the dark about a lot of how this weapon works, but the one thing I did learn in Camnarael was that it has some sort of dispelling aspect. That’s why I’ve been able to cut through magical shields and constructs. No reason it wouldn’t get us through any dragon wards as well.”
“There are many reasons why it wouldn’t, not the least of which being that the more powerful enchantments you broke through left you injured,” Thistle reminded her. “Although I’m sure you weren’t planning on bringing it up, am I right to assume that using such power takes a physical toll on the wielder?”
She’d really been hoping no one would pick up on that; it was why Gabrielle had kept that tidbit of information a secret until this point. From the looks in everyone’s eyes, however, it was clear that they knew Thistle had struck the truth. Since there was nothing to be gained through denial, Gabrielle decided to simply counterattack instead.
“It does, though exactly how much is still something I haven’t figured out yet. But that’s why we have healing potions, isn’t it? So we can take the damage necessary and keep pressing on. Between those and your magic, I don’t imagine there are any wards we couldn’t make our way past.”
“Neither Thistle’s magic nor any potion can bring back the dead.” Timuscor had been silent as the plans were discussed, standing to the side with Mr. Peppers, who’d been outfitted with a small set of armor that matched Timuscor’s new plate mail. Now, his head was raised and his eyes were locked on Gabrielle. “The axe might take more than you can give without warning. Passing one ward in exchange for your life is a poor bargain by any measure.”
“Forgive me if I’m a little hesitant to take advice favoring caution from someone who perpetually puts himself in harm’s way,” Gabrielle shot back. “Look, right now, we’re all set on going forward, right?”
Slowly, almost begrudgingly, the others nodded their heads.
“Then all of this is just speculation. We know we aren’t going to try and fight dragons—that would be beyond even our usual degree of crazy. So the only way we’ll make progress is to try and sneak our way up that mountain. If we hit traps, Eric will deal with them. If we hit magic, then we’ll discuss the best option at the time. For now, we know we have the option of my axe. Whether we use it or not is something we can decide in the moment.”
It was a stalling tactic. She knew it, they almost certainly knew it, but that didn’t change the fact that Gabrielle was right. All the bickering in the world wouldn’t change the simple truth that they didn’t have a clue what they’d be facing on that mountain. And while it was easy for them to object to a theoretical situation where she would have to trade her health for the power to cut through magic, when a moment of need arrived, they might be much more agreeable to the idea. Even if they weren’t, Gabrielle would use her weapon anyway. There was only so much she could do for her friends; she wasn’t going to let something as paltry as getting wounded close off one of her few abilities.
“I suppose you’re right,” Thistle said, although his tone made it clear that he wasn’t happy about admitting that. “We needn’t worry about a potential problem until we see what we’ll be facing. For now, we press on and deal with each challenge as it arrives. But we do so as a team, with no one taking dangerous actions on their own.”
No one missed the implications of Thistle’s words—Gabrielle least of all. When the critical moment came, Thistle expected there to be a discourse over whether the risks to Gabrielle’s body were worth the potential gain of using such power. And so far as she was concerned, he was welcome to the discussion. She just wouldn’t be a part of it.
Gabrielle was a barbarian: she cut through things and bore her wounds until they drove her to unconsciousness. Just as Thistle couldn’t walk away from his duties as a paladin, she couldn’t shirk the ones she’d accepted. And with the strength of her enchanted necklace flowing through her, Gabrielle had a feeling she was going to be able to cut through quite a few of the party’s problems before she dropped.
Perhaps, if the need arose, she might even test herself against a dragon. But a small one, of course.
*             *             *
Elora was bored. Sitting on her horse, listening to the sorcerer and the knight whose names she’d barely bothered to memorize bicker about the best path forward (the sorcerer wanted to try and shield them from sight, while the knight seemed to have a burning desire to put down as many dragons as possible), Elora was reminded of why she rarely took these sorts of jobs. Regular adventurers were usually so dull. Their only way of thinking was to rush forward with no regard for their lives, or occasionally to use the barest of stealth skills to try and sneak around. Even then they only relied on stealth to get them into a good position from which to attack. It was as though the idea of slipping by an enemy had never dawned on them. Sure, there was gold to be made from dead opponents, but it was a poor return on time and effort compared to simply taking whatever one wanted without being seen.
The trouble with adventurers was that they had no crooked turns in their brains. A small few who took the path of the rogue held potential, yet even among those there was such a boringly straightforward mentality that Elora wondered how they’d survived so long. She’d forgotten that aspect, somehow. A combination of time away from these jobs and the last few weeks spent with Eric and his friends had robbed her of the memory. Weak and inexperienced as they were, at least they were interesting. Theirs were minds that embraced their twists and turns, finding more interesting solutions to problems than just to simply run forward and strike. Grumph’s throws of her vials had been a particular favorite of Elora’s, the memory bringing a brief smile to her lips before the sounds of bickering forced it away.
At least these two were powerful; given their equipment, their confidence, and the fact that they’d cleared a qualification quest with only the two of them, that much was obvious. And the share of treasure Elora had negotiated was ample: she’d be taking home a clean third of all gold and gems, with everything they’d have to sell being split for profit or put into a lottery among the three of them. Not bad for someone who hadn’t even helped them make it this far. Yet Elora wondered if perhaps she should have come in more aggressively. Dragons were certainly dangerous foes; however, she’d expected something on this level from a Grand Quest. No, the true enemy she had to grapple with was the endless, overpowering boredom that already had her leaning back on her horse, staring up at the early morning sky.
“Are you listening?” The knight was staring at her, his sapphire eyes pinched above those wide cheekbones.
“Not even a little,” Elora admitted. “Do we have a plan yet?”
“We will, as soon as you weigh in and agree that there is no sense is wasting the mana on a spell of invisibility when—”
Elora’s loud groan stretched on for nearly half a minute, until her breath ran out and she pressed her head into her horse’s mane.
All of a sudden, a six-way split didn’t seem quite so bad.
*             *             *
Five thousand gold had, admittedly, been a staggering amount of coin to pay per person for gear that wasn’t used to deflect attacks or strike blows. However, as their horses raced along the increasingly barren terrain, Timuscor could see why the cost may have been worth it. With the enchanted saddles affixed to them, each steed was moving far faster than they ever had before.
From his position in the rear of the formation, Timuscor kept a careful eye on his friends, as well as constantly sweeping the area behind them. He wasn’t especially worried about the other adventurers, most of whom were taking their own routes. Even his untrained eye could see that the equipment on him and his party was far below what most of the others were using. The one possible exception was Thistle’s armor. Mundane as it looked, every now and then, Timuscor thought he saw something twinkle in its gray depths, always just out of the corner of his eye. There was something unique about that plate, even more so than the way it seemed light as leather when Thistle moved. He wasn’t sure if the others had noticed, if they understood the weight of plate well enough to understand. True, the gnome’s lightness might be in part because of the boots, but Timuscor doubted it. One idea, a mad notion, kept reminding him of the meeting he’d sat through between Ulkin and Thistle, and the secret divulged within. Crazy as the thought seemed, Timuscor didn’t dismiss it completely. Bit by bit, he was learning to trust his intuition.
A sharp whistle came from up ahead where Gabrielle and Eric were riding in the lead. Eric’s hand rose upward to the sky, drawing Timuscor’s attention to a set of moving bodies at least a hundred feet in the air. Four of them, seemingly floating on some invisible platform, raced toward the mountain at far greater speeds than any horse, enchanted saddle or no, could hope to match. Timuscor had to admit, it did seem like a safer way to travel. Being off the ground meant not having to keep an eye out for monsters—or at least, the non-flying ones.
“Poor choice,” Grumph said from Timuscor’s side.
“Why?” Useful as the method appeared, Timuscor trusted Grumph’s judgment. If he thought it was folly, then clearly there was a reason Timuscor had failed to grasp.
“Dragons don’t like anyone prowling around their nest. They use more than just stopping wards. They stop teleportation, plane rifts, and... flight.” At Grumph’s final word, the party in the air suddenly stopped moving forward and plunged toward the ground at a rapid pace. They were much too far away for Timuscor or the others to do anything; their figures were barely discernable as they fell, vanishing behind a large hill on the horizon that barred Timuscor’s view.
“Do you think they’re okay?” Timuscor asked.
“With a mage who can cast such a potent spell, I’d assume they have enough magic or equipment available to endure such a fall,” Thistle called from over his shoulder. “Although, the dragons who noticed their approach might prove to be a more difficult challenge.”
Grumph let out a rough snort. “So much for surprise.”
“Oh, we were never counting on that, old friend,” Thistle replied. “Too many other adventurers with faster means of travel. No, by the time we arrive, the dragons will certainly know that they are under attack. This is, in fact, an essential part of our plan. If surprise is off the table, then chaos is the best camouflage one can hope for.”
Something stirred in Timuscor at those words. Blending in by using the fighting to their advantage, using the chaos as a tool rather than a detriment... he found he liked that idea. Quite a bit, actually. Unthinking, he reached out to the small pouch on his horse’s side where Mr. Peppers was carefully bundled and scratched the boar’s ears. Crazed as the battle ahead would no doubt be, they needed to survive these dead lands first.
Two short whistles from the front, and Timuscor forced his horse to slow down. That meant Gabrielle or Eric had spotted something potentially dangerous. The horses might not seem like prey, but the people on their backs would certainly register, which meant the party needed to be wary. If Gabrielle let out three whistles, Timuscor had to be ready to spur his steed onward. Caution was their first recourse, evasion their second, and combat was to be used only if all else failed. They couldn’t risk fighting random creatures on the way to the mountain—dealing with dragons would take all they had, and probably more.
Carefully, they rode around a small bend, and Timuscor caught sight of what had caused the front to grow wary. Scattered amidst the dust and gravel were scraps of clothing—a half-shredded bag spilling gold coins, a dark saddle, and a gleaming sword, all framed by bright crimson streaks of blood. Turning himself to keep a constantly moving field of vision, Timuscor caught sight of some shattered arrows not too far off. From the looks of their broken shafts and dented heads, he’d guess they struck something incredibly hard.
No one said a word as they silently crept along. The story told itself, and it wasn’t a pretty one. Their only hope was that whatever force had snared these earlier adventurers was either full or moving on to some new territory. Step by step, the horse’s hooves made their way along the bloody ground, every sound making Timuscor and the others grow more tense. His head was moving so fast as Timuscor scanned for the slightest sign of disturbance that dizziness began to swim at the edge of his mind.
It was thanks to their vigilance that the soft tremor didn’t go unnoticed, nor did the shifting of dirt from near the doomed party’s belongings. Something was there, nestled beneath the ground, growing impatient at their speed. Only then did Timuscor realize why the belongings hadn’t been entirely devoured: the creature was baiting them. It wanted others to draw near, to walk into whatever range allowed the mysterious monster to lunge out and ensnare them. The tactic could have easily worked, too. Timuscor could remember the ones he’d traveled with before his current party, how bold and reckless they were, especially when chasing treasure. They wouldn’t have even hesitated at the sight of goods prime for the taking, and their greed would have come with a heavy price.
Gabrielle and Eric swung the route wide, and Timuscor turned his gaze to their new path. Just because they’d spotted one monster didn’t mean the way ahead was clear. His hand rested on his sword, ready to react if something new appeared or the creature beneath the ground grew tired of waiting. It wasn’t until they rounded another bend and the battle site faded from view that he allowed himself a moment of relaxation.
Even that was tempered, however, as the ride forward started anew. The mountain wouldn’t take them that long to reach and every inch they traversed was perilous. Worse, the creatures they were hoping to avoid down here were nothing but prey and pests to the dragons that dwelled nearby. Truth be told, they might be better off meeting their end on the way to the mountain. Whatever else one could say about a hungry monster, it would offer a quick death.
Angered dragons weren’t nearly so kind.
 



Chapter 42
 
The sounds of battle reached them long before the sight. Screaming, explosions, horrendous roars that shook them down to their very bones. Noise echoed through the twists and turns of the uneven landscape, until at last they crested a hill and the chaos came into sight. Dozens of adventurers surrounded the base of the mountain, firing arrows and spells at several red dragons drifting through the air. Occasionally, one creature would sweep down and strike at a figure in robes with their bone-white claws, but most of them seemed to favor spraying the landscape with fire.
“Why aren’t they trying to charge past?” Eric asked. Despite their strength, the number of dragons was relatively small, and none of them were much bigger than a pair of oxen standing in line. Just at a glance, he could see several paths farther up the mountain, some even offering cover and perhaps leading into tunnels. There were too many adventurers to chase every one of them; if they ran all at once, the dragons would have to choose targets.
“The first ward.” Thistle nodded to a figure near the fringes of the battle, a robed woman standing just at the threshold of the massive mountain. Her hands were outstretched, and while they were much too far away to make out her face, Eric was sure that if they could, they’d see her casting some sort of spell. As they watched her work, a dragon took notice of her as well, flying over to spray her with fire and interrupting whatever task she was toiling on.
“I get it. These dragons aren’t actually trying to repel adventurers, as much as they are keeping the mages from getting through,” Gabrielle said. “Instead of fighting everyone who shows up, they just make certain the wards hold. Then the other dragons can pick off the few who get past.”
“Easier to hold a gate than repel an army from inside your walls,” Grumph added.
They were right, Eric could see that at a glance, and the realization disturbed him. Somehow, in spite of all he’d heard about dragons, he hadn’t been expecting them to use strategy. Eric had imagined that they would be like wild animals or demons, using pack tactics and wielding rudimentary magic at best. Whether it was hope or ignorance, he couldn’t afford such delusions. Mentally recalibrating, Eric tried to think of what their best option forward might be.
“If Gabrielle can cut through, then we could slip by them without staying in the battle for too long,” Eric said. “But once we were past, we’d stand out like fireflies on a starless night.”
“Precisely my thoughts.” Thistle looked a bit surprised, and something else as well, as he glanced at Eric. “Just because we have the ability to progress doesn’t mean it’s wise to do so. Not yet, at any rate.”
“Do we join the battle, then?” There was nothing hopeful or anxious in Timuscor’s face; he asked the question with hardened resolve and nothing more. Eric was rather thankful for the fact that, much as he might excel at combat, Timuscor never seemed to crave it, only turning to fighting when it was truly necessary.
“No, I don’t think there’s need for that, either,” Thistle said. “We’d be little help, anyway. Those who’ve taken the front lines of this fight did so because they knew it was where they were best suited. Better we hang back and wait.”
“For what? You think the dragons are just going to drop their ward out of kindness?” Gabrielle asked.
“Certainly not.” Thistle smiled, so small and quick that Eric wasn’t sure if anyone else had seen it. “However, I do know a thing or two about adventurers. This many, having come this far… they will not allow one lone ward to stand in their way. Just make sure you’re all ready to move. I can’t say for sure how it will happen, but when that ward comes down, we want to make sure we’re just a few more bodies in the wave of invasion. That’s our best hope for surviving the first obstacle.”
Eric and the others rode their horses off to the side, and then began to dismount and tie them off. They’d scarcely finished before a trio of people in dark armor appeared, scroll of parchment in hand, to ask if they’d like the animals brought back to Camnarael. Although none of the group knew if they’d make it back themselves, there was no hesitation as they forked over the absurd amount of gold demanded. These horses had served the group well, and no one wanted to abandon them in a place like these dead lands as thanks. With the bargain struck, they proceeded to quickly strip everything of value from the steeds—magic saddles included—and stow it all in their Satchels of Containment.
Once that was done, everyone took a spot in as concealed a position as possible. Eric willed his armor to be the same color as the gray stone around them. Stealth would be difficult in what was to come, but every little bit helped. Getting into a crouched position, Eric readied himself to run at a moment’s notice. He didn’t know what the signal would be; he merely trusted that he’d recognize it when it arrived.
As it turned out, he didn’t have to wait very long.
*             *             *
The dragons thought they were winning, which was all according to plan. Those scaly, over-confident jerks always thought so little of the ‘lesser races’ that it would never occur to them they were chasing decoys. While a few of the mages drew their attention by making overt attempts to create small holes in the magical wall, the majority of spell-casters were clustered together in a small zone of invisibility. Keeping the spell active in spite of the dragons’ magic and powerful vision was an arduous task, one that was severely taxing three of their number. Everyone else was focused on another task.
A massive blast of dispelling magic was gathered in the hands of the strongest mage present, a half-elf wizard whose entire face was covered in sweat. It was all he could do to hold the magic together, yet he finally nodded to the next person, a gnome warlock who began to merge her spell with all the others.
Making a hole in the ward was a poor solution; that had been obvious at the outset. What they needed wasn’t a gate where they’d be funneled through and easily picked off. No, their only hope was to bring down the whole damn wall. That was why nearly every mage, every wizard, sorcerer, warlock, spell-dancer, shaman, and other oddball casting profession had gathered up to pool their attempts. Casting small dispelling blasts would only have drained their mana and made minimal difference. Pooling their efforts, on the other hand, was another matter entirely. With one collective shot, they stood a chance at succeeding with a task that would have been impossible individually.
The elf swayed a bit on his feet; unbeknownst to the others, his vision had gone blurry. Containing this much magic, keeping it shaped and focused, was taking every bit of focus he possessed. He’d be leaning heavily on his party for a few minutes after this was done. Hopefully, there would be places to rest as they made their way up the mountain.
“One. More.” His teeth were gritted together so hard that the words came out more like grunts. A blonde female sorceress stepped before him. Her spell was smaller than some of the others, but extremely focused and precise. It merged easily into the central mass, and she quickly backed away, pumping her arm once in triumph.
That was it; the mass of energy might be able to hold more, but the elf couldn’t. Either they used this now or risked loosing a concentrated blast of wild magic. With a few shaky steps forward, the elf aimed. An earlier spell allowed him to see the weave of magic wrapped around the base of the mountain. It was well-done: picking it apart to create a hole would have required quite a lot of time and concentration. However, as his group’s barbarian was prone to pointing out, there was no need to pick the lock of a door you could kick down instead.
Pulling his hands up, the elf didn’t so much cast the spell as let it burst free. The blue-white energy surged forward, obliterating the invisibility woven around them without even slowing down. It hurtled through the air, smashing into the dragons’ ward with a horrible sound unlike anything the elf had ever heard. It was as though the very fabric of the universe was screeching in pain as two potent forces of magic clawed against one another to see which survived. Then, it was over, and the elf could see that only flickering remains of the ward lingered where a once impervious wall had stood.
Screams, this time of triumph and command, bubbled up from his surrounding mages, letting the others know that the path ahead was clear. Sparing just a moment of time, the elf glanced upward at the dragons still circling. Their inhuman faces were usually difficult to read, but it was impossible to mistake their surprise and anger at being outsmarted for anything else.
Tired as the elf was, that sight alone almost made it worth the effort.
*             *             *
The sound was like nothing Eric had ever known. It made his ears ring and filled his eyes with visions of things quickly, and mercifully, forgotten. Yet, terrible as it was, the noise was also beautiful in what it signified. He was moving almost as soon as it ended, feet pounding across the rough ground mere moments before the cheers of triumph began to fill the air. Pumping his legs as hard as he could, Eric threw a quick glance back and realized that he’d far outpaced his friends. In the franticness of the situation, Eric had managed to forget that he was wearing the enchanted boots Elora had gotten him. He slowed his pace, just a touch, and then realized with a start that the others were all moving as a collective mass. Everyone, including Thistle, was keeping up with one another. It was a strangely reassuring sight to watch their paladin moving in lockstep with everyone else, no longer relegated to the back or having to be carried by Grumph.
With one motion, Eric pulled his crossbow free, ready to fire on any dragons that tried to attack him or his friends. Nice a tool as it was, Eric was under no delusions that it would actually be enough to bring down such creatures. No, his best hope would be to draw one’s attention, and then use his new speed to keep out of reach while the others made it to safety. That was Plan B, though. Ideally, they’d all make it through the initial rush and figure out something to do from there.
Keeping a few feet ahead of the others, Eric watched the skies, even as the area around him grew thick with bodies. It seemed they hadn’t been the only adventurers who’d decided to linger in the shadows and wait for an opportunity. More than even his careful eyes had spotted were pouring out from every rocky outcropping and craggy space in the area. Above, the dragons circled, raining down fire as fast as they could, but still not managing to do more than slow small sections of the assault.
It was complete and utter madness, though Eric found he didn’t mind it at all. There was something almost comforting about being so surrounded by other adventurers. Last time he’d seen a mass of them grouped together, Eric had felt like an outsider trying to play a part. Now, he was one of them, and he knew it down to the deepest core of his being. They were in this together, at least for the moment, and that made the challenge seem a little more manageable.
Eric allowed himself to slow a bit more so the others caught up to him completely. There was no point in running ahead now; they were too packed in. Even if he wanted to use his plan to draw fire, he’d never be able to fight his way through the crowd. No, all they could do now was pray that none of the dragons’ random attempts to stop the attack landed on them.
For a moment, it seemed as though their luck would hold. They and the crowd made it up the first initial incline of the mountain to where a half-dozen small paths branched off in different directions. With no idea about the area’s topography, any route was as good a guess as another. Eric made his way down one that ran more sideways than vertical across the mountain. Those climbing higher were getting more attention, so it seemed a safer shot to try and slip by this initial conflict zone and then try and make their way higher. Unfortunately, they were only a couple of steps along that path when the dragon swung into view.
It all happened so fast, Eric couldn’t bring himself to react. The scaly red snout parted, revealing a row of teeth, each sharp as any blade. He could already see the flames gathering inside its throat, about to come pouring out all over them. Eric’s mind whirled, trying desperately to think if anything they had was fireproof.
Not everyone had frozen, however. A pair of daggers flew through the air, farther than any normal knife could have soared. One bounced uselessly off the dragon’s scaly cheek before vanishing but the second whipped past the row of teeth and sank into the roof of the beast’s mouth. While there was no way the attack had adequate power to do any real harm to the dragon, it was startling enough to make the beast shut its mouth in reflex. The blast of flames became a sputter of sparks and smoke that leaked out through the dragon’s shut teeth.
It was a moment of victory, albeit a short-lived one. The dragon glared down at them, its yellow eyes focusing on the one who’d thrown the dagger. Eric raised his crossbow, trying to line up any sort of shot before the inevitable happened, but the dragon was far faster than anything its size had a right to be.
With a single tuck of its wings, it went into a dive, zipping downward. Eric could see the others moving—Timuscor trying to raise his shield in time, Gabrielle positioning her axe, and Grumph tugging on the bag atop his staff. Only Thistle accomplished his reaction in time. The gnome ducked down, exposing his armored back and covering his head. It was a smart move, if they weren’t going up against a damn dragon. The only upside was that he was too small a target to be easily hit by the dragon’s claws. Sadly, the same could not be said for its barbed tail.
The tail whipped through the air, nothing more than a red blur as the dragon swept past, then crashing down on top of Thistle’s small form like it was trying to hammer him into the ground. The clang that rang out made Eric’s heart skip the next few beats. Even if his armor had survived that attack, there was no way it had absorbed enough of the blow to keep Thistle safe. Evidently, the dragon agreed, as it flew upward once more, eyeing a second wave of adventurers just beginning their charge up the mountain.
Eric’s hand was in his bag, digging for potions and praying to any god listening that it wouldn’t be too late. When he arrived, what greeted his eyes was not the spray of blood and viscera of battered gnome he’d been expecting. Instead, he found Thistle slowly pulling himself to his feet, looking shaken but otherwise uninjured. What was more shocking, the armor on his back didn’t have so much as even a scratch left by a dragon’s tail, let alone a massive dent. Eric opened his mouth to ask the first of what would be so many questions, but Thistle shook his head.
“Later. When we’re safe.” With that bare acknowledgment of the miracle that had just taken place, Thistle resumed his race along the mountain path, followed quickly by the others, who were almost all wearing expressions just as shocked as Eric’s. The lone exception was Timuscor’s somber, knowing expression, which only made the situation all the more curious.
Much as he wanted answers, there was nothing to be done for it. With adventurers all around and dragons in the sky, any discussions would have to wait. But they would be happening; Eric would make quite sure of that.
Until then, he hurried forward, crossbow at the ready. At the very least, he wouldn’t let them get taken by surprise again.
 



Chapter 43
 
“You inherited the armor of Grumble’s first paladin and didn’t feel the need to share that with us?”
Eric’s voice came out strangled as he worked to keep his tone below a whisper. They’d managed to find a small cave after a half hour of hurriedly racing along the mountain’s side and had agreed that the time had come to lay low. The other adventurers would no doubt press on with more overt attempts to rise up the mountain, but their party was better off taking a path of caution and stealth.
Thistle’s eyes darted over to Grumph, probably hoping for support, but the half-orc merely shook his head. Eric was right to be incredulous. While they’d always given each other space to keep their own secrets, something like this was well out of bounds. Truthfully, Grumph was a little hurt that Thistle had failed to share the secret with even him, which made it all the easier to refuse him support. It was petty perhaps, but Grumph felt he was entitled to at least the occasional vice.
“I felt that perhaps it was best to remain mute on the subject until the full implications were understood,” Thistle said finally. “So far as I knew, it was simply a very old set of armor that magically reshaped itself to the wearer and rebuffed most others who attempted to claim it.”
“You left out the part where it protected you from a direct attack from a dragon,” Gabrielle reminded him.
“Information I didn’t have earlier on. And besides, it was a young dragon.” Thistle scooted back and leaned his head against a small formation of rocks. Though he was putting on a brave front, Thistle hadn’t escaped the blow entirely unscathed. Grumph was sure that if they pulled back the armor, they would see bruising up and down his crooked back. Still, compared to what the strike should have done, that was a paltry souvenir of the encounter.
“Listen... I don’t know specifically why I didn’t tell you. Probably because I knew the questions you’d want to ask me—the same ones I’ve been wrestling with myself—and I simply don’t have any answers,” Thistle told them. “Does this armor come with another duty or destiny? Does it mean Grumble has some special plan for me? Was it truly as simple as a thank-you gift from a fellow paladin? What, exactly, can it do? And that’s merely scratching the surface. At present, the only thing we know for certain is that it’s old, magical, and durable but not invincible.”
“Looked pretty invincible to me,” Eric muttered, just loud enough for everyone to hear.
Thistle tapped his breastplate gently enough to not produce sound but firmly enough to make sure everyone could see the spot he was gesturing to. There, right in the middle, was a small discoloration in the metal. “Before it reformed, the armor had a hole right here in the center. It’s where a sword was driven through, past all the protections and into the first owner’s heart. I saw it happen in a vision Grumble sent me in Briarwillow. Now, while we may have no idea what sort of enchantments were on that blade, at the very least this scar is a good reminder that the armor is not invincible. No magic is. For every enchantment, there’s something else out there more powerful or wily that can see it undone. While I’m certainly thankful that this can withstand a tail strike from a young dragon, I’m not going to be so foolhardy as to start thinking myself invulnerable to harm.”
“I suppose the armor wouldn’t have been much help against a dragon’s fire.” Eric seemed somewhat mollified, if still not happy about being kept in the dark.
“Speaking of which, I don’t think anyone has congratulated you on that throw yet,” Gabrielle said. “Nice aim, Thistle.”
The gnome bowed his head in thanks, then touched two of the four daggers strapped to his chest. “A few well-crafted enchantments, and they flew as though there was no weight at all. What a difference magic makes.”
That was certainly an understatement. Grumph had seen all of them getting used to their new abilities—Eric moving faster than he realized, Gabrielle leaving small cracks in the ground when she reacted too quickly, Timuscor’s relentless constitution despite the weight of his armor, and Thistle’s ability to keep up with the others. Grumph was almost positive he’d been the only one to catch the unmitigated joy on Thistle’s face during the first part of the charge, the almost childlike wonder at doing something as simple as keeping pace with his friends.
It certainly wasn’t as though Grumph couldn’t feel the effects as well. His own armor had given him an extra layer of security, and that was nothing compared to the power emanating from his staff. Grumph had been practicing with it for days before they left, meditating and training to truly understand the implement’s abilities. He’d put every gold he could afford into its construction, choosing to get something custom to his needs rather than premade. It had upped the cost considerably, but the result was a staff hardy enough to endure even Grumph’s rough treatment. Plus, it had allowed him to incorporate something special, the element still tucked away beneath the canvas bag. That part was bound to stand out, and there was no sense in drawing any more attention than needed.
“What do we do now?” Timuscor asked, breaking the silence that had settled over their refuge. “I know we have to get higher. I’m just not sure I understand how long we’re supposed to wait here. And when we leave, how do we avoid the dragons?”
“We keep low and silent and hope our luck holds,” Eric said. “Right now, the dragons are chasing the bulk of the adventurers, who are probably going a lot farther up than we did. With the ward on the bottom of the mountain broken and most of the assailants already here, the dragons will fortify higher up, trying to focus on the largest mob of bodies. If we trail behind, we should be able to stay largely unnoticed, since we’ll be hitting sections long after the crowd has broken through.”
“Great plan, except for the fact that we’re trying to get the big prize,” Gabrielle pointed out. “Kind of hard to do that if we’re the last ones to the treasure vault.”
Thistle shifted slightly, trying to find a comfortable position to rest his back. “You’re both right, in a way. Eric’s plan is sound for at least the first part of our journey. As we rise higher, however, I’d wager the number of adventurers will decline, and rather steeply at that. Some will fall in battle, others will find small caches of treasure and wisely decide to quit while they’re ahead. Only the truly determined and powerful will make it all the way to the top, where we assume Rathgan has hidden away the most prized of the stolen riches. We should be able to trail safely behind for the rest of the day. After that, I doubt our journey will be so easy. The one thing working for us is that this mountain is massive, and there are only so many dragons. With the flood of adventurers causing confusion, we’ll be hard to find.”
“And if we are discovered?” Grumph had a hunch he already knew what the answer was, but the question still demanded asking. Although he might not have spent as much time with adventurers as Thistle, Grumph understood that planning for failure was an essential part of staying alive. It would be nice if they made it up the mountain without being discovered. It just wasn’t something they could reasonably count on.
“Depends on who discovers us, I suppose,” Thistle said. “If it’s a dragon about the size of what we saw, then we stand a fighting chance. Any larger than that, however, and escape becomes our only chance at survival. Everyone run onward as fast and hard as you can. So long as there is one dragon, the task might still be doable. More than that, and you should make for the base of the mountain and teleport to safety.”
“I don’t see why the number of dragons matters; one can sound the alarm as easily as two,” Gabrielle said. “And it’s not like we’ve forgotten that you can’t run from evil or protecting people. We’re not going to head for freedom and abandon you.”
“You misunderstand me.” Thistle shifted forward, evidently having given up on finding something as impossible as comfort in the small cave. “The reason I said that you should run higher if there is only a single dragon and lower if there are more is that I can distract a single dragon. Not for long, mind you, but I think I can buy enough time for you to at least find a hiding spot. Two or more, and they’ll give you chase, meaning teleportation is your only hope. But, as you pointed out, I can’t run. If we are discovered by an older dragon, then my life is lost, Gabrielle. That is the burden of a paladin. At the very least, I hope to be able to spend those final moments saving the rest of you.”
“But... you can’t…” This time, it was Gabrielle who looked to Grumph for support; yet again, he shook his head. Thistle was right. They’d all seen firsthand what occurred when he ignored his intuition about evil and duty. Grumble had pinned him to the ground right in the middle of a street, not releasing Thistle until he promised to see the job done. Whatever personal reason they’d had for coming this far, the fact remained that Thistle had stepped into a situation where innocent people—merchants and villagers—were in need. Until it was resolved, he couldn’t back down.
Death or victory. It was the paladin’s creed, burden, and eulogy all rolled into one.
*             *             *
“That was awesome.” Tim was staring at the map so hard Russell almost wondered if he could see through it to the world where their characters dwelled and a truly amazing moment had just occurred.
It had been touch and go for several minutes there. If Cheri hadn’t rolled so high on her spell, if it were even a bit sloppy, then the energy could have overloaded and exploded across the mages rather than breaking through the barrier. Even after that, they’d been in a group with a pair of dragons, swooping down as they rained fire and attacks. Gelthorn’s enchanted arrow had been their saving grace that time, the vibrant blast of multi-colored energy blinding their assailants long enough to get the party clear. Of course, they were still exposed, at least until Wimberly had used a pair of strange spectacles to find a small tunnel that led steeply upward. The NPC adventurers had followed them deeper into the mountain until they arrived at a small cavern leading back outside. The entrance was too small for a dragon to squeeze past, which meant they had a few minutes to rest and regain their bearings before pressing on.
Down only one spell and an enchanted arrow: that was about as good as they could have hoped for in getting past the first part of the mountain. Russell could see the tables he’d been rolling on, and there were plenty of different ways it all could have gone. They’d been smart and more than a little lucky. But there was still a whole lot of mountain to scale.
“Okay, everyone, since the cavern echoes and you’re all crammed in, you can hear some of the other adventurers talking about moving out the exit soon,” Russell told them. “No Hearing checks needed for something that loud. They want to work together, for the moment, and press on as a group. Whether you go with them or not is completely up to you.”
“The more meat-shields between Chalara and the dragons, the happier she is,” Cheri said. “I say we stick with the big group until it’s time to break off.”
“There’s merit to strength in numbers,” Bert agreed. “But a smaller unit can also move about far more easily. If we’re with the mob, we’re going to draw attention, which means more fights with dragons.”
“Winnable fights, you mean,” Cheri shot back. “If we’re on our own and a dragon finds us, how well do you think we’ll do?”
“Gelthorn reminds you both that prey can win by being swift or strong, but the chance to be strong is a fleeting one on this mountain.” Alexis’s voice boomed, as it always did when she was speaking through her character. Well, outside of cities, anyway. City-Gelthorn wasn’t much louder than Regular-Alexis.
“Timanuel is with Gelthorn. We can always break off later if we want to. Once the crowd leaves, that’s it for our chance to fight as part of them. Better to see if this strategy works again, and then try something different if we need to.” Tim paused, looking over the map once more. “Besides, Timanuel isn’t much good at sneaking around or being mobile. I think he’s more useful in battle. At least this way, we can make a difference.”
All eyes turned to Bert, who had developed a small crease between his eyes as he pondered the situation intensely. “You all make good points, but can we hang to the back of the group at least? Front is out for obvious reasons, and Wimberly wouldn’t want to get penned in by bodies in the center.”
“Bert, if the dragons come, you know Timanuel can’t run away,” Tim said.
“No, but you can run around. Reposition, strike from the sides, put your back to a wall.” Bert ticked the ideas off his fingers one by one. “Being unyielding isn’t the same as being inflexible. I get the duty of the paladin, I really do, but there’s nothing in the rules saying you can’t fight smart as you make your heroic final stand.”
Tim paused for several moments, carefully considering the point. “Timanuel is fine with that idea, I think. The point is to defeat the evil, after all.” That established, Tim and the others looked to Russell, who in turn glanced down to consult the module on what happened if they waited for the NPCs.
“After five minutes, the group begins forming up near the entrance, preparing to head back out onto the mountain. Though you don’t see any dragons right outside, you can hear the distant sound of roaring as it echoes through the air.”
*             *             *
“I thought there would be more dead.” Terkor flipped over a burned corpse. The armor was toast and the coin bag melted clean through, making the metal inside largely worthless. He still stripped the purse from the body and tucked it inside his enchanted bag. Every copper mattered, after all.
“This is only the first obstacle. With how hard it was to be part of this quest, it wouldn’t make sense if everyone died so soon.” Mitnan poked at a body with his axe, making sure it was truly dead. There was nothing on it he wanted to take, but if they could find someone capable of talking, they might get an idea of what other adventurers—and more importantly, their items—had made it past this point.
“Now what? Do we just wait here until the dragons come back?” Glezidel was getting blood on his robes as he slit the throat of an already dead dwarf. One could have argued that this was practical, since blood fueled the magic of his recently purchased knife, but that would be ignoring the fact that Glezidel bought it because it offered him an excuse for exactly this sort of behavior.
Mitnan stared up at the looming mountain, noting the sounds of dragon roars echoing in the distance. “No, I think we hung back enough. Let’s start making our way up. Something tells me that by the time we get there, we’ll find plenty of bodies to loot.”
 



Chapter 44
 
No one said a word as they stared at the narrow ledge, the only support that would save them from plummeting a hundred feet down directly into what looked like sharp rocks and sun-bleached bones. The route they’d chosen had seemed like a blessing for the last hour, allowing them to make steady progress and proving mercifully free of dragons. Only now, staring across the chasm, did they understand why their path had been so unguarded. It was because the dragons didn’t need to worry about anyone going this way. Assuming the mountain was still warded against spells of flight, there was no way to cross except for trying to balance on the slim ledge that ran unevenly along the mountain’s side. It would be crazy for a normal person; anyone in armor may as well hurl themselves down to the bottom now and save the time.
“Do we go back?” Timuscor leaned slightly over the edge as he spoke, poking the open air, no doubt in the hopes that it would prove to be only an illusion. As his hand passed through, it became clear that there was nothing separating him from a drop that was if not certain death, at least enough to leave him crippled and trapped until a dragon happened to snap him up.
“We could, but there’s no guarantee the next direction we choose will offer an easier obstacle,” Thistle told him. “Plus, the longer we take, the greater the chance of being spotted by dragons.”
“Well, I’m not sure how you plan to make it across,” Eric said. “Keeping my armor on, I might be able to get over, although that would be a heck of a challenge. But I can’t see the rest of you pulling it off, no offense.”
“Aye, you’re right there. And in a place this dangerous, we can’t risk the time or exposure of removing our armor.” Thistle pulled at one of his bracers, testing how well it held and how easy it would be to remove.
Eric walked slightly ahead, testing the first part of the ledge with his foot. “Even if we could ditch the armor, this is a narrow foothold. Anyone could slip at any time.”
“Which is why we’ll all be tied together.” Thistle reached into his bag and produced a long rope as easily as if it had been waiting right atop the pile. “And our anchor will be Gabrielle’s axe. Given her current strength, I’m assuming she can drive the blade deep enough into the rock to serve as an anchor. Gabrielle, what do you think?”
In response, Gabrielle pulled her axe from its sheath, held it high overhead, and slammed it down into the rocky ground with a mighty blow. The weapon’s head vanished partway into the stone, and Gabrielle’s first few tugs failed to pull it free. Only when she braced herself and pulled with her legs did the axe finally unsheathe itself from the ground. “I can do it, sort of. Lodging the axe is no problem at this angle, but I doubt I can get such a good swing while clinging to a ledge. Same issue with pulling it out—no way I can manage that one-handed without going tumbling over the side.”
“Then I suppose our ability to cross will depend on just how specific—and powerful—the dragon’s wards are.” Thistle turned to Grumph, who’d already brought his staff to the ready. “What do you say, old friend? Same spell as in the catacombs?”
“Worth trying.” With no more assurances than that, Grumph walked over to Gabrielle and held out his staff. Words could be heard yet not understood as he muttered gently, gesturing with his free hand. After a few seconds, he pressed the high-middle of the staff, just below where the canvas sack ended, against Gabrielle’s forehead. The air seemed to crackle with energy, and a small glow rippled across her.
“I think it worked.” Grumph’s voice was raspy, like he’d just hauled a dozen kegs up a set of stairs one after the other. “This is a small spell, one target, easier to focus than something like flight. You’ll have to test it to be sure.”
Gabrielle didn’t need any more instruction than that. She knew exactly what Grumph had thrown on her; it was the same enchantment she’d used to get the drop on a priest of Kalzidar. Stepping over to the sheer edge of the mountain, Gabrielle lifted her left leg and pressed it against the vertical surface. As she moved her right leg from the ground, her left stayed in place, bound to the wall by Grumph’s magic. She climbed up several steps, and then took a test swing with her axe. It went in, just as it had on the ground, and with some effort, she was able to pull it free.
“Looks like we’re good,” Gabrielle called.
“Wouldn’t it be easier to have Grumph cast that spell on all of us?” Timuscor asked. “That seems a far safer way to pass through.”
“This obstacle, yes,” Thistle agreed. “However, we have only just begun our climb, and casting on each of us would considerably drain Grumph’s mana. So long as we have a mundane solution, better to use it and conserve our wizard’s magic for further down the line. Not to mention, casting against the dragon’s wards seems to have taken a toll on him.”
Although Grumph still stood tall and strong, there was no denying the fact that he was leaning on his staff a little more than should have been strictly necessary. Nevertheless, he let out a derisive snort at their stares, as if to say he was offended at even the idea that he could be tired by one measly spell.
“Gabrielle, come back so we can tie the rope to your axe,” Eric said, waving at her to move back down. “Everyone else, stow as much of your gear in the satchels as you can. The sooner Grumph can stop sustaining that spell, the better off we’ll all be.”
The party, save for Gabrielle, began to gather every loose item on their person as quickly as possible, stuffing it all into their enchanted bags. Speed was of the essence. If a dragon found them in the precarious position of crossing the ledge, they were almost certainly dead. The only upside was that at least that end would be swift and hopefully painless. It was a poor consolation prize for success, though, one no one in the party wanted to claim.
*             *             *
The dragon’s jaws snapped down, closing on a shield that refused to bend. Before it could recover, a gleaming longsword all but dripping with enchantments drove through its head, piercing its brain and sending the massive creature slumping to the ground. Yanking his weapon free, the knight spun around, ready for any that dared try to assault him. What he found was the sorcerer and Elora, standing patiently nearby as they waited for him to finish.
“Three minutes for a pair of hatchlings?” The man in robes clucked under his tongue. “Come now, Everett, you can’t expect to grow your renown if that’s the best you can do.”
“Perhaps, Agrut, if you’d been so kind as to throw a little magic my way, I might have been able to deal with the situation more quickly.” The knight pulled a silken fabric from his pack and wiped the dragon blood off his sword.
“Ah, but then who would have guarded our rogue? Dead women can’t very well disarm traps. Speaking of…” The sorcerer turned to Elora, the humor leaving his eyes as they fell upon her. “I believe I saw a small chest amidst this pair’s hoard. Shouldn’t you be making sure it’s safe for opening?”
Elora was tempted to tell this asshole that hatchlings had neither the expertise nor the wisdom to trap their hoards well; the collections of gold and jewels were usually nothing more than castoffs from the older dragons. But, seeing as the knight had just slayed a pair of dragons, albeit young ones, she felt a mild inclination to prove her worth. The last thing she needed was either of them getting the idea to renegotiate their contract. Not that they’d have quite the upper hand they imagined; she’d seen to that at breakfast. Still, a pleasant working relationship was better than a strained one, at least until it was time to see the treasure divided.
Walking over with a great show of care, Elora examined the small mound of coins and jewels, most of them worth little more than a few silver or perhaps a gold piece. The chest was hardy and well-constructed, but ultimately simple. It was meant to keep anyone from easily taking what was within, not actively repel them. She pulled out a few tools and unlocked it in seconds, then spent another full minute pretending to fiddle with the lock. In practice, she found it never a good idea to let anyone know exactly how skilled she was or to make her tasks look easy. If the work seemed simple enough, the stupid and arrogant could get ideas that they could do the same without her. That sort of thought never ended well, so it was best to avoid it all together.
“This was a tough one,” she said at last, pulling open the chest’s top. “But the payoff is... about twenty silver coins, and one blue gem with a crack in it.”
“By the gods, I thought dragons were supposed to covet gold. We could have made more by sacking an evil wizard’s temple or something.” Everett slapped his sword haphazardly into his sheath, a stark contrast to the care he’d shown moments prior when cleaning it.
“We’ve barely gotten started. The good stuff isn’t going to be down here within easy reach. We’ll have to kill some stronger dragons before we see the real loot,” Agrut replied.
“Fine, but you’d better jump in when we get to the actual dragons. Even I’ve got limits, you know.”
“Rest assured, when the need arises, I will have your back, as I always have.” Agrut turned to Elora. “As for you, I assume that since you’re a rogue, you’re good at getting scarce when the need arises. Make sure you stay out of sight once the real fighting starts. Neither of us can afford to protect you, and we won’t.”
“Your concern is overpowering,” Elora said. “Somehow, I will find the mental strength to remember the art of stealth with which I have built my entire life and career. Truly, the task may destroy me, yet I will see it through no matter what.”
“This rogue is chatty,” Everett noted. “I prefer the dark, brooding ones.”
Agrut shook his head. “I don’t mind the mouth as much; at least she seems less likely to stab us in the back.”
Elora smiled—the first time she had in the last few hours. Agrut was right; there was no way Elora would ever do such a thing as stabbing either of them in the back. They were both much too strong for that tactic, and anyway, it lacked the sort of nuance she prided herself on. No, such tactics were off-limits to a rogue like Elora.
Instead, she’d simply poisoned their breakfast. It was potent stuff, too. The only reason neither felt it was that she’d also spiked their water skins with a minor antidote that delayed the effects. If they tried to turn on her or break the contract in any way, she wouldn’t need to rely on anything so overt as a dagger. All she needed to do was let them run out of water.
And with every passing moment, the idea grew more and more tempting.
*             *             *
The going wasn’t exactly quick, but it didn’t take long before Gabrielle and the others fell into a rhythm. She would bury her axe in the cliff face, gathering as little slack as possible, and the rest of the party would slowly creep their way along the ledge. Once they were stable, she’d uproot the weapon, traipse as far forward as the rope allowed, and slam it in once more. These moments were the tensest for Gabrielle, as the mighty blows required to wedge the axe in the rock echoed out around them, a veritable dinner bell to any nearby dragons with time to investigate. She stayed hunched over the weapon as her friends moved, ready to act if a monster sprang into view or the axe needed extra muscle to stay in place.
It was a nerve-racking process, one that threatened to send her heart into her throat every time a member of the group slipped from the ledge. Mercifully, the most common person to lose their footing was Thistle, who was easily swung back up thanks to his diminutive form and light weight. Eric was holding strong, his balance allowing him to manage the feat even without the aid of the rope. Grump was also doing well, thanks in large part to making the trip wearing only wizard armor, his staff strapped neatly to his back.
Timuscor, however, was the wild card. Aside from having Mr. Peppers carefully tied into a sling on his back, the muscular knight was also weighed down from head to toe in his plate armor, which had to cover far more than Thistle’s and was proportionally heavier for it. Impressively, he lost his footing only once, but when he fell, Gabrielle felt certain he’d bring everyone down with him. Thistle, of all people, killed Timuscor’s momentum by whipping out his daggers and jamming them into the cliff face, turning himself into a secondary anchor. It still took some effort to pull Timuscor back to the ledge, although it was a far easier process than if everyone had been left dangling, hooked to the mountain only by Gabrielle’s axe.
For all the terror she felt crossing, Gabrielle’s heart burst with nearly as much joy as she made her way along the cliff face, past the end of the ledge, and buried her weapon in the rock for the last time. They were so close now; even if someone fell, it would just be a matter of pulling them up. Gabrielle’s eyes scanned the sky, more from habit than expectation, in between her occasional glances downward. She saw Grumph step back onto solid ground, the half-orc nearly toppling over with relief. Not long after, Thistle neared the safety of the mountain path. But Gabrielle didn’t watch as he drew near; her attention was elsewhere
The sound... it was like a whip, yet not quite. It echoed from somewhere just out of sight, familiar, but difficult to place. Faint as it had been when it started, it was growing steadily louder—rhythmic, constant, and unyielding. She scavenged her mind, trying to place it.
Gabrielle realized where she’d heard it moments before the source came into view. It was forgivable that she’d had trouble placing it, since there had been so much noise in the chaos of the charge up the mountain’s front that picking out any one element was almost impossible. This one only stood out because of how distinct and frequent it was.
What Gabrielle was hearing was the steady snap of leathery dragon wings propelling their owner through the air. She was just debating whether to scream a warning or hope they went unnoticed when the point became moot. The bright red form of a dragon came into view from around the mountainside, eyes locked on her friends below with unwavering focus.
They’d been spotted, which was bad. Worse by far, however, was the fact that Timuscor and Eric were still stuck out on the ledge.
 



Chapter 45
 
Fighting a dragon was like learning a spell or building a tavern—or so Grumph hoped. One couldn’t look at the complete task; it would utterly overwhelm anyone with a lick of sense. No, the key was to focus on one step at a time. Don’t try to build a basement, just do a few stairs. Don’t try to master the whole spell, work on the next word’s conjugation. Don’t worry about how to win an impossible fight, focus on staying alive for the next half-minute.
The most immediate issues were twofold: Eric and Timuscor were still making their way across the ledge, and the enemy was flying while they were all on the ground. While Eric might have been able to dash across the remaining surface and lessen the first issue, Timuscor and Mr. Peppers made an exceptionally problematic road block, and they had to take their time. Falling now would make them helpless food on a rope—a rope which could too easily be burned away by dragon fire.
There was nothing Grumph could do about that, so he turned his attention to the second issue. So long as the dragon was up high, they were at a severe disadvantage. Thistle’s new daggers and Eric’s crossbow were both fine additions to their ranged arsenal; however, as a group they were still far more suited to melee. If the dragon floated overhead, raining fire down upon them, there was almost zero chance they’d manage to defeat it.
Grumph didn’t have much of a plan as he yanked his staff free and spun it around so that the canvas-covered top was pointing at the dragon; he had a single spell that he hoped would be enough. Already, the dragon’s maw was opening, aimed exactly for Thistle’s slight form. Unless Grumph’s eyes deceived him, there seemed to be a small scar on the top of its mouth. Well, that at least explained why it seemed to be taking aim at Thistle rather than the easier targets. Muttering the spell as quickly as he dared, Grumph lined up his shot, hoped he’d be faster on the draw than the dragon, and released the bolt of magical energy.
The blue blast flew high and true, smashing into the creature’s right wing and immediately covering it with frost and ice. Clearly surprised, the dragon faltered, dropped tens of feet in seconds as it struggled to compensate with its good wing. For a moment, Grumph believed he’d succeeded against the odds and the dragon would plummet to the ground. However, dragons, even young ones, were not so easily brought down. Well before impact, the dragon recovered, using its right wing for stability as it tried to shake the ice free. Grumph began to cast once more, but his heart wasn’t in it. Even if the dragon wasn’t on guard, hitting the other wing would be nearly impossible. At the most, he could reinforce his original spell and limit the creature’s mobility.
There was no yell of warning or fury, no scream to draw attention, not so much as a single sound aside from the slight cracking of rock. Grumph only saw her by chance as he lined up his next shot. Gabrielle moved like a blood-red phantom as she leapt from the cliff face, axe held high overhead, the rope still bound to the shaft. Either the dragon had been too focused on Thistle to notice her or simply hadn’t deemed her to be a threat. Whichever the reason was, it was a mistake. Gabrielle plummeted downward and drove her axe directly into the creature’s shoulder, just above its left wing.
They fell together, the dragon rolling in midair to try and snap at Gabrielle, who held fast to her weapon and stayed just out of reach. There was barely time for them to spin around a single time before impact, which the dragon took on its right side. Despite the urgency, Grumph spared a moment to exchange a brief glance with Thistle.
Gabrielle had managed to ground the dragon. If it got back in the air, they were done. No matter how hard the fight, no matter what it cost, they had to end this. Otherwise, there wouldn’t be another chance.
Thistle’s daggers flew one after the other, some bouncing off the dragon’s thick scales while others sank into more vulnerable flesh before reappearing in his sheaths. With six daggers to work with, Thistle’s attack became an uninterrupted stream, picking at the creature one slice of flesh at a time.
Despite the need to press the attack, Grumph stopped before charging in. Reaching up, he grabbed the canvas bag covering the top of his staff and yanked it away, revealing the final piece at last. Chipped, charred, and still crackling with small bolts of energy, Grumph’s demon-bone blade shone in the sunlight, seamlessly woven on his staff. Grumph didn’t know exactly what properties the object had anymore, and until he visited the mages’ guild there would be no way to find out, but he knew it had magic and could stab things. For a wizard on a limited budget, that was more than enough to suffice.
By the time Grumph made it to the dragon, it had somewhat recovered and was on all four clawed feet. Gabrielle was still atop its back, hands wrapped firmly around her axe, no doubt waiting for the opportunity to pull her weapon free and strike again. The dragon turned to face Grumph and caught a dagger just below the eye a moment later. Whipping its scaly neck around, it looked back at Thistle, who only grinned and threw another set of blades. Grumph didn’t waste any more time, rushing in and thrusting the tip of his staff toward its neck. He managed to gouge a deep scratch in the red flesh, and although the whole neck seemed to spasm when his blade connected, the dragon immediately jerked away. Its frozen wing flapped and swung down at Grumph. Only the ice slowing it allowed him to dodge, and it was still by a mere matter of inches.
Just as the dragon seemed determined to focus on Grumph, there was a wet noise from its back, then a small grunt of pain from its lips. Gabrielle had struck again, no doubt taking advantage of the momentary distraction. They were doing it; they were keeping the dragon just off balance enough to wear it down.
The brief spark of hope Grumph felt lasted only until the dragon leapt several feet back. Grumph expected to be pulled along as it dragged the rope and axe, but for the first time, he noticed that the rope had been cut near the axe during the fight: probably one of Thistle’s daggers, its thrower having anticipated just such a possibility. While Grumph wanted to twist around and check on the others, it was a gesture he couldn’t afford. That red snout was open once more, and this time, Grumph was sure he saw the small wound on the top of its mouth. No question about it, this was personal.
Thistle’s daggers flew quickly, frantically, but the dragon had angled itself away from the gnome as it built its inner inferno. Another sound of axe on flesh, and while the dragon winced, it didn’t lose focus. Their element of surprise was all used up. Now the dragon was intent on ending this fight—or, at the very least, reducing the number of opponents.
The torrent of flames went toward Thistle first, who spun around and lowered his head, showing only an armored back to the dragon. He had a good shot at surviving; the armor guarding Thistle had already proven to be exceptionally tough. Grumph felt less sure about himself as the dragon’s turning head moved the spray of fire toward him. There was nothing to hide behind and nowhere to run, and none of Grumph’s spells were defensive. His only hope was to try and avoid as much of the spray as possible, and then down one of the healing potions if he survived the roasting.
Grumph braced, ready to dart through the flames to minimize the burning, but the sound of clanking metal at his side caused him to hesitate. That, as it turned out, was a bit of fortune, because if Grumph had tried to run, he’d have careened right into Timuscor, who bolted two steps ahead of Grumph and fell into a crouch, shield raised and body tucked behind it.
The blast of fire hit the shield dead on, and for an instant, Grumph was sure the fire would burn clear through both it and the knight. Then, too slowly, the flames faded and the dragon shut its mouth. Despite the metal glowing white hot, Timuscor’s shield still held, and as the knight slowly rose to his feet, he turned back to make sure Grumph was okay.
“Words cannot express how thankful I am that I spent extra on the fire-warding,” Timuscor said, offering a weak, half-terrified smile.
“Sound investment,” Grumph replied. His eyes darted back to the ledge just in time to see Eric step onto solid ground. By the time he turned back, Timuscor had already pulled off the straps keeping Mr. Peppers on his back; the boar was standing dutifully by the knight’s side.
Their whole group was finally present, and the dragon seemed to be stuck on the ground. They had a chance—not a great one, true—but still a chance. Grumph pointed the tip of his staff at the dragon and began to cast a new spell, even as Timuscor, Mr. Peppers, and Eric rushed forward. He couldn’t worry about what they were planning; Grumph just had to focus on his own next step. One piece at a time: that was how one learned a spell and built a tavern.
And that would be how they killed a dragon.
*             *             *
Brutal barely captured it. They had been in truly brutal fights since the campaign started, ones where they survived by only a roll of the dice and the skin of their teeth. But those were always contained, small-scale encounters with clearly-defined opponents and goals. What they’d just seen was like nothing else, more akin to being on the front lines of a war than a mere battle. A half-dozen of the smaller dragons—almost certainly hatchlings— had appeared from the sky, and everyone had braced for what they assumed would be a tough fight.
Then... the older pair of dragons had swept into view. They were almost double the size of the hatchlings, with burning eyes that seemed to take stock of every adventurer in the crowd with a single glance—one that left them unimpressed. Bad as they seemed at first, with their thicker scales, sharper claws, and hotter breath, the physical threats were nothing compared to the magic they cast.
Torrents of rock burst from the ground. Walls of solid ice appeared from nothingness. Sudden blasts of destructive energy flew from any and all directions. The adventurers’ numbers— what should have been their greatest strength—became a liability as the dragons struck wherever concentrations of people gathered.
In spite of the liability, the adventurers’ strength in numbers provided a boon as well. Barrages of arrows filled the air, followed by a snarling rainbow of spells, each chipping away at the majestic monsters bit by bit. Finally, one lost the use of its wings and was brought to the ground. The second tried to fly in and help, but its efforts only led to its being dragged down as well. Once they were on the ground, the tide of battle turned, and while there were more than a few dead adventurers around them, the older dragons were finally slain. With that done, the hatchlings fell soon after, and a cheer went up around the table.
“You have successfully survived the battle,” Russell announced to his shocked players, more than a little surprised himself. “And in doing so, you all see the wards blocking your path flicker and crack, as the mages are able to take their time and break through. This new opening leads into a massive cavern with more than a dozen holes on the other side, all of them apparently leading deeper and higher into the mountain.”
“Jesus, I think I need a cigarette after that.” Cheri leaned back in her chair, indulging a long, well-earned stretch. The fight had taken nearly two straight hours to play through with all of its components, and no one had dared leave the table for fear of missing a critical moment or detail in the ever-shifting landscape of their battle. “And I know Chalara needs a rest. The penalties for casting through the dragons’ wards are a bitch; plus, that drained her mana badly. If we press on from here, you’re going to have a violent cheerleader, not a sorceress. “
“Gelthorn too lacks the mana to enchant her arrows, though she’d be glad to fling them through the eyes of any opponents as is, if the need arises,” Alexis declared.
“I think we can all agree we need a rest. Timanuel can do some spot healing for those of us who are the worst off, but he doesn’t have much left for the day.”
Bert observed the map carefully, taking only a brief glance at his character sheet. Wimberly had been quite useful in battle, but largely for her take on strategy and grouping more than her devices. Russell was impressed that Bert had managed to save so many resources; it was definitely a move that would pay off farther up the mountain.
“Near as I can see, this area looks designed to rest in.” Bert tapped the vast space carefully, being sure not to move anyone’s figure on the map. “Honestly, that makes me wary about taking a break in it. But it’s not like we have much of a choice. The key is to make sure the discussion gets delayed until tomorrow.”
“What discussion?” Tim asked.
“He means whether or not the giant group will split up,” Cheri said. “Before, there was a big path and a few smaller ones, so staying with the herd made sense. Those entrances are smaller, meaning they’ll more likely accommodate a single party than an army. Since the module has been making the NPCs act with discretion and self-interest, they’ll probably discuss splitting up now.”
“Which we should do regardless of how this plays out,” Bert added. “That last battle was too much, and it happened because we were such an unmissable target. On our own, we have a chance at slipping by some of the stronger dragons. But we don’t want people to move on just yet. The more of us that are here while we rest, the less chance of something taking us by surprise.”
“Russell, I’m rolling a Charm check.” Alexis tossed her D20, which bounced along the map almost as quietly as her declaration had before landing on a sixteen. “That’s a twenty-one, total.”
Before Russell or anyone else could ask why she was rolling the check, Alexis reached over and moved Gelthorn to the center of the cavern, then took a deep breath.
“I know what you’re all wondering, for the same curiosity has overtaken me as well.” Her voice blared, even more powerful than Gelthorn’s usual strong tones, as if she really was addressing an entire cavern filled with adventurers. “What lies beyond these tunnels? Danger, almost certainly. Treasure too, of that we can be sure. Death, for some, though hopefully not for all. Yes, my friends, the same blood that burns in your veins, urging you to press on, to explore, to uncover the mystery, courses through my heart as well. Yet we must temper our passion with wisdom, for our enemies are wise themselves. We are strong, but not invincible. Any who need reminding of that need only look back at the battlefield, at the friends who will not continue with us. Let us not join them, not yet. Let us show prudence, working together once more to rest and recover properly. What comes next is plain as the gleam of a blade in moonlight, but it need not come just yet. Tonight, we sit together, we celebrate what we have done and mourn what we have lost. Tomorrow, when our mana is full and divine gifts are restored, we press on: stronger, smarter, and more ready to face whatever these creatures can throw at us.”
No one said a word as the echoes of Alexis’s… no, Gelthorn’s voice faded from the dining room. Finally, Russell remembered that it was his job to determine how effective her speech had been. Glancing through the module, he found a table for this moment and rolled his own dice. Between the exceptional performance and her high Charm roll, Alexis’s gambit had no trouble convincing the bulk of the adventurers present to hold off on moving forward until they’d all had a chance to rest. There were still a few who slunk off—no check could have moved every soul—but by and large, she’d kept the army together for one final night.
“Two groups peel away, saying they don’t need to rest. Everyone else nods along with Gelthorn, and some even clap softly,” Russell said. “It seems your words have settled the argument before it even began.”
“Risky, but a smart move.” Bert held up his hand, and Alexis met it with a gentle high-five. “The fights, whichever ones we can’t avoid, will be a lot harder once we’re on our own. Putting that off for one night of rest will make a big difference.”
“Maybe I should try to barter for an item that helps make me quieter,” Tim said. “Our chances are going to be heavily pinned on not being noticed. Can you imagine going through a fight like that last one on our own?”
Cheri shook her head. “That would be an instant party-wipe. Honestly, for a group of our level, it would be a real nail-biter just to try and take on a single hatchling. Even Chalara is on board with as little fighting as possible, and if she’s willing to try stealth, then you know the situation is serious.”
“Well, everyone, I suggest you find a place to set up camp and work out guard shifts,” Russell told them. “Get all the rest you can, because you can already hear people discussing which path to take in the morning. Pretty soon, you’ll be all by yourself, trying to make it up this mountain.”
 



Chapter 46
 
Part of guard training was called “danger assessment,” and it was one of the few areas Eric hadn’t been hopeless at. The general idea was to look at a threat and identify the most dangerous aspects of them. As a guard, he’d been expected to either put himself between those particular areas and the person he was protecting, or try and strike around them if he was attacking. For a goblin, the danger areas were the teeth and hands, the latter of which were almost always filled with some sort of makeshift weaponry. Anything roughly human-shaped fell into the same general parameters, though one did have to watch the feet of the more nimble fighters. Demons had proven a bit more complex, with their strange anatomies and deadly natural weapons. Beasts like the wolves they’d dealt with were simpler—mouth and claws were what had to be watched.
Dragons, however, were composed almost entirely of danger areas. That was the conclusion Eric reached as he dove downward, barely avoiding the snap of its thick tail as it tried to crack his spine. A snout filled with sharp teeth, wings that could strike out to the sides and on its back, clawed legs that moved with unnatural grace, and a muscular tail that shattered almost anything in its path added up to a creature with no safe area to attack. Distance would have seemed smarter, if not for the damn fire. While he’d always had a healthy fear of them by reputation alone, fighting a dragon up close was giving Eric an appreciation for just how deadly these creatures really were.
Fortune seemed to be on their side, if only for the moment, which was probably the lone reason they were all still standing. Between the chunk chopped from its shoulder and Grumph’s ice, the dragon’s wings were slow and weak, which had allowed Gabrielle to keep chipping away at them from her position on its back. It shook and bucked to try and send her flying, but Grumph’s spell still seemed to be in effect. Gabrielle was as planted to its scaly flesh as she had been to the wall, and she was using that advantage to bring down blow after blow on the thick scales protecting its spine.
The wizard himself was keeping a careful distance, using just enough magic to make sure that the beast’s right wing stayed iced over, and then darting in to jab with his staff when an opportunity presented itself. The dragon would undoubtedly have lunged for Grumph if given the chance, but Timuscor was planted squarely between the two, fending off attack after attack with his shield while striking back using his new longsword. Every time the dragon tried to press a full charge on Timuscor, Thistle was ready, using his blades to hit every soft spot the dragon exposed and quickly putting it back on the defensive.
It was a solid strategy, for what they’d been able to think up on the fly, but it wouldn’t work for long. Sooner or later, the dragon would grow frustrated and cry out; right now, vengeance and pride were probably the only things staying its tongue. A slow battle would be their downfall, which was why Eric was working his way around the creature, searching for an opening. They needed a vital hit, something that would genuinely wound this monster, to turn the tide.
His eyes scanned the creature’s hide, recalling every combat lesson the guard captain had tried to teach him and all the advice about seeking vulnerabilities that Elora had deigned to impart in their limited time. Scaly hide covered the entirety of the beast, denser in some parts than others but almost always present. Even aside from the danger zones, it had little in terms of weakness. The neck was an obvious choice, and the dragon guarded it appropriately. There was a chance the underbelly was unarmored; however, with the dragon crouched low to the ground and a claw or tail blocking every angle, Eric had little hope of reaching it.
There had to be a way to beat this thing, though. Other adventurers managed to take down fully-grown dragons, albeit rarely. Surely they weren’t all wearing them down slowly like this. They were certainly more powerful and skilled than Eric’s party, but this was only a hatchling. There were vulnerabilities to exploit, if only Eric could force his eyes to see them.
A flash of red blazed from the dragon’s front—another torrent of flame blasting at his friends. They wouldn’t be able to take many more of those; even magical shields could only withstand so much. Eric took note of the way the dragon’s head swung back around as the fire died away, and an idea began to form in his mind. Thistle had managed to land a dagger in the roof of its mouth when it was preparing to breathe on them earlier in the day. While that had been a combination of exceptional luck and incredible aim, it also shouldn’t have been quite that easy. One snap of the jaws and the dagger would have bounced harmlessly off the dragon’s armored snout. But it hadn’t seen the attack, hadn’t reacted at all. There was a chance, slim as it might be, that breathing fire took more focus than they’d realized. Whether it was mental or physical effort, the dragon did seem to halt all other attacks when trying to roast them—an odd habit, given that the rest of the time it struck at them from multiple fronts without issue. Elora would have told him it was thin, and Eric agreed, but it wasn’t as though he had better ideas to try first.
Keeping low, Eric moved as quietly and carefully as he could back toward the dragon’s front. This would have been an impossible task if he were alone; only the others drawing so much attention gave him a chance at slipping past the dragon’s attention. Even then, it was still uncertain. Eric could be getting baited, walking into a position that allowed the dragon to pull him from the fight entirely. He pressed on anyway, his heart hammering in his chest. Testing his wits and stealth against that of a worthy opponent, this was truly what it meant to be a rogue.
He almost missed the opportunity, his caution was so great. Eric had just arrived at a spot near its shoulder, closer to the left front claw than he was comfortable with yet still just out of sight. Or at least, he hoped he was still out of sight. The others looked weary. Scorch marks dotted Timuscor’s shield, and he was sporting a host of small cuts along his face. Thistle looked little better; his hands were definitely moving slower than they had been as he tried to keep up his constant barrage. The dragon was wearing them down. If this blast didn’t do them in, the next probably would, or they’d be picked off by its claws and jaws in between bursts.
The dragon’s head pulled back slightly, coming closer to the protection of its body. From his vantage point, Eric could see the neck muscles tense as it began to gather flames. He imagined them rising up from somewhere deep in its belly, flowing into the neck, then the mouth, and then racing out toward his friends. His fingers flexed against the hilt of his short sword, slowly moving his thumb to the crimson gem set in the pommel. Elora had said it would give him extra slicing power, but only once a day and for a short while. One strike: that was how she’d described it. If there was ever a time when one strike might decide a fight, this seemed like a hell of a candidate, so Eric activated the gem and began his all-or-nothing charge.
He’d never found such speed in his feet. It was a combination of the enchanted boots and his own body’s eagerness to strike. Eric felt like a snake whipping forward to sink its fangs into prey. Even with all that, however, he was still in a tight race. The dragon had been distracted, and that bought him an extra second, maybe two. But this was still an intelligent creature in the middle of a fight; it wasn’t going to entirely let its guard down for any reason.
As Eric’s feet pounded across the ground, the head swiveled toward him. One bite—or worse, one fiery blast—and that would be the end of his opportunity. He might survive—the armor on him was quite exceptional—but with the lone vulnerability he’d spotted no longer useful, Eric would be of little help in the rest of the battle. His sword hummed in his hand, power surging through it from the stone, and Eric pushed his legs to go faster, giving everything he had, everything he could muster. Eric had bet the fight on this moment, so he couldn’t let himself come up short.
The hot breath from the dragon’s nostrils washed over Eric’s neck as its mouth closed shut, snapping down on empty air as Eric skirted the attack by no more than a few hairs’ breadth. His sword whipped forward, thrusting into the base of the dragon’s neck with all the strength he had. The scales resisted for a moment, but the enchanted gem coupled with Eric’s momentum were enough to pierce through the natural armor. He kept shoving as deep as he could, driving the short sword in until he reached the hilt.
Eric felt his blade begin to rise and kept a firm grip. The dragon was panicking, trying to buck and shake him away. That was the trouble with intelligence, really. The freedom to make decisions meant one was capable of making the wrong decisions, and as Eric’s body dragged the sword down, it became clear that that was exactly what the dragon had done. Rather than simply having a blade in its throat, the attempt to fling Eric off was dragging him and his sword around, turning a small hole into an ever-widening gash. Blood was gushing forth, covering Eric’s torso, yet he redoubled his grip and held on. The more damage he could do with this wound, the better off he would be.
Then, abruptly, the writhing stopped. The dragon fell to the ground, weak, panting, and while not yet dead, it was certainly not long for this world. Its snout opened, and though Eric readied himself to pull the blade further around if it attacked, what came from the mouth was neither fire nor a vain attempt to bite.
“Well... played…” The breathing was ragged—no great surprise, given the hole in its throat—but the beast still had the strength to look at Eric, then Gabrielle, and at last to Grumph.
“By the gods, I didn’t know it could talk.” Gabrielle stood at her same position on its back, hands gripped on her axe, ready to swing at the slightest provocation. Yet she still looked pale, seeing what they’d done. Even if the dragon had started the fight, even if it had been a battle for survival, there was something that felt intrinsically off about killing such a magnificent creature.
“I have... lived more... than fifty summers. Of course... I can talk…”
“Dragons grow slowly,” Thistle said, making his way carefully closer to their enemy. “As I recall, it takes a hundred years for them to pass out of the hatchling phase.”
“A feat... I will... never accomplish.” The breathing was getting more ragged, and some part of Eric wanted to pull his sword free. Having the blade still plunged in with victory close at hand felt needlessly cruel. But the rogue part of his mind stayed the kindness, reminding him that dragons could use trickery too. Yes, it was dying; however, it might decide to bring some company along in its trip to the afterlife.
“You came to kill us,” Thistle said, crouching down slightly to look the dragon in the eye.
“It is... my duty... to defend... my nest. But you... won... fairly. Please... grant me... a swift death.” The dragon shuddered, causing Eric’s blade to wobble.
The soft smack of leather on gravel echoed from nearby as Gabrielle hopped to the ground, axe in hand. Her face was set, and her eyes were grim. No one needed to say that she was the only one who might hope to finish the dragon off with a single blow. Just like with so many wolves between Briarwillow and Alcatham’s capital, she knew her role to play.
“You will... die... up the... mountain. Too many... others. Too strong... Too wise.” The dragon let out a hacking cough that sprayed Eric with more blood. “But... if you... make it... stop Rathgan. Gone mad... he has. We must follow... but you... could stop... him. Save... our nest.”
“Given how difficult a fight you were, I must agree that we will almost certainly perish in our ascent.” Thistle reached out, carefully, and laid his hand on the dragon’s snout. “If the gods should see fit to guide us there, however, we will do all we can. Though I doubt we’d be able to defeat a dragon such as Rathgan.”
“No... Just get... the artifact... from him. Ever since... he found... it... Rathgan has... spoken only madness.”
Gabrielle stopped her approach, looking at Eric with the same uncertain expression he knew was also on his face at that moment. Thistle, thankfully, hadn’t missed the hint, as he leaned in to the fallen dragon. “What sort of artifact? And what, exactly, is the madness he speaks of?”
“Strange... object. Rathgan says... it shows him... other worlds. Not just... the planes... but more. Things... beyond us. Beings... controlling... our world.”
“The Bridge.” Timuscor had limped his way over, coming just close enough to look the dragon who’d tried to burn him alive in the eye. “Rathgan has found a piece of the Bridge.”
“You... know this... object?”
“Aye, we’ve seen it before,” Thistle said. “Rathgan isn’t the first to find a piece and lose his senses. In fact, we came here seeking that artifact specifically.”
“Then may... the gods... be with you…”
“Or... what if we were to reach a mutually beneficial arrangement?” Thistle’s hand was still on the creature’s snout, and Eric thought he saw the barest flickers of light dart across his fingers. He’d have dismissed it as pure imagination, except for the fact that the dragon’s breathing became slightly less ragged. “May I ask your name, dragon?”
It stared at him for a long moment, its yellow eyes boring into the gnome’s soul. “Bulek. Named for... my father’s... father.”
“I am Thistle, named for none,” Thistle replied. “So, Bulek, you wish to defend your nest. Would you consider it treason to take an unusual method of doing that? My friends and I can steal the Bridge from Rathgan, and put it somewhere safe. I don’t know if taking it away will fix what he’s seen, but it will keep things from getting worse. If Rathgan finds reason once more, perhaps peace can be restored. No one from the kingdom or your nest needs to die.”
“My life... ebbs. Do you... plan... to heal me?”
“If the terms I’ve proposed are agreeable, then yes, we would. I happen to be a paladin, and since nothing about you triggers my evil sense, I see no qualms with it.” Thistle’s hand was still present, ready to dole out the magic as soon as the dragon agreed. Instead, it shut its eyes and let out a soft, half-hacked laughing noise.
“What sort... of adventurer... would trust a... dragon?” Bulek asked, eyes still pinched closed.
“The sort that knows that just because things are often a certain way doesn’t make them right.” Timuscor limped forward, crouching down to a knee. “If Thistle says he trusts you, then the rest of us will as well.”
“I tried... to kill you... all.” Bulek slowly pulled his eyelids apart, taking in Timuscor and Thistle.
“I tried to kill them, too,” Timuscor replied. “It’s not the easiest thing to get past, but they somehow manage.”
Bulek’s eyes darted between the two men, and then tried to swivel back to Gabrielle and Eric, who were still armed and ready in the event the conversation took a less peaceful turn.
“Very well... strange adventurers. Save me... and we... will save... my nest. Together.”
Eric took a firm grip and yanked his sword free mere seconds ahead of the healing light that radiated out from Thistle. The last thing Bulek needed was for his neck to mend with a sword stuck in it. He and Gabrielle walked away from the dragon, whose flesh was already knitting back together.
“Think he’ll attack as soon as he’s healed?” Gabrielle whispered.
“I really hope not.” Eric wiped from the blood from his blade and glanced at the gem, which seemed dull and lifeless with the magic momentarily used up. Then he went to work making sure his crossbow was fully loaded and ready.
If the dragon did come up fighting, he wanted to be sure he was prepared to strike back.
 



Chapter 47
 
“Holy crap. This was a hell of a fight.” Glenn gazed in wonder as Jamie finished drawing out the final section of the map, sprinkling a few last tokens into place to represent fallen warriors. “If we’d kept pace with everyone else, would we have been part of it?”
“No way,” Mitch said, answering before Jamie had even the barest of chances. “This is just flavor, meant to intimidate us. Do you know how much work the creators would have had to put in to make all the NPCs for a battle this big? They’d have never done all that just for one small section of the journey up the mountain.”
Jamie carefully slid the last token in place and returned to her seat. “There’s no way to know what would have happened here. You took the path that you took, and what might have been is forever lost. All your characters know is that whatever happened here, it came with a heavy toll of life.”
“I think you mean left a huge amount of corpses for looting.” Terry’s eyes were shining with excitement as he reached for his dice, visions of magical items and stacks of gold no doubt already dancing in his mind. The joy was short-lived as Mitch delivered a quick, potent punch to his friend’s shoulder.
“Don’t be an idiot. You really think it’s going to be that easy? I guarantee everyone we search is going to have nothing but junk on them. Jamie will say the survivors already looted the corpses for everything worth taking.”
“Is that not what you would do, if one of your own fell in battle?” Jamie asked, neither confirming nor denying Mitch’s assumption.
“Yeah, yeah, we get it, the module strives to be realistic. Fucking hell.” Mitch shoved his chair roughly back along the cheap carpet and rose to his feet. “I’m going to take a piss. You two get all the pointless searching out of your system before I’m done, and then we move on. The good thing about these corpses all being looted is that when we do find some wiped parties farther up the mountain, they’ll have all the great shit on them.”
Mitch made his way through the empty store—something he now took entirely for granted—and walked into the restroom. Rather than go for the toilet, however, he turned on the sink, running cold water over his hands and splashing it gently against his face.
There was no real reason for the discomfort, nothing he could specifically point to. It was just a hunch, a feeling, a sense of familiarity. Even though it took place in different kingdoms, with different quests and variables, aspects of this module were reminding Mitch of the last game he’d played in. The one where things had gotten... weird at the end. Maybe it was the level of detail, or the dedication to keeping things as real as possible in the game world. Maybe it was the way Jamie just sat there, unbothered by everything they tried and constantly smiling. All Mitch knew was that this felt off in an uncomfortably familiar way.
He shoved the thought from his mind, focusing instead on the biological task at hand. It was just a game, after all. They’d been playing the module for weeks, and nothing remotely strange had happened. The final challenge was bound to stir up some feelings similar to what had come before, but that didn’t mean it would lead to the same ending.
Mitch was a veteran player, damn it. He made GMs cry and NPCs shit their pants in fear. There was no way he was going to back down now. His party was making it up this mountain, and they were going to loot everything down to the last copper on their way.
*             *             *
Bulek’s tale was a simple one, yet it rang far too familiar for most of the group. Rathgan had indeed begun stealing the caravans of merchants, just as they’d been told; however, it was not quite the opening salvo of war they’d been led to believe it was. Evidently, this happened from time to time during the span of the treaty; the kingdom had grown a bit slack with their tributes, and he wanted to remind them what life would be like without their truce. It was in one of these first caravans that they’d discovered the artifact. Although Bulek hadn’t been there in person, the other dragons still whispered of the way Rathgan’s eyes were drawn to the strangely-shaped crystal. He’d taken it to his private chamber and then refused to leave for several days.
When he did emerge, Rathgan was changed. No longer was he was the wise, albeit headstrong, leader the other dragons had known. Now, he possessed an edge of madness to him and spoke of impossible things, beings beyond the veil of their reality. And he was angry about it—furious, really. What had begun as a simple diplomatic gamble had quickly escalated. Rathgan refused to allow another merchant or caravan to pass through his territory un-assaulted. After every raid, he would carefully pick through the goods they’d taken, always searching for another artifact like the first he’d acquired. He cared for nothing else, allowing the other dragons to divide the gold, jewels, and magical items equally amongst themselves. That alone spoke to how far gone he was. A dragon losing their taste for gold meant something was truly wrong.
“From there, things grew only worse,” Bulek said. They’d taken shelter in a mountainside cave some distance from where the ledge had slowed them. It was big enough to fit the half-healed hatchling, but barely. Thistle had only healed Bulek out of life-threatening danger—whether due to caution or limits was undetermined. If the dragon minded, he didn’t say so; this seemed to fulfill their bargain by his standards.
“Rathgan grew angrier the longer we came up empty. He became convinced the kingdom had more like what he’d found and ordered us to begin raiding the nearby villages, searching for them. Even if we came up empty, he wanted to make enough noise to draw out Alcatham’s royalty. Once they sent a messenger, he was able to demand every piece of the artifact they had. Either they have none or are unwilling to surrender them, because instead of turning more pieces over, they seem to have organized all these adventurers against us.”
“Well, that does explain why the kingdom knew about the general appearance of the Bridge but not what it did,” Thistle said. He’d sat patiently, listening to the tale, absorbing every detail into that strange mind of his. “They were going off Rathgan’s own description when he demanded more of them.”
“The Bridge. You called the artifact that before,” Bulek noted. “Tell me what you know of this cursed item, and why it has corrupted the head of my nest.”
There was a brief moment where a few cautionary looks were exchanged, but no one actually voiced dissent at the idea. They knew precious little as it was, and Bulek had certainly held up his end of the bargain so far. It would be in poor taste, not to mention risky, to suddenly start dealing with the dragon in bad faith.
“What we know is scarce.” Thistle’s words were short as he visibly pondered how best to explain this to Bulek. “Even the name we use, the Bridge, was taken from a mage we met who’d already discovered a piece. We do know that these pieces are unlike any other kind of magic out there. In fact, they are undetectable by magic, save for when they are in use. The Bridge has all manner of strange abilities, but the most frequent of which is that it seems to show certain wielders more of our world than we can normally see. And the beings reaching in, impacting our world... Rathgan is not the first to see them.”
“It also weakens the barrier between the planes,” Eric added. “We had to deal with a lot of demons last time one of these was found because the wizard was using it to constantly repel invading adventurers. Do you know if Rathgan uses his piece often?”
Bulek shook his head, wincing slightly at the lingering pain in his neck. “Those closest to him whisper that he stares into it often, only touching it for brief amounts of time. They say he fears that holding it for too long would drive him to insanity. He cannot see how far down the path he’s already traveled.”
“He’s right.” Grumph held out his right hand, the one he’d used to clutch a piece of the Bridge for a brief moment in Aldron’s lair. “It shows too much. Fills your mind. Tears away everything else. It will drive anyone mad, eventually.”
“Is that really how it felt for you?” Eric was hunkered down near the back of the cave, watching intently as the conversation unfolded. “I wonder... maybe it affects magic-users differently than people like me, because I never got that sense of losing myself. In fact, holding the Bridge felt, well, good, if I’m honest. Like I was connecting to something I’d always felt but had never been able to touch.”
“Perhaps those who wield magic are the only ones aware enough to recognize their slipping minds,” Bulek suggested.
“It is the most logical explanation.” Everyone else noticed that while Thistle’s words seemed like agreement, they actually weren’t. He was merely conceding that Bulek’s point made the most sense, not that he believed it to be right. “And I can imagine that even one with magic as powerful as an ancient dragon would eventually fall under its sway.”
Bulek let out a snort that warmed the air around them. The noise that followed seemed deep and rough, almost like a growl working its way forth. Several hands twitched a hair closer to their weapons before it became clear that Bulek hadn’t taken offense from Thistle’s comment, he was laughing at it.
“Rathgan is far from an ancient dragon. Their kind do not often associate with the younger. He is an elder dragon. Strong, wise, and powerful, yes, but with millennia of aging and learning left before he claims the title of ancient.”
“Forgive my mistake. The way Rathgan’s power was described to us, I simply took it for granted that he was an ancient,” Thistle said, bowing his head in apology.
“No offense taken. You creatures have a diluted scale of what is powerful; it’s no wonder you’d imagine one like Rathgan to be at its very top.” Bulek rose slightly from his resting position, craning his neck outside the front of the cave entrance. “I must leave soon. If I do not return, my nestmates will think me killed and come searching. Not all will agree with the bargain we’ve struck today. They see the only good adventurer as a dead one.”
“There are many adventurers who feel the same way about dragons,” Grumph said.
“Perhaps they are both wrong. How well we uphold our ends of the bargain shall serve as proof either way.” Bulek glanced back to Thistle and the small stack of freshly-written parchment by Thistle’s feet. “You have the directions for how to proceed from here. The way is filled with traps, although I think I correctly recalled all of them when giving warning. I cannot promise you will meet no opposition, but that is the path with the least chance of encountering another dragon. Should you meet one, even if I am there, you understand that I can offer you no aid, correct?”
“Aye.” Thistle nodded gravely. “Just as you understand that we cannot allow ourselves to be killed and will fight back if needed, correct?”
Bulek hesitated for several seconds before finally dipping his snout down into a nod. “Wound rather than kill, if you can. I have no desire to lose more family than needed over this. But the blood will not stop flowing until Rathgan is parted from this ‘Bridge’ artifact, so do what you must to see the goal accomplished. The directions will lead you to his chamber. Once there, you are on your own. Hatchlings like myself are not permitted in such exalted places.”
“The aid you have given is more than we could have hoped for,” Thistle said. “Farewell, Bulek. When next we meet, I hope it will be as friends, with this whole ordeal behind us.”
“That is a fine wish indeed,” Bulek replied. He slithered his way out of the cave, then poked his head back in briefly. “Stay here for the night, if you can. Our vision is keen, even in starlight, and there will be more dragons patrolling, hunting for easy prey in the darkness. Rest up, regain your strength. You’ll need it for tomorrow’s journey.”
Then he was gone; only the sound of wings flapping betrayed that Bulek had ever been there at all. A sigh of relief seemed to trickle out of the party as a whole at Bulek’s exit. Although he’d never made a move to betray their truce, it was hard to be at ease with a dragon crammed into a cave with them.
Thistle rummaged around in his pack until he found an enchanted headband, then took it and the pages to the back corner of the cave.
“Studying?” Eric asked.
“Memorizing,” Thistle corrected. “Our instructions are made of paper, and we’re dealing with dragons that breathe fire. Better to have these stored in our minds than our packs, just in case.”
“Good point.” Eric dug around in his satchel and pulled out a headband of his own. “Let me know when you’re done, and I’ll do my best to memorize them as well. Gives me a better chance of spotting the traps if I’m not constantly checking the pages.”
“Am I the only one wondering just how smart it is to trust a dragon’s instructions?” Gabrielle asked. “Yeah, he didn’t try to kill us, but that doesn’t mean he really gave us a straight path to Rathgan’s chamber.”
“You’re quite right, Gabrielle. There is no proof that these pages won’t lead us to certain death.” Thistle’s eyes never stopped skimming as he spoke, taking in the carefully written notes he’d jotted down less than an hour before. “However, the point is an irrelevant one. The fight with Bulek proved that we are, at our best, barely a match for a hatchling dragon. Should we continue bumbling about, it will only be a matter of time before we meet another and perish. There is at least a chance that Bulek genuinely wants us to reach Rathgan’s chamber. That presents far better odds than what we had before, so we must seize the chance.”
A soft chuckle echoed through the cave. All eyes turned to Eric, who was just finishing the process of snapping his enchanted headwear in place. “Sorry, what Thistle just said made me laugh. That we barely beat a dragon hatchling. Made me think back to when I was the worst guard in the mayor’s house. I wonder what everyone in Maplebark would say if they knew we held our own against a freaking dragon.”
“Somehow, I think my parents would be more shocked and aghast than impressed.” Gabrielle slid into a corner of the cave, far-off eyes fixed on a homeland she could no longer visit. “Still wish I could see their faces, though.”
“The road of life is a long one, and you’d be surprised how many once-thought-lost paths will loop around and cross back further down the line,” Thistle told her. “The key is living long enough to see those moments. Which is why I suggest everyone take Bulek’s advice and get some rest. Whatever awaits us tomorrow, we want to be in top shape to deal with it.”
Everyone settled in after that, pulling out food and water from the magical implements Elora had made them purchase. Their minds were not on the task at hand, however. Some were thinking of a small town back in Solium, while others were wondering what trials awaited them come sunrise.
And one mind was pondering why it seemed to be the sole consciousness to have come in contact with the Bridge and not been dragged into insanity by its power.
 



Chapter 48
 
The going was slow and steady. Any sound, even the slightest noise, would cause everyone to fall silent. Timanuel had wrapped two bedrolls around himself, which was all he could do to muffle the sounds of his armor as they made their way up the path they’d chosen. Sometimes, the sounds they heard were claws on stone, dead giveaways that a dragon was nearby. Other times, they would hear screaming and know that another group of adventurers had met an unkind fate. Occasionally, there would be heavy noises, thuds and thunks and the cracking of rocks. Usually, those were also followed by more screaming and served as an excellent reminder to the group that they needed to stay wary of traps.
Eventually, the tunnel led back to the outside of the mountain, joining with several others and reuniting the party with more adventurers. It was a short-lived reunion, as less than an hour later they came to another split in the path. Only one of these returned to the interior of the mountain; the rest were different routes to climb higher on its surface. As Wimberly pointed out, they might as well have marked the options as “Traps vs. Battle,” since a lone tunnel leading inward was almost certainly secured to the high heavens. Another party—one with two rogues—took that option. For Timanuel, Gelthorn, Wimberly, and Chalara, there was never any debate. Dragons, they could outrun—or, failing that, perhaps outfight. But one well-timed trap could do them all in, since they lacked a rogue.
They parted ways with the other groups as each took a path of their own, hoping that luck or the gods would guide them to a route they could survive. Half an hour further along, and Gelthorn’s keen ears picked up roaring and screaming from not too far away. She said nothing, however. Timanuel was a paladin; if he knew of people in need, he would be compelled to aid them, if at all possible. In the tunnels, that was one thing—he couldn’t very well reach them, even if he’d wanted to. But out here was a different story, which was why Gelthorn remained mute, noting that the sounds quickly died away.
Perhaps it was cruel or merciless, but Gelthorn didn’t want to die. She wanted to see the trees again, to run freely through the forest—and, perhaps, to find out what on earth was in the chest they’d carted all the way from that damned wizard’s tower. Timanuel might have to throw his life away at the sound of screams, but she was under no obligation to actually bring them to his attention. They needed their paladin alive.
Step by step the air was growing thinner. And although they weren’t near the top yet, there could be no denying that they were drawing closer.
*             *             *
It was a pleasant conversation, until the first swing of the axe. Terkor’s Guile checks allowed the group to pretend they had taken shelter during the first wave of attacks and were only now catching up. Given that the party they were lying to had just backtracked to the giant cavern to rest after getting caught in a series of traps, the excuse seemed absolutely plausible. During the talk, Mitnan was able to learn a lot about what had transpired so far. The giant battle, the splitting of parties, the screaming from tunnels, all of it was highly useful. The tidbit he was especially thankful to glean was which tunnel this group had gone down, as it was the one with all the traps already deployed. It was that information which convinced Mitnan the conversation was over. He gave a covert signal to the others, and then quickly grabbed his axe.
The fight, if one could even call it that, was brief. Strong as the other party might have been given even ground, they were heavily wounded and caught off guard. Terkor’s daggers danced, Mitnan’s axe split the air, and Glezidel called down burning fire. Before they’d even fully managed to get to their feet, half of the other party was dead, and not long after that, the remaining pair was picked off.
That done, Mitnan’s group began carefully looting the corpses of their fallen foes, sorting through the gold and the mundane and magical items. Glezidel would have to burn a fair bit of mana identifying the magical ones, but it was a cost well worth paying. It was always smart to know exactly what an item did before using it. The last thing they needed at this point was to don something cursed.
When the sorting was done and the equipment doled out by need (greed would come later, when they sold things off), Mitnan pointed to the tunnel that the other party had come from and ordered Terkor to take the lead. There was always the chance that a few traps had not yet been sprung, after all. Better to put the rogue up front, just in case. If he spotted the waiting obstacles, he could disarm them. Or, if he missed them, he’d pay for such failures with his health points. Either way, the odds of Mitnan taking damage were minimal.
The barbarian grinned as they made their way into the tunnel, heading farther up the mountain. If the adventurers were already splitting up and taking damage, that would make the rest of their trip much easier. Clearly, luck was on their side.
*             *             *
“Aaaaand got it.” Elora cut the final rope, causing an enormous landslide of boulders to come crashing down forty feet ahead of them. Had they kept walking without her help, the landslide easily might have knocked them down the mountain. Even if it didn’t kill Agrut and Everett, Elora felt certain it would have cost them half a day or more of progress. Not that it would have mattered to her; getting caught in a giant landslide of boulders would certainly have turned her into pulped rogue.
“Look at that, finally earning your share of the gold,” Agrut muttered, impatiently tapping his foot as he waited for the rocks to stop falling.
“Couldn’t you have just stopped it from springing? We’ve effectively announced our presence to every dragon on this side of the mountain,” Everett complained.
Elora debated telling him to sit on a dagger, then swallowed her annoyance and slapped on a fake smile. They were so close to the top, there was no way she was risking pissing them off and having to fight for her share of the treasure. “What the dragons almost certainly think they heard was a group of adventurers getting killed by a rockslide. At most, they’ll send a sentry or two to investigate, and we can hide out while they pass over. Couldn’t be easier.”
The knight stared down the brim of his slim nose at her. “I don’t cower in the shadows from mere sentries. If they come, we will dispatch them. It’s as simple as that.”
“Judging by the air and our location, I’d say we’re perhaps another half-day’s journey from reaching the top, at best,” Agrut said. “It might be wise to conserve our mana and strength until we reach Rathgan. One imagines that he will present at least something of a challenge.”
Everett considered the point; the knight was so dumb Elora could practically see the wheels turning slowly in his mind. “Very well, we shall allow the rogue to hide us if anything bigger than a hatchling appears. Otherwise, we deal with it.”
“It’s your call on the fighting; I’m just here to deal with traps.” Elora watched patiently as the deluge of rocks slowed to a stream, then a trickle, and finally died off entirely. Part of her was tempted to call it a day. Agrut and Everett had already found and raided the nests of several lesser dragons during their journey up. Right now she had more than enough gold to justify the outing. Heck, she might even let herself take a vacation when all was said and done. She didn’t need to keep pressing on with these assholes—as soon as they turned their backs, she could slip into the shadows and vanish.
But it wasn’t the gold that moved her feet forward along with the others. It wasn’t any sense of obligation to these two, either; she wouldn’t mind watching Rathgan turn them into bloody chunks. The truth was, Elora was still dealing with these two solely because she wanted to reach the top of the mountain and see if her student made it there as well. Given the rough fights she’d witnessed, Elora couldn’t honestly give Eric and his friends very good odds, but those five had a habit of surprising her. Hopefully, this would be one of those times. She was very much hoping to meet him and the others at Rathgan’s chamber.
Though she, of course, would need to arrive first. Elora did have her pride as a rogue, after all.
*             *             *
The spears fired out from the walls, stopping only when they were fully extended. Five came from either side, ensuring that anyone who’d stepped into the area would be stabbed on multiple fronts. Gabrielle let out a soft whistle, impressed by the craftsmanship even as Eric worked to take the mechanism apart.
Bulek’s directions had proven honest and useful thus far, leading them away from the lairs of other dragons and warning them about the traps in their path. Either he really didn’t want them dead, or he was leading them toward a very specific end. The farther they went, the more it seemed to be the former.
“I’ve been meaning to ask you this, Thistle,” Gabrielle whispered while Eric carefully wedged a pressure plate free and began to tinker with the device inside. “Why do the dragons have so many traps in their nest? I can’t imagine that many adventurers really try to raid these places.”
“It happens more than you might expect,” Thistle told her. “But you’re right in that this much defense would be excessive. The truth is that most of these traps aren’t here to stop adventurers, they’re here to deter other dragons.”
“Why would they want to kill their own kin?” Timuscor asked.
“They don’t, not really, but dragons are not renowned for their restraint or willingness to share. Contained in this one nest are the lairs—and therefore the hoards—of dozens of dragons. Some would be tempted to amass more gold at the expense of their kin. These traps are here to discourage such thievery. Brutal and deadly though they might be to us, few would do lasting harm to another dragon.” Thistle walked over and carefully pressed his bracer against the spear, then lifted it up to show that not so much as a scratch had been made. “See? Enough to wound another dragon’s pride, while not so strong as to do serious damage to their flesh.”
“Damn. From the way they came at us, I assumed the dragons were a perfect unit. Never imagined they’d have trust issues over petty shit like this,” Gabrielle said.
“Nothing unites a people like an outside threat,” Grumph told her.
There was a small clang from the pressure plate, and slowly, the spears retracted back into the wall. Eric scooted back several inches, staying on his stomach the whole time, then reached out with his sword and pressed down on the pressure plate again. Unlike before, no spears leapt out, though he pressed down on a few more areas of the ground, just to be safe. According to Bulek’s notes, even stepping near the plate was enough to set this trap off.
“Looks like I got it,” Eric said at last, carefully rising from the ground. “Unless I’m remembering wrong, there are only six more traps to go. That we know of, I mean.”
“And several hours’ journey that includes sneaking past the entrances to three different dragon lairs,” Thistle reminded him.
“Right... are we sure this is the easiest path?” Eris asked.
“Probably not the easiest,” Grumph told him. “But it might be the safest. The best fights are the ones you avoid.”
It was hard to argue with that, seeing as they’d barely managed to survive the battle with Bulek. If worse came to worse, they might be able to bring down another hatchling, but if there were two or they met an older dragon, they were as good as corpses. Bulek’s path was their only real shot, so they continued, as quiet and careful as possible.
As they walked, the same fear weighed on all of their minds. What would happen when they reached the end of the instructions and arrived at Rathgan’s chamber? From there, they’d be flying blind, breaking into the lair of an elder dragon to steal his most coveted possession.
Bulek seemed to have kept his side of the bargain and offered them a safe path, after all. And that was what they had asked for, so he could hardly be blamed that they were trekking toward their almost certain doom. That was the choice they had made, and they would see it through to the end.
Whether that meant their end or just that of the quest would only be seen when they reached the elder dragon’s lair.
 



Chapter 49
 
“Everyone have what they need? Sodas? Chips? I assume Cheri has a flask tucked away somewhere. Go to the bathroom now if you have to. Obviously, you can take a break during the game if needed; I’d just like to keep this moving as seamlessly as we can once it starts.”
Russell looked out at the excited yet nervous faces of his players. He didn’t blame them for the mixed emotions; they’d worked their butts off to make it up this mountain. What came next was guaranteed to be dangerous but also had the potential to be incredibly rewarding. The hoard of an elder dragon was going to be nuts, even if they did end up splitting it with however many other adventurers the module said made it this far. There would have to be some, otherwise this fight was impossible, and the module had been good about keeping things challenging but fair. Every trap was detectable; every battle was winnable. Not easily, perhaps, but it could be done. And his players had accomplished it; they’d clawed their way along the paths. All that remained was to tackle Rathgan’s chamber.
“I would, as the GM, also like to remind you all that if you trek back down the mountain now, you can use the coin to head back to town,” Russell added. “You all got some decent gold in the giant fight, and you found that small cache of treasure on the way up. If you bail now, you can definitely still call this quest a success.”
“Can’t do it,” Tim replied. “Paladins don’t run.”
“And we don’t leave our friends behind,” Cheri added.
“Wimberly is excited to gather data on an elder dragon,” Bert said.
“Gelthorn, too, would not desert her friends. Plus, she’d like to get enough gold to buy her own forest.”
Everyone turned to Alexis, whose voice immediately quieted as she shrugged her shoulders. “What? She knows how gold works, and she’s got some really solid ideas for her own land.”
“Just surprised and a little impressed, that’s all,” Cheri told her. “Anyway, that’s a consensus, little brother. Crack that book and tell us what comes next.”
Russell didn’t need any more encouragement than that. He opened the module tenderly, flipping past the broken seal to the final section: Rathgan’s Lair.
“Your tunnel emerges into a modest cavern, where the sound of whispering voices bounces off the walls…”
*             *             *
Mitch was surprised to see a small cooler set off to the side of the table, sodas already peeking out from the half-open top. In the center of the table were several sandwiches, along with a few bags of brand-name chips. Glenn was on those before anyone had a chance to speak, and Terry helped himself to a soda. Moments after they’d settled in, Jamie came out of the back, module in hand. She never left that thing lying about, no doubt thinking they’d flip through it and try to cheat. The fact that she was right didn’t lessen Mitch’s annoyance with the habit.
“Good, you found the refreshments,” Jamie said. Rather than taking her seat, she walked over to the front door. With a quick twist, she locked it, then flipped the small sign that hung against the glass to the “Closed” side. “This is the big battle; we don’t want to be disturbed. Can’t risk customers coming in and messing up the ambiance.”
The risk of that seemed low since none of them had ever witnessed a single customer enter the shop in their time playing with Jamie. It was the sort of thing they’d have happily brought up, but she’d brought snacks, and no one was inclined to risk those being taken away.
“Anyone who needs to pee, knock it out now,” she instructed. “I glanced ahead, and this is a pretty high-stakes fight. You’re not going to want to miss any of it.”
“Maybe you’re forgetting, but we’re not going to participate in the fight,” Mitch told her. “We’ve been picking off stragglers all the way up this mountain; we sure as shit aren’t changing strategies now. If it looks like the other adventurers will win, we’ll rush in at the last minute to claim a share of the loot and experience. If they lose, we’ll search their bodies when the dragon is distracted.”
“And if you’re the only ones who make it to the top of the mountain?” Jamie asked.
“Then we’ll head back down,” Mitch replied. “No way we’re going to try and fuck with a real dragon on our own. We made a lot on this quest; can’t spend it if we die.”
“I suppose you have a point.” Jamie settled into her usual spot, propping up the screen in front of her and flashing the same unwavering smile she always wore at them. “I’m still going to ask that anyone with business to do knocks it out now, though. Wouldn’t want to wreck the ambiance once things get rolling.”
Glenn finished stuffing the first sandwich in his face, then hauled himself up from the table and headed toward the restroom in the back.
“Wash your hands!” Jamie called as the door shut.
Mitch took a handful of chips and leaned back, looking over his sheet once more. A thousand gold and a half dozen magical items between them. Not bad for a Grand Quest. Not bad, but not exceptional either. He hoped they got the chance to scavenge more, to really load their characters down with loot.
After what happened in that last game with Russell, Mitch wanted to completely own this one. And he’d do it, too, by playing smart, careful, and, above all else, ruthless.
Even if Mitnan was the sole survivor of the party, he’d make it down that mountain. No matter what.
*             *             *
While not all roads led to Rathgan’s chamber, as Eric stepped out into the modest cavern it became clear that more than just their own did so. All around them, smaller openings coming from both in and outside the mountain led into this area. Presumably, some of these paths had been used by the other adventurers already gathered in the cavern. Some were resting, others were cramming food or potions in their mouths. Nearly everyone in robes was gathered up at the set of golden doors barring anyone from further progress.
“There they are,” Gabrielle said, her whispered voice coming from only a few steps behind. They’d tightened formation as they neared the end of Bulek’s directions, preparing themselves for anything that might spring out and surprise them at the last moment. The doors, however, they’d been ready for. Bulek had warned that Rathgan didn’t care much for interruptions, especially since finding the Bridge, and his mighty doors—which had once hung open regularly—would now open only to his most trusted of aides.
Bulek hadn’t been able to offer much in the way of ideas for how to get through them, as even he was unable to pass, but the party had designated this as a “cross the problem if they reached it” sort of issue. Fortunately, it seemed they weren’t the only ones who’d made the journey, though the number of adventurers remaining was paltry compared to the amount they’d watched charge in.
“Do we think the mages can crack that?” Timuscor asked.
“Best we let them try, for now,” Thistle told him. “Our power is not so considerable that we can afford to waste any of it on the breaching. Especially when we’ll almost certainly have another yet to come.”
Eric pondered the statement for a few moments before he took Thistle’s meaning. “You think Rathgan will have a vault inside his chamber?”
“Aye, that or some manner of enchanted chest, if we’re lucky. If he’s stored the Bridge in any manner of extra-dimensional pocket, we may be out of luck.”
“Call it a hunch, but I don’t think you can do things like that to the Bridge,” Eric said. “If it was possible, no one would have needed to build a whole dungeon to keep people away from that last piece. And... look, this is hard to explain. It’s just that, when I think back to holding a piece of it, there’s a part of me that understands that something like that can’t be tucked away like a sack of gold. There’s no pocket dimension that could contain it.”
“That would be quite fortunate,” Thistle said. “If our only barrier is a lock or a ward, then we’re at least somewhat prepared to deal with both of those.”
“Yeah, it would be a slice of pie if not for the elder dragon trying to eat us alive.” Gabrielle stopped, looking down at Thistle intently. “Wait... are you going to have to fight him? I’m still unsure on what this whole paladin obligation entails, but angry dragon trying to kill people seems like the sort of thing you might have to step in on, whether you can make a difference or not.”
“That is a fair question, and the honest answer is that I’m not sure,” Thistle replied. “I genuinely believe that the best way to stop Rathgan is to steal the Bridge piece from his possession and get it far away from him. Hopefully, over time, his senses will return. Whether Grumble agrees with that plan or not remains to be seen. The fact that I’ve prayed and talked about our strategy without getting stuck to the floor is a good sign, however.”
“It’s an unconventional manner for stopping an evil dragon,” Timuscor remarked. “But Grumble has permitted the unconventional before.”
Eric scanned the room while the others spoke, taking stock of what sorts of adventurers remained for the fight ahead: archers, knights, mages, rogues, even the odd paladin based on the blessings they were laying on their weapons. Not a bad crew for attacking a dragon. Still, based on reputation, Eric couldn’t imagine Rathgan would be that easy to defeat. The kingdom had sent an army of adventurers, and perhaps ten percent had made it to the top. If the lesser dragons could fell that many, one could only imagine what Rathgan was capable of.
The encouraging thing about the sight before him was that everyone seemed to be readying themselves for battle. Swords were being sharpened, arrows double-checked, and armor adjusted. A slight ping of guilt echoed through Eric’s conscience; here everyone was, getting ready to fight, and his team was going to try and run past them right for the treasure, wherever it might be. He soothed the mental thorn by reminding himself that it wasn’t as though they were going to try and take everything. All they wanted was the Bridge, which they couldn’t allow to fall into the wrong hands anyway. Besides, he was a rogue; there was nothing wrong with a little trickery.
After carefully combing through every person present, Eric couldn’t find any sign of Elora. He didn’t imagine for a moment that she’d fallen on the way or that he’d beaten her here. By the looks of things, Bulek’s path, while safe, had also left them among the last to arrive. No, she was probably hiding out somewhere unseen, perhaps watching him even as he searched fruitlessly for her. When he focused, it seemed like he could sense someone watching him, albeit not with the ferocity of when Elora had first trailed them out of Camnarael. Eric smiled in case she could see him and turned back toward his friends.
Just as he started to move, however, the massive sound of metal on stone filled the corridor. Slowly, the giant doors, big enough to permit a full-grown dragon entry, began to move. Inch by inch the golden barriers parted, revealing an upward slope that could only lead to one place.
“They got through the doors?” Timuscor said.
“No.” Eric could see the bewilderment on the faces of the mages as they scrambled back to their respective parties and rapidly brought everyone they could up to speed. “They’re as surprised as the rest of us. I think... I think Rathgan opened those doors himself. As a challenge, maybe?”
“Perhaps.” Thistle carefully checked his daggers and adjusted his sheaths. “Or perhaps he simply preferred to have the battle come when he was ready. We’re fighting on his terms now, not ours.”
“It’s the lair of a giant dragon at the top of a mountain we had to fight and sneak our way up,” Gabrielle said, pulling her axe free from its place against her back. “It was always going to be a fight on his terms.”
“Aye.” Thistle looked at the others, who were all taking out their respective weapons, just as every other adventurer in the room was. “We’re all clear on the plan, right? Find the hoard, get the Bridge, and flee as quickly as possible. Eric and Gabrielle are the best chance we have at getting past any barriers, be they mundane or magical, so the rest of us will focus on protecting them while we search for Rathgan’s treasure.”
“Still not sure how I feel about that part,” Gabrielle muttered darkly. “I can protect myself.”
“Leave your pride here,” Grumph told her. “Once we’re in there, we work together to survive. Everyone has their role.”
“Yeah, yeah, I’ll do it; I just don’t have to like it.”
Near the front of the cavern, the adventurers were grouping together into a massive crowd. Once they made the initial charge, they’d splinter; otherwise, they’d be wide open to a fire-breath attack. Everyone had learned that lesson from the first charge. There was surprisingly little discussion going on, perhaps because there wasn’t much to say. They were about to run into the lair of an elder dragon—no amount of planning would hold up to whatever was waiting inside. The best strategy was to stay loose, adapt to the challenges as they presented themselves, and try very hard not to die.
“Let’s hang a bit to the back,” Eric said. “Since we’re not planning to fight, we don’t need to try and catch him off guard. Better to let the battle start and then try to scout.”
“Hang back, don’t lead the charge, avoid the battle. You all really know how to take the fun out of fighting a dragon.” Gabrielle reached over and smacked Eric once on the back, sending him stumbling slightly forward. He still wasn’t accustomed to that enchanted strength of hers yet. “Relax, Eric. You look tense. I mean, I get why, but you’re at your best when you’re fluid. And we need everyone at their best for this.”
Eric didn’t have a good argument for that, so instead, he just kept on moving forward. Although he still scanned occasionally for Elora, he quickly allowed her to fall from his mind. He would see her only if she wanted to be seen, and in the meantime, he had much bigger issues to concern himself with.
Dragon-sized issues, specifically.
 



Chapter 50
 
Despite the fact that she’d been unhappy about it, Gabrielle had to admit that Eric was right about keeping to the back. Aside from it being good strategy, which it was, the idea proved its worth before they’d even made it all the way up the slope. Thanks to their decreased elevation, the massive blast of flames roared over their heads, scorching the stone above them as well as lighting more than a few fellow adventurers on fire.
Her eyes went wide at the sight. Bulek’s attacks, while fierce, were little more than a torch’s flame compared to what they’d just seen. The size of the blast and the heat radiating off of it were in a whole other category. Bravado be damned, she was glad they weren’t actually trying to fight the creature that could conjure such attacks.
The fire died away and they raced upward, determined not to be caught in the next blast. They crested the top of the slope, and Rathgan came into view.
If she’d thought the flames were shocking, they were nothing compared to the dragon that had breathed them. Rathgan was enormous, taller than any building she’d seen outside of a castle, and covered from head to toe in shiny red scales. These weren’t like the demon hide that made up her armor, which were a deep red like freshly-spilled blood. No, Rathgan’s color was like the fire he so freely shot out. The scales shimmered in the light of the setting sun, which filtered through a large hole above them that was doubtlessly utilized by Rathgan to fly in and out at his leisure. If only they’d been able to take to the air, they could have passed the entire mountain by and descended directly into the enormous cavern, which was probably why the surrounding areas were so heavily warded against magical flight.
The creature turned toward and then past them, taking in the slew of adventurers that were still pouring into his enormous lair. Thick horns jutted along the top of his head, extra armor for his faded yellow eyes. He flapped his mighty wings once, and the whole cavern swelled with a breeze powerful enough to make everyone tighten their grips on their weapons. His tail was poised overhead, held aloft like a cat’s, only Gabrielle wasn’t under any illusion that he was using it for balance. The tail, like every other part of his body, was a weapon prepared to strike. All that held it still was Rathgan’s search for the right place to attack.
“Fools. You are nothing but pawns, sent here to keep me from pursuing the truth. I have no time to play such games.”
Rathgan’s voice boomed through the cave, causing almost everyone to wince. His threat wasn’t idle, either. No sooner had he finished his sonorous declaration than Gabrielle heard something massive strike the ground. His tail had come down. He dragged it along the floor and sent a half dozen adventurers flying. At the same time, those wings beat again, this time more than once, and the chamber became filled with buffeting winds. He lowered his massive snout and closed in on a cluster of warriors near the front. Some dodged out of the way in time, but others vanished between his teeth, probably never to be seen again. All around them were screams—some of strategy, more of panic. Gabrielle had thought the numbers would give them an advantage. Staring up at the enormity of their task, she couldn’t imagine that any number of adventurers would be able to handle such a challenge.
It was pain that brought her focus back to her immediate surroundings, as her axe’s burning had suddenly grown fiercer. Her weapon didn’t care for such weak thoughts; it responded best when she was stalwart and determined to win. And they could win, damn it. Yes, Rathgan was huge and powerful, but older dragons than he had been brought down. Adventurers were not to be underestimated. She’d seen them stop giant demons; why should a dragon be all that different?
Letting out a deep breath, Gabrielle focused on the task at hand. They didn’t need to fight and win; they could claim victory another way. This was Rathgan’s home—that much was clear—so his hoard had to be here somewhere. The trouble was, there was no mountain of gold in sight, nor were there any other exits that Rathgan could fit through. It was just the slope down and the hole in the ceiling.
For a moment, panic grabbed at her heart. What if Rathgan had moved his treasure somewhere else in preparation for the battle? That way, even if he fell, he could keep the hoard from the hands of his killers. But that plan was risky, too, as it would leave his treasure vulnerable, and Bulek had made it seem like Rathgan would want the Bridge close at hand. Besides, nothing about the elder dragon’s attitude gave Gabrielle the impression he was worried about losing.
A blow to her shoulder nearly made Gabrielle whip around and strike, until she realized it was Eric trying to get her attention over the screaming wind. He was pointing across the cavern, past Rathgan’s hind claws, to a small patch of discoloration in the wall. Although she couldn’t make out what it was, she trusted Eric’s keen eyes over her own. Maybe it was a panel of some sort or an enchanted doorway that grew to its user’s size. Either way, it was a lead.
It would have been nice if said lead was a little closer and didn’t require racing past the claws and tail of a dragon to get there, but at this point, she supposed they had to take what they could get. There was nothing more to say, not that they’d have been able to manage much over the roaring winds and flapping wings, even huddled together as they were.
Timuscor raised his shield and took the lead, with Grumph and Thistle to the sides, pinning her and Eric in as best they could, given their gnome-paladin’s stature. The rear was left open in case they had to dart back; no one wanted them to get trapped by their own defenses. With the formation set, they started forward quickly and carefully.
Their approach was wide to avoid the strikes coming at the adventurers who were slashing at Rathgan’s hindquarters. Few eyes looked their way; most were far too focused on the task at hand. From her vantage point, Gabrielle noticed that as Rathgan’s neck rose, his snout came peeking into view over his shoulders. He was lifting his head, probably to send out another blast of fire. Gabrielle felt a sliver of relief that they were on the other side for this round; however, that died away as Grumph stiffened next to her.
The half-orc was staring over at the dragon’s snout. The beast seemed to be speaking rather than breathing deeply, now that Gabrielle paid more attention. She knew then, even before Grumph managed to project his deep boom of a voice over the sound of the wind. It was one of the most powerful aspects to dragons, and somehow, she’d let it slip her mind. But as she watched, noting the sudden change in the color of the sky overhead, there could be no other explanation.
Dragons were magic-users too, after all.
“Casting!” Grumph managed to scream the warning to his friends and perhaps a few nearby adventurers whom luck and the wind favored. He’d barely gotten the word out before the first bolt came crashing down, striking a knight wielding a massive lance. The adventurer glowed brightly in the crackling shine of the lightning, and when it cleared, he was on the ground, smoke rising from his charred flesh.
Gabrielle chanced a single look at the sky, taking in the sunset that was all but completely obscured by the billowing black clouds that had formed from nowhere. Rathgan had summoned a lightning storm upon them, and suddenly, the screams of the wind were nothing compared to the claps of thunder that came booming out moments after more bolts struck.
They were running before a word was even said. Strategy was well and good in its place, but now speed was their dearest ally. They had to find the treasury or, barring that, some place to take cover. Because even as lightning rained down, Rathgan continued his assault. If they didn’t get to safety soon, they’d end up being nothing more than afterthought smeared across his giant claws.
*             *             *
“How quaint.” Agrut made a few motions with his hands, and a small blue shield flickered into existence around him. “It’s an impressive-looking spell, but nothing a ward against lightning can’t handle. One has to direct the attacks to get any real power from them; this is just chaos.”
It didn’t escape Elora’s notice that Agrut didn’t offer to cast one of those wards on her, but then again, he didn’t cast on Everett either, so at least he wasn’t playing favorites. He was just a dick. That said, Agrut did have a point. One of Rathgan’s actual attacks would be dangerous; the lightning was simply firing off haphazardly, making the battlefield a little more hectic. She could easily dodge a stray bolt; it just required keeping an eye on the clouds. Rathgan was a smart dragon—not that she was surprised, given his age. He was keeping the adventurers off-balance, preventing them from getting a chance to regroup or coordinate their efforts. Neutralizing their advantage of numbers was key to his survival, and Rathgan clearly knew it.
Everett and Agrut had both insisted on keeping to the rear, a strategy that had suited Elora just fine. They were doing it to let the initial battlefield chaos wash away and get their bearings on the best method of attack; meanwhile, she just really didn’t want to die. Plus, it had allowed her to tail Eric and the others, even as he tried to spot her. The kid was good, but he still had a ways to go, and she wanted to remind him of that every chance she got. It had been heartening to see Eric and his friends take the wise path of not rushing in; she didn’t particularly like the idea of any of them being roasted alive.
What was strange, however, was what they’d done after entering the cavern. None of them, not even Gabrielle, had tried to attack Rathgan. Instead, they’d huddled together and tried to slip around to the other side of the cavern. That had grabbed Elora’s attention almost as firmly as the giant dragon attempting to kill everyone. That group, for all its faults, was not composed of cowards. What’s more, they had a paladin with them, one who was actively ignoring people in need. The only way that could fly was if Thistle had another way to stop Rathgan, had a larger threat to deal with, or had lost Grumble’s protection as a paladin. Since it was unlikely that the final option had come to pass in the few days she hadn’t seen them, the first two options were promoted to the most plausible candidates. And that meant that whatever they were doing, it was probably interesting. More interesting than hanging around the annoying dipshit duo she’d saddled herself with, anyway.
“We got a plan here, fellows? Or are we just going to sit around and watch him pick off the fodder?” Elora asked.
“The plan is simple,” Everett said. “Once we have a good sense of Rathgan’s abilities and style of battle, we charge in and crush him. It’s the same tactic all the smarter fighters are using.”
He wasn’t wrong; there were several other groups hanging to the fringes, easily repelling whatever stray attacks came their way as they prepared their strategies. What was happening now was the first swing of a sword, nothing more. Soon, the second phase of the battle would begin, and Rathgan would be pushed on the defensive. It should have been fascinating enough to still Elora’s restless blood, yet she couldn’t quit looking over to Eric and his friends, who were making a mad dash toward something. She squinted carefully and noticed that there was a patch of wall slightly off-color from the rest around it. As soon as her eyes fell on that, the choice was made.
“Seeing as literally every other lair we’ve found had some traps, any objection to me taking a run around the place while we wait? Make sure Rathgan doesn’t have anything ready to spring?”
“Good idea,” Agrut said. “You won’t earn your keep in battle, so better to do it now. Try not to die, if possible. At least not until you’ve finished making sure the area is secure.”
“You’re all heart, you know that?” Elora didn’t bother hanging around any longer. She was already behind the others, and the last thing she wanted was for them to give her the slip. Interesting as the dragon battle was, her gut said that whatever they were chasing would be far more fun.
Dangerous and deadly, as well—that went without saying. Then again, those were necessary components for a rogue’s idea of fun anyway.
*             *             *
It was hard for anything to stand out amidst the chaos of blasting winds, an attacking dragon, and bolts of lightning raining down from the sky. Yet a half-orc holding a wizard’s staff was enough to catch Chalara’s eye as the brute dashed past. What sensible mage stuck a blade in the top of their staff, anyway? Had he looted it from a body, thinking it was a club? His armor seemed more mage appropriate than what a half-orc should have worn into a fight with a dragon, but perhaps budget had left him hamstrung.
It was only because Chalara focused on the half-orc that her eyes caught the rest of his party. Some were more proper, like the dark-haired man in the leather armor who was clearly a rogue, but others were just as strange as their mage: a lean, blonde woman in blood-red armor with a giant axe, a gnome dressed in plate armor somehow keeping pace with the others, and a boar. Strike that—an armored boar whose protection matched that of a blond man holding a shield and sword carefully in hand. There were a lot of adventurers at this fight, yet this group was peculiar enough to draw her attention.
Had they kept running, it would have been a momentary blip in the battle, some fleeting distraction amidst the utter insanity unfolding around her. But they didn’t keep going, nor did they turn and help with the assault on the dragon. Instead, they came to a halt at the wall of the cavern nearby. That was unexpected enough, but what added to the surprise Chalara’s realization that the area they’d approached was a slightly different color than the rest of the wall. How had she missed that? Well, because there was a giant fucking dragon trying to kill them all and she hadn’t paid much attention to the sides of the cavern, that was how. They, evidently, had been focusing on something very different.
As the group gathered before the odd spot in the wall, Chalara motioned to her friends to move in closer. Whatever was happening, she wanted to see it and, perhaps, determine if whatever the strange group had up their sleeve would bring her people some benefit. Maybe the dragon kept powerful weapons hidden nearby—that wouldn’t be out of place for this sort of battle. Or maybe the dragon was a distraction, hiding a skillful mage out of sight.
Whatever the truth was, she would make sure to bear witness. They weren’t going to get caught off guard again. She already had a miniaturized chest squirreled away in a pouch on her belt as a reminder of what happened the last time they didn’t pay attention to their surroundings.
This time, things were going to be different.
 



Chapter 51
 
They all came sliding to a stop, Timuscor lifting his shield overhead to try and give some cover from the lightning. This provided shelter from the relentless screaming of the wind as well, which was a welcome respite for their tired eardrums. Up close, the section of false wall was unmistakable, too clean and new to match the worn rock all around it. Eric let out a curse under his breath that few ears could perceive as he stared at the doorway.
“This is something,” Eric said, pressing his hand to the door and finding it unyielding. “But I can’t be the only one wondering how it’s supposed to help. There’s no way Rathgan could fit through a door this size. A hatchling would probably get stuck trying to crack through.”
“Actually, I suspect that’s the very reason it’s so small.” Thistle had been pondering what sort of safeguards Rathgan would employ against a nest of dragons. It hadn’t occurred to him that the elder dragon would do something as simple as using the younger dragons’ lack of manifested abilities against them. “Dragons gain the magic of shape-changing as they grow older. Many have passed as humans or elves before to gather information on their enemies. It is a gift that comes with time, though, unlike breathing fire. I’d wager Rathgan made this passage so small because he’s probably the only dragon here who can reduce his size, thus barring any of the others from trying to get in.”
“Okay, so maybe the reason he waited to open the door is that he was putting this barrier in place.” Eric was running his hands along the seam where false wall and true rock were joined. There was no give, regardless of how much he pressed, yet he wasn’t deterred. “He never needed to hide this from the others, but we’d all be able to enter, since we’re small. That would explain why it looks rushed. Plus, it means this thing is almost certainly made of magic.”
Gabrielle didn’t need any more invitation than that; she twirled her axe once while Eric rapidly backed away. Carefully, she pressed the weapon against the false wall, wincing visibly as it made contact. “Oh yeah, this is all magic. Strong magic, too. Thistle, be ready with the healing. Something tells me this one isn’t going to be cheap.”
She reared back: there would be nothing gentle about the next time her axe and the barrier met. By the time the weapon was readied, her blonde hair had turned ink-black, and the whites of her eyes seemed murky. Thistle felt something twinge inside of him in that moment. It wasn’t evil—he’d gotten an unfortunately unforgettable taste of that fighting Kalzidar’s priest, and he would never mistake anything else for it. But it was dark—pitch black, really—and old. Older than the armor wrapped around Thistle’s body. Perhaps even older than the god he served.
Then she swung and the feeling was gone, as lost as a dream by mid-morning. Gabrielle’s axe struck the barrier and held there for a moment, as if the magic were pushing it away. She grit her teeth and muttered something inaudible, and then the axe was moving again, ripping a large hole through the false wall. To anyone watching, it no doubt seemed as though Gabrielle had just chopped right through solid stone. Thistle found it somewhat humorous that, impressive as the feat seemed, it paled in comparison to what she’d actually accomplished.
He pressed his hand to her arm before he even saw the blood, his magic repairing her body from the toll the axe had demanded. Tactically, it was probably smarter to let Gabrielle drink a potion and save his magic for someone who might be unconscious later on. Still, there was something about that axe, about the feeling he’d had moments prior, that made Thistle want to cleanse her magic with the power of the divine. Perhaps he was being overly cautious, but he did it all the same. There was no sense in taking avoidable chances.
The others hurried through the opened doorway until only Thistle and Timuscor were remained. He met the knight’s eyes, waiting for Timuscor to pass through, only to find an identical stare peering back at him. Timuscor was set on being the last through the door, on holding up his shield to protect them from the lightning until everyone else was through. Even Mr. Peppers had been urged along. It was down to just the two of them.
Thistle was dearly tempted to dig in his heels and refuse to move, but a blast of wind reminded him that now was hardly the time for such pissing contests. Whose duty it was to hold the rear was irrelevant in the face of the importance of getting everyone through. Although, were he pressed on the subject, Thistle would admit that he felt a touch annoyed as he made his way into the hidden chamber. Mostly, though, he was thankful, as some part of him had been waiting for Grumble to intervene and prevent him from leaving the front lines of battle. As he made it several steps in, Thistle let out a small sigh of relief. It seemed that their plan fell in line with serving the greater good; at least enough for Grumble not to pull the “paladin code” card on him.
Seconds later, Timuscor was through as well, his shield dropped to guard their rear. Thistle turned to scold him on the refusal to move, but something far more interesting caught his eye.
“My goodness. That is some impressive magic.” Thistle pointed to the wall, where slowly but surely the false rock was rebuilding itself, bit-by-bit closing the hole that Gabrielle had cleaved into being.
“Powerful warding.” Grumph took a half-step back toward it before catching himself. No doubt he wished to study the enchantment up close; as a wizard, he’d naturally be curious about such a well-crafted spell. Thankfully, he remembered himself before anyone had to point out that this was hardly the time for such things.
“Do we stick around to make sure we aren’t followed?” Gabrielle asked. Though her arms were still wet with blood, she was otherwise unharmed. Thistle had made sure to get her back to perfect fighting shape; they couldn’t afford to be without their strongest warrior in a place like this.
“We should press on,” Eric said. “We’ve got a goal in mind, and anyone who follows is likely to care way more about whatever gold and gems Rathgan has than about our target. Even if they want the same thing, it makes more sense to get ourselves a head start.”
No one argued the point, most likely because any idea that got them farther away from an angry elder dragon was one worth embracing. Thistle moved himself slightly forward in position as the group started down the stone hallway, determined to stay near Eric and Gabrielle. While they were the best chance the party had at breaking through more obstacles, he was the one who would need to heal them.
Now that Thistle finally had the means to keep up, he was determined not to fall behind when his friends needed him. Not ever again, if he could help it.
*             *             *
Chalara nearly fell over when she saw the blonde woman rip through the discolored section of wall with one swing of her axe. Just how powerful were the other adventurers here, anyway? Their party moved through the new entryway as hers drew closer, and she waited carefully until the strangers dropped out of sight before motioning for everyone to follow. Wimberly and Gelthorn began to move, accepting the wordless order over the horrible blaring wind, but Timanuel remained planted. He nodded up at the dragon, who was attacking adventurer after adventurer. Right; paladins couldn’t run. Then again, what if this was a distraction and the real evil was down that hall? Surely paladins were allowed to prioritize such things.
Reaching over, she grabbed Timanuel and dragged him across the battlefield while Wimberly and Gelthorn ran ahead. He was stronger than her—he easily could have broken free—but he still allowed himself to be pulled along until they were through the hole, which had seemed wider moments before.
Finally free of the wind pounding on their ears, Chalara released her grip on Timanuel. “Something fishy is going on,” she said. Her voice was louder than needed, her ears still adjusting to the relative quiet around them. “We’re in a hidden route in the lair, one that leads deeper in. The dragon is supposed to be the big bad final fight, so where the hell does this thing go?”
“Probably to the treasury,” Wimberly pointed out. “We are supposed to get a lot of gold and items from this, and there wasn’t as much as even a copper out there. The entrance to the treasury had to be somewhere nearby.”
“Which is why I didn’t want to go through,” Timanuel added. “The fight is out there. That’s where I’m needed. I’m a paladin: I can’t try to loot the goods before everyone else.”
He turned back toward the door, and Chalara’s mind whirled as she tried to think of a reason for him to stay. Something told her this was the right path, but moving a paladin from his course was no small feat. She had to think of a way to convince him that the greater good could be served by leaving the fight.
“What if there are weapons?” Chalara spat out the idea, knowing it was a long shot as she spoke. “Rathgan has taken a lot of stuff from merchants. There are bound to be some weapons and items in the haul that might be useful. I mean, you saw the fight out there; things aren’t going our way. Maybe this is the trick to it. We have to find the tools we need to win in here, then bring them out and use them on Rathgan.”
“Hmm. That is a staple of the genre,” Wimberly said, rubbing her chin gently. “A little played out in recent years, but I guess because of that, it would be unexpected. Sort of a meta-throwback. We didn’t think to check for it ourselves, which speaks to how effective a ruse it would be.”
Gelthorn moved around them, back to the hole that Chalara was certain had been bigger a moment before, and looked out into the fray still going on nearby. “Timanuel, did you actually sense evil from Rathgan?”
“He’s been attacking traders and sacking villages. Those aren’t the actions of a good being,” Timanuel said.
“But in nature, such actions are not always evil. Often, they mean a creature has been threatened or driven from its home. All creatures are capable of acting out of fear. And while Rathgan clearly has no qualms killing us, it is worth noting that he didn’t start this fight. We did, working off the kingdom’s information. So again, I ask you, did you sense evil from him?”
“No.” Timanuel was looking past Gelthorn, as if he could will a simple solution into being. “Rathgan doesn’t trip my evil senses. But that doesn’t mean I don’t have to fight him.”
“It does offer some doubt, though,” Wimberly said. “Enough to, at the very least, explore this hidden chamber. We might find tools to win with, as Chalara suggested, or perhaps an explanation to Rathgan’s actions. There are more ways to stop a war than with violence. I believe Longinus himself teaches that.”
“He also teaches not to turn away from those in need,” Timanuel countered.
“Then do not turn from them,” Wimberly shot back. “But simply take a few moments to see if you can find a better way to help them. That battle will not be a brief one. If you stay, you’ll do little, but if you go and uncover something useful, then it will be time well spent.”
“Besides, we’re going.” Chalara adjusted her robes and took careful grip of her wand, staring at the passage ahead. “You’re our paladin. Do your duty and come protect us.”
She didn’t wait around to see if he would agree or not; these sorts of debates could go on forever if left to their own devices. Chalara was almost certain they’d planted a seed of doubt in their paladin’s mind. What grew from it could only be seen through action. Besides, she didn’t want the other party getting too far ahead of her. So she pressed the issue and struck off, trusting that Timanuel would do what he thought was right.
It was still a relief, moments later, when she heard the sound of plate armor trudging along behind her. Their party had held together, for now. She just hoped that it would be enough for whatever lay ahead.
*             *             *
There was no soulful conversation or debate when Mitnan saw the second party slip through the hole in the wall. They’d been hanging to the sides, covertly pulling weapons and gold pouches off the adventurers who’d been bolder and had met their end. As soon as he noticed a path out of the lightning and wind, Mitnan was all for it, especially because he knew it almost certainly led to the treasury. To get their hands on a dragon’s hoard without actually having to kill it would be pure victory like no one else could ever hope to taste.
He smacked Glezidel, who had just set a bard that questioned their mid-battle looting on fire, and then kicked Terkor as he tugged at yet another modest coin pouch. Small change, all of it. Mitnan dragged and punched his party along, herding them into the small hole in the wall. It was barely big enough to fit through; if any of them had rolled a half-orc, the squeeze would have been too tight.
They could all hear the echo of plate armor ahead. Glezidel’s eyes seemed to shine with excitement, so Mitnan clapped him on the back of the head. They’d made it this far by playing it smart. Let the brave idiots do all the hard work; they would scoop up the goods when the others met their inevitable death. There was no sense in taking on anyone who wore plate armor, not when they could let the dragon and his traps do their work for them. They crept along quietly, eyes forward, not at all worried about being taken from behind.
After all, anyone who tried to slip through an opening that small would make a hell of a racket doing so.
*             *             *
It had taken much of Elora’s patience to wait until the hole in the cavern’s wall was no longer the object of others’ attention. She’d stayed hidden as Eric and his friends went through, then the party who’d hung around and had a fight about whether to stay or explore, and then the opportunists who paused their looting to run in. Finally, when those three had slunk away, it seemed no one else was aware of the hole, which might have been due in large part to the hole barely being there anymore. Gabrielle had struck a mighty blow indeed, but Rathgan was an elder dragon, and the quality of his spells reflected that.
Elora slipped through silently, having to tuck a few appendages at odd angles and hold her breath to manage the feat. Once she was in, her daggers appeared in her hands as she waited at the closing hole. Unlike the others, Elora wasn’t content with even the possibility of being surprised from behind. She stood there until the gap was too small for even a gnome to get through, and then she waited a minute or so more for good measure.
Only when she was certain that the way was barred did Elora proceed. True, everyone else now had a massive head start, but an elder dragon’s hoard should have more than enough gold to go around.
And if there was anything extra special that she wanted... well, even Elora might not go so far as to rob her apprentice. The other adventurers, however, were fair game.



Chapter 52
 
Every nerve in Eric’s body was tingling. Each step was a test of terror, bravado, and skill. The path they walked was actually taking them slightly downward, most likely looping back under the very room where the battle was occurring. It made sense; the treasure obviously couldn’t be higher than where they were, since Rathgan’s massive chamber had taken up the entire top of the mountain, so down was the only way they could go. Eric was ready at every turn for another layer of traps meant to keep intruders away, for something that would spring or leap out at any intruder.
So it was somewhat disappointing when they turned a corner and Eric found himself face-to-face with another set of golden doors. They were almost exactly like the pair that had blocked Rathgan’s chamber from the rest of the mountain, save that they were vastly smaller and still closed. This set also had a knob with a small keyhole just beneath it, and as Eric leaned down to peer inside, a firm hand grabbed his shoulder.
“Magic,” Grumph said, reaching over and lightly tapping the metal with the tip of his staff. A crackle of blue energy snapped from the demon-bone sword, met with a shimmer of red that seemed to manifest and swipe back. “So strong I can smell it.”
“Of course, because why just lock the door to your treasure room when you can enchant it shut as well?” Eric didn’t rise all the way; he dropped to a knee, keeping his distance but still peering into the lock. “It looks like this thing isn’t just for show, either. Gabrielle might be able to mess up the enchantment, but she’d still have to chop through solid metal to get us any further.”
“Give me enough time, I might be able to pull that off.” Gabrielle rolled her shoulders and choked up on her axe.
“I fear that would take more than we possess,” Thistle said. “Both because eventually the battle will end, and because I suspect the toll it would take on your body is more than we can mend, potions and magic combined.”
“Well, we can’t very well just head back empty-handed,” Gabrielle snapped.
Eric ignored their discussion, his mind occupied entirely by how to get past the obstacle before him. In the month he’d spent with Elora, there had been countless challenges that pushed him to think outside his normal limitations. Being stealthy and swift—and perhaps a touch greedy—were all key parts of being a rogue, but the lesson she’d tried hardest to teach him was one of thinking his way around a problem. Nothing was insurmountable with enough creativity and skill; Elora had proven that herself when she used sleight of hand to bring down a more skilled opponent.
From his pouch, Eric produced a copper coin and threw it toward the keyhole. His aim was slightly off—only one corner of the coin managed to enter the opening—but the entire keyhole lit up with brilliant red light. By the time it fell to the ground, the coin was melted and warped beyond recognition, little more than a fused lump of copper.
Picking the lock was out, as Grumph had suspected; the enchantment on the door would probably do the same to Eric as it had to the coin. Magic was barring him from progress. At the same time, the doors seemed thick, much like their giant counterparts, so while Gabrielle could handle the enchantment, the physical barrier would stop her from breaking past with anything akin to timeliness. Eric had to admit this was a well-designed defense, pairing magical with mundane to cut off any easy paths through. A powerful mage could theoretically neutralize the enchantment, but that was above Grumph’s training. Hell, Ferdy and Talcia might even have struggled with this, given Rathgan’s level of skill.
As Eric’s mind focused, he picked up something over the din of his friends arguing: the soft jingle of moving armor from farther back in the tunnel. It was brief and fleeting, but Eric was learning to trust his senses and intuition. They weren’t alone anymore. The most likely culprit was more adventurers, and while they might be friendly, there was also a good chance they’d be greedy or violent and set on getting all the treasure for themselves. This was hardly a good location for battle; Gabrielle would barely be able to get a full swing on her axe and had a fair shot at getting it wedged into a wall.
From that moment of fear and imagination came the solution that careful thought had failed to yield. It demanded some risk on his part and Gabrielle’s as well, but it was the best way he could think of to get them past this barrier before anyone else reached them.
“Gabby, I need you to try and wedge your axe in the seam of the doors.” Eric pointed carefully toward a spot less than an inch below the keyhole, being sure not to get his hand too close. This was a dangerous gamble: if she went too high, she might damage the lock itself, stranding them there, but too far away, and the effort might be for nothing. “If you can neutralize the defenses around the keyhole, then I might be able to pick the lock.”
“And you think wedging my axe will do that why?” Gabrielle, quite understandably, asked.
“From what we know, it seems like the blade disrupts and repels magic,” Eric said. “But on the last enchantment, it just cut a hole through it, neutralizing a piece of the wall. I don’t know if that’s because Rathgan’s magic is too strong or you didn’t pay enough blood, and it doesn’t really matter either way. As long as you can rip apart the wards for long enough me to unlock the door, we don’t need you to waste time on breaking it down.”
“So this is very obviously a wild guess, then,” Gabrielle said. Even as she spoke, she was adjusting her grip on her axe, and the others were quickly backing away.
“Pretty much,” Eric admitted.
“Well, at least I get to hit something.” Slowly, the blade of Gabrielle’s axe descended as she lined up her shot. For a moment, it kissed the seam of the door. Unlike when Grumph’s staff touched it, there was no outward snap of energy. Instead, the metal flickered, its golden hue dimming significantly. Then she pulled the axe back, keeping it on course to return to the same spot. For a moment, her eyes fluttered shut.
Eric would have traded every gold piece he still possessed, meager as that amount was, to listen in on Gabrielle’s thoughts at that moment. He knew she was communicating with her weapon, though whether it was in words, images, or instincts was a total mystery. A pang of guilt twisted Eric’s gut as he realized she was striking yet another deal with that cursed tool. They were relying on her too much, and eventually, the price she was paying would rise too high. Yet he said nothing to stop her, because the truth was that this was something only Gabrielle could do. Eric would almost certainly hate himself for this moment eventually—he knew that full-well—but he stood silently as her hair darkened and she whipped the axe downward.
The blow was true, jamming her weapon in precisely the spot Eric had requested. This time, there was nothing subtle about the shift. The gold darkened to the color of steel, the hue radiating out in a circle from where her axe had landed. When it finally stopped, the area was perhaps two feet across, more than wide enough to encompass the knob and the keyhole beneath it.
“Thistle, I might need some patching up.” Gabrielle’s voice was strained, and Eric realized she hadn’t released the axe. Her hands were wrapped around its shaft, blood dripping down from them. As he watched, a new wound appeared on her right forearm, and understanding clicked into place: so long as she kept the magic at bay, her body would continue to be injured.
Eric started working before Thistle had even made it over to heal her, slender metal tools appearing in his hand so fast it may as well have been magic of his own. There was no time to fear for his safety; either the wards were off or he’d be hurt, but he wasn’t going to let Gabrielle suffer any longer than necessary. His fingers flew, faster than Eric had ever seen them go before. The process was so instinctual, so fueled by fear and adrenaline, it was like he was watching himself do the work as an outsider. It was an oddly impressive display to witness, but nothing was more glorious than the moment when a loud clunk came from the door, signifying Eric’s victory over Rathgan’s lock.
He pulled back instantly, pausing only to give the knob a test twist. He was about to urge Gabrielle to do the same, but before he could, the doors swung open. No real surprise, since a barbarian had jammed an axe between the seam where they met and a rogue had just turned the knob. The doors moved like they had no weight at all, the golden glow returning to the gray parts as they lost contact with Gabrielle’s axe. Despite the healing Thistle had administered, Gabrielle still dug into her bag and pulled out a vial of red liquid, popping the top off and downing it quickly.
Now that he could see her, Eric was all the more horrified. At this point, there was little distinction between Gabrielle’s skin and her armor: enough blood had dried on her limbs to leave them almost the same color as the demon hide. She caught his gaze as she tossed the now empty potion to the ground.
“It looks worse than it is. Lots of shallow cuts that bled freely. Thistle was able to patch them nearly as quick as they formed.”
“Hopefully, that’s the last ward we’ve got to get past,” Eric said, unable to keep the doubt from his voice. “I’m not sure how much blood you’ve got left to spare.”
“Did you not see me drink a potion? I feel better than when the day started,” Gabrielle replied. “Just wish the damn things weren’t so expensive.”
“I’m going to take a wager that you’ll be able to afford a new one,” Thistle said. He tapped both of their arms and pointed them to where the doors had finally finished swinging open.
Beyond them was a room that seemed to be glowing with golden light. For a moment, Eric thought they’d wandered into a temple or the home of some divine entity. Then his eyes adjusted, and he realized that it wasn’t the light itself that was golden. No, the light merely came from torches—presumably enchanted, since they seemed to be igniting themselves. What caused the illusion was the light reflecting off piles and piles of gold: small mountains of it, gleaming and lovely and ready for the taking.
What was far more interesting to him, however, was the small pedestal set at the far end of the vast room. Eric’s eyes were drawn there so strongly he couldn’t have pulled away if he tried. Now that the door was open, he could almost feel the presence. It was familiar, yet different, like a sibling to the first.
There, atop the pedestal, across the treasury, was what they’d come all this way for: another piece of the Bridge, gleaming in the torchlight and ripe for the taking.
“Everyone go slowly,” Eric warned, even as his body screamed at him to run forward. “Something tells me Rathgan wouldn’t go to all this trouble and not put a few pieces of protection around his prized possession.”
They crept forward, Eric and Gabrielle at the front, the occasional jingle of another’s armor reaching his ears from behind. Their group was still ahead by some margin, but every moment lost decreased their lead. Something in Eric’s mind whispered that if they could just reach the Bridge, it would all be okay. Once that was in his hands, he’d be invincible. Unstoppable. Eric didn’t trust that voice; he’d already seen what happened to those who got drunk on the Bridge’s power. All the same, his steps quickened slightly, the power in his boots moving him faster than everyone else.
That was why he was a few feet ahead of Gabrielle when the first shift came. It was small and quick, easy to miss or dismiss, but Eric held up his hand for everyone to stop all the same. He watched, focused on the mountain of gold where he knew he’d seen something move. Then it came again, a few of the coins sliding down their mound. Just the gold settling... except that there was nothing in the room to disturb the treasure. It should have settled long ago. This was more like something adjusting.
“Good news: I think I know what the last defense against someone stealing Rathgan’s treasure is,” Eric said, carefully backing slightly away.
“Aye, you noticed that as well?” Thistle’s daggers were already in his hands. Around them, the others followed suit, settling into defensive positions one by one.
“What do you see?” Timuscor asked, shield held up and longsword drawn. “Is there something hiding amidst the treasure?”
“Not exactly.” Eric unsheathed his own blade, eyes still trained on the Bridge piece, wondering just how fast these boots would make him. “Unless I miss my guess—”
Thunderous jingling filled the room, drowning out Eric’s words. All around them, piles of gold coins formed into massive, humanoid shapes, with gemstones for eyes and hundreds of coins serving as the bodies. An army sprang into being in the span of seconds, each and every individual staring at the intruders who’d dared to enter their domain.
“The treasure is the enemy,” Eric finished, speaking more to himself than the others. “Rathgan wove some sort of spell to turn it all into golems.”
Gabrielle darted forward to join Eric, blood-soaked hands holding her axe high. “Treasure golems, huh? Well, this will be a new one.”
 



Chapter 53
 
“What the whatkedy-fuck?” Chalara stared in disbelief at the giant, shining creatures pulling themselves out from the mounds of treasure and slowly closing in on the party that had led the way down this hidden passage. “The loot is the monster. Someone put an arrow in my head; I’ve now officially seen it all.”
“Efficient, when you think about it,” Wimberly said. “Why justify a random monster having treasure, when you can just kill it and then have it be the treasure?”
“I’m glad you’re all impressed, but am I the only one who realizes those people are about to die?” Timanuel pointed at the party, much smaller and fewer than the golems closing in on them. “We have to do something. How do we stop these things?”
All eyes turned to Chalara, whose mind was momentarily blank. Elsewhere, in another world, a dice bounced around a table, and when it finally stopped, it was showing a surprisingly high number. Suddenly, information came flooding in, the small brain hiccup forgotten as she remembered all she knew about golems.
“Rathgan is way too busy to have cast this mid-battle, so he probably left it as a trap,” Chalara said. “Even a dragon doesn’t have the time to enchant every coin like this, which means somewhere in there is a totem that’s the source of the spell. If we can find and break that, we can stop them all at once.”
“Great thinking,” Gelthorn said. “How do we find it?”
“No clue. It might be in one of the golems; it might be hidden in a pile of non-moving gold. Just look for anything glowy or magical, and then see if it breaks.” Chalara noted the disappointment in her friends’ faces and gave a small shrug. “It’s not supposed to be easy to stop, otherwise Rathgan wouldn’t have used it as a defense in the first place.”
“I suppose you have us there,” Timanuel said, drawing his blade. “You all search the piles. I’m going to try and help those five survive.”
“It’s six, if you count the pig,” Gelthorn pointed out, even as she drew her bow.
“Six it is, then.” Timanuel didn’t wait around any longer, bolting forward as fast as his heavy feet would carry him, right into the thick of battle.
Chalara watched him go, still a bit impressed at the headstrong nature that allowed him to race into danger when a sensible mind would have demanded he flee from it. That was their paladin, always courting death. If they wanted to save him from it, they’d have to find a way to stop these damn loot golems.
“Gelthorn, take the gold piles to the right. Wimberly, to the left. Help Timanuel and the others if you can, but the main priority is to hunt for that totem,” Chalara instructed.
“What will you do?” Wimberly asked.
“There’s some sort of object on a pedestal at the other end of the room,” she said. “Seems a little too obvious to be our totem and it’s almost certainly booby-trapped, but we’re going to kick ourselves if that turns out to be the solution and we ignored it. I’m going to try and make a run for it.”
“You do realize that requires crossing the main part of the battlefield, right?” Gelthorn pointed out.
“That’s why I’m not going just yet.” Chalara’s hands began to glow as she wound her fingers through the air, the first magic of a spell dancing around them. “I’ve got some mana to burn, and this seems like as good a time as any to use it.”
*             *             *
Treasure golems were slow, which was probably the only thing keeping Timuscor and his friends alive. Their giant limbs ponderously wound back to administer blows, giving ample time to move out of the way before the golden fists came crashing down and cracked the stone floor where they landed. If they’d been facing a lone golem, they would have certainly triumphed, as they could have dodged the slow strikes while wearing it down a bit at a time. The trouble was that they were facing at least two dozen of the things, and the number was only growing as more pulled themselves up from the mounds of gold.
As more circled them, dodging became harder and harder. A pair of the golems penned Timuscor in, and while he could have easily sidestepped one punch, Timuscor realized that to dodge the other would leave Grumph exposed. Instead, he dropped to a knee, raised his shield, and took the blow straight on. It was powerful enough to leave his arm sore and shaking, but Timuscor was far from beaten as he slashed at the shining legs only inches away. A few coins were swept away from the feet; however, the golem seemed far less bothered by his attack than Timuscor had been by its.
Then, from back near the entrance, a new body came flying forward. This man also held a shield and a blade, though his were emblazoned with the symbol of the god Longinus. He slammed that shield directly into the golem’s side, sending coins flying and knocking it momentarily off balance. It was far from beaten, but the attack bought Timuscor the chance to push himself back up and readjust his position, as well as make sure Mr. Peppers was okay.
A dagger flew from behind Timuscor, slicing directly into one of the gemstone eyes of the golem and sending it reeling. Thistle appeared at Timuscor’s side, chucking a few more blades and allowing the stranger time to recover from his charge.
“We appreciate the help,” Thistle said. Something in his eyes seemed to spark as he and the stranger looked upon one another—an expression that was mirrored in the other man’s face. “Especially that of a fellow paladin.”
“You can tell just by looking at him?” Timuscor asked.
“All of those who serve the just gods know one another on sight,” the stranger said. “Friends should always be able to recognize each other.”
“I am Thistle, paladin of Grumble.” Thistle threw another pair of daggers at the advancing golem with one eye, though they barely seemed to slow it.
“And I am Timanuel, paladin of Longinus.” He backed a few feet away, angling his shield ahead. “Good sir knight, if you would lend me aid, perhaps together our shields will be enough to scatter this one.”
“It will be my pleasure.” Timuscor set his own next to Timanuel’s shield, and the two readied to charge simultaneously. “But please, call me by my given name—”
*             *             *
“…Timuscor.”
All eyes were on Russell, which was not uncommon during moments where he was doing the dialogue of the NPCs they met along their journeys. That was why they all saw the blood drain from his face as he turned the page and muttered that name. Slowly, his eyes rose from the module until they locked on Tim, who suddenly looked as though he’d swallowed a hot chili.
“Does that mean something?” Bert was already digging through his notes, the detailed ones he kept on hand during every session. “I don’t remember us hearing anything about a knight named Timuscor.”
“No, we wouldn’t have. He wasn’t in this game. Timuscor was the name of my old character, from the last time we played. Russell, did you decide to name the knight that?” Tim was almost begging for that to be the case, which made it all the harder for Russell to shake his head and pick up the book.
Normally, he would never allow a player to see any part of a module they were playing. However, these were very much extraordinary circumstances, so he held the book out to Tim, thumb resting just above the name. It was unmissable, written there in printed ink: Timuscor.
“That is sort of funny. What are the odds they’d name a random NPC the same as a character you once played? Actually, given how many NPCs are in this module, it might not be that much of a stretch.” Bert wasn’t particularly trying to hide his efforts to dispel the serious mood, and Russell didn’t blame him for it. It did seem like just a coincidence. That’s what Russell would have dismissed it as, too, if Timuscor hadn’t been the character from that game.
“Yeah, I guess it was so strange it just caught me off guard.” Russell took the module back and set it back down on the table, behind his screen. This was weird, and he had a strong feeling in his gut that it was only going to get weirder, but he refused to turn away just yet. If they pressed on, if they were able to keep at it, they might find something. Another spectacle—this time, with more witnesses—that would confirm Russell wasn’t crazy. Or maybe—dare he even hope it—some sort of answer as to what the hell was going on. There was no telling what lay ahead, but if he wanted to find out, then they had to keep going.
“Cheri, it’s your turn next,” Russell said. “Chalara has spent three rounds casting buffs. Going to take another, or are you heading out?”
“Heading out. I think I’d like to keep some mana in reserve, just in case.” Cheri was watching him, clearly waiting for any signs of nerves breaking or a fractured mind. She might even try to stop the game if she thought he would lose it. Russell had to hold it together. They were too close to let anything turn them from this path.
“Okay, you know your move speed, so start heading across the map, and I’ll tell you how the trip goes,” Russell said, looking back down into the module.
*             *             *
The tip of his blade crackled as it thrust into the torso of tightly-packed gold coins, momentarily stalling the golem as Grumph pushed his staff to the side. The thrust sent a spray of coins clattering to the ground. He didn’t understand exactly why the residual magic of his demon-bone short sword was reacting this way, but it was just one in a long series of mysteries rooted in his lack of formal training. Grumph didn’t have to understand it to appreciate it, however, as he whipped about and lanced the staff’s tip into yet another golem.
He and Gabrielle were the only ones making real progress—her axe sent a shower of coins into the air with every blow she landed—although Timuscor and the stranger in armor who’d run in to help had managed to bring a golem down with a coordinated shield bashing. Out of the corner of his eyes, Grumph tracked the movements of the other adventurers. They seemed to be ignoring the fight, yet they were digging about frantically, clearly searching for something. Perhaps they were looting while their friend assuaged their guilt by pitching in, but it didn’t feel that way. There was something frantic in their actions, and their eyes seemed to shine with hope, then disappointment, whenever they found something other than gems or gold.
Grumph considered the possibility that they too were looking for the piece of Bridge, but quickly dismissed it since the artifact was on full display at the other end of the room. They’d hardly need to search for that; the damn thing was more or less impossible to miss. He’d just finished putting the idea away when he caught sight of another member of the group, this one clad in mage robes, racing toward the center of the fight.
She moved quickly, much too quickly for a normal person, and as a treasure golem stepped in her way, she bounded upward, easily clearing it in an impossible leap. It didn’t take much of a mind to realize that while the others had come running in, she had hung back to enchant herself. It was a welcome sight, and Grumph had to resist the urge to grin for fear of scaring away their new ally. With a fellow mage, perhaps one with a greater spell repertoire than he, they might actually have a shot at stopping these golems. A powerful enough mage could turn the tide of any battle.
Grumph’s optimism lasted exactly as long as it took for her to go barreling past him and the others without so much as a moment’s pause. His eyes followed her path, and Grumph realized with a start that she was running right toward the pedestal holding a piece of the Bridge. It seemed like a double-cross, but none of the others were breaking rank to join her. The one in armor was still fighting shoulder-to-shoulder with Timuscor and Thistle while the two on the sides continued their frantic hunt.
So, either this woman wasn’t with them, or her charge was part of the plan. It was possible she had no idea what she was running toward—perhaps she merely thought it was some sort of magical implement that could be used to help slay Rathgan or stop the treasure golems. That, unfortunately, held the potential of being an even worse scenario. If she got a hold of the Bridge without knowing what she was doing, they could very well end up with another Aldron on their hands.
Grumph twisted, catching the side of a golem’s blow in his shoulder, which felt like it was fractured, if not outright broken. Had he taken the full force of it, Grumph doubted he would still even have an arm. It was a worthwhile injury, though, because it allowed Grumph to redirect and run over to Eric, skewering a golem that had been attacking the rogue a moment prior.
“Go!” Grumph ordered, pointing over Eric’s shoulder to where the mage was steadily progressing toward the pedestal.
Eric hung there for a moment, visibly torn with indecision. They were barely holding on as it was; losing one person, one fellow target, might mean dooming everyone he left behind. But Eric was the only person in the party besides Grumph to touch the Bridge; he knew how dangerous it could be. With a small nod of apology, Eric turned and began to chase the woman.
Grumph didn’t know if Eric would be fast enough—enchanted boots versus magically-augmented legs—or if Eric would be able to stop her or get to the Bridge himself upon arrival. Unlike his dearth of magic knowledge, this uncertainty didn’t bother Grumph in the slightest. It wasn’t his place to know if or how Eric would succeed.
No, Grumph’s sole job now was to ensure Eric made the journey un-accosted. He whipped the bone-white blade at the end of his staff forward as three treasure golems began to close in around him. Tough a fight as it appeared to be, Grumph would make sure Eric got the time he needed. He had to, because if Eric failed, it would likely mean the death of everyone in this room.
And that was being optimistic.
 



Chapter 54
 
Even as his feet desperately raced across the ground, Eric wasn’t sure if he was running to stop or save the mage ahead of him. If she reached the Bridge first, there was a strong chance she’d trigger whatever defenses Rathgan had left in place, meaning that he’d get valuable information on what the next hurdle to overcome would be. But there was also the possibility that she knew what she was doing and could circumvent any wards or traps to get her hands on the Bridge first. She might have the best of intentions for the moment; however, there was no telling what would happen once her hands curled around the ancient artifact.
Maybe it was both; maybe Eric needed to get there first for her safety as much as his friends’. The trouble was that no matter how hard he ran, Eric wasn’t gaining on her. Whatever spells she’d woven around herself, they were propelling her forward as quickly as his trained legs sitting atop a pair of enchanted boots could. Actually, the truth was that she seemed to be a bit faster, which didn’t bode well. They were drawing rapidly closer to the pedestal, and it was clear that this was a race Eric couldn’t win. Given this information, he considered it a good thing that he was a rogue, and it was somewhat acceptable for rogues to cheat.
Without taking his eyes from the sprinting mage who nimbly dodged any coin-composed hands that reached for her, Eric unfastened his crossbow from his waist and readied it to fire. From this distance, even running, he had a decent chance of hitting her in the torso. A blow to the legs would be less likely to seriously wound her, but they were also a far more difficult target. Plus, there was a strong chance she’d need to be running again soon—being hobbled in a place like this could easily turn into a death sentence.
Eric’s tongue ran along his lips as he battled the indecision. He had to do something, but the idea of launching a bolt into someone without cause, especially when they might be trying to help, sat heavy in his gut. It was what Elora would have done; Eric had no doubt on that issue. He wasn’t Elora, however. And if there was one thing he’d taken from his time as her pupil, it was the realization that while the skills rogues needed were similar, how they used them varied from person to person. And Eric wasn’t the type to shoot someone in the back. At least, not without reason.
The bolt from his crossbow ripped through the air, flying toward—and then past—the mage, who let out a yelp of surprise. She started to turn back to see her presumed attacker, but before she could, the bolt found its target. It struck the side of the pedestal square on and was instantly engulfed in a contained storm of red magical energy. By the time the light died away seconds later, there was nothing left of the crossbow bolt besides ash and a heavily-warped hunk of metal.
“Little more than I was expecting.” The woman rapidly slowed her pace, still approaching the pedestal but dialing back the breakneck speed enough that Eric was able to catch up to her easily. Together the two stared at the pedestal that was now only twenty feet away.
“We got some insight into how much the dragon cares for this piece,” Eric explained. “I had a hunch he’d ward it heavily and didn’t want you to stumble into something.”
“I’m usually not a fan of people shooting in my direction, but I think this time, I’m willing to make an exception. What’s your name, anyway?”
“Eric.” He didn’t even bother looking at the mage; his eyes remained unwavering from the pedestal, the last hurdle between him and the Bridge. This close, he could hear its voice, trapped behind the seemingly minor barrier of a glass case.
“I’m the esteemed sorceress Chalara,” she said. “And I used a spell to sense magic before I ran in here, so trust me when I say that that pedestal is positively glowing with power. I figured it was the totem for the golem spell, though.”
“It might be.” Eric glanced back at the still-growing army of treasure golems that were steadily surrounding his friends. Some were heading toward him and Chalara, but their movements were slower, more cautious. Like they had something to fear in this direction. “Since Rathgan wards the hell out of it anyway, why not make it the golem totem as well? That way, it would be even harder to stop them. I’m not sure my bolt even made contact before it got destroyed.”
“Crafty-ass dragons.” Chalara took a tentative step forward, hands waving through the air, touching things Eric wasn’t able to see. “The spellcraft on this is insane. Even if I used all my mana to try and dispel it, I doubt I’d cause more than a hiccup. You might have enough time to grab whatever that crystal is, but I’m perceiving zero magic from it, so I doubt it’s the totem. All we’d manage is to rob a dragon for a few minutes before his golems tore us to pieces and took his artifact back.”
Eric’s teeth ground together as he stared at the pedestal. Damn Rathgan. Damn this sorceress. Damn them all. Because he knew that there was a way to break the pedestal, if Chalara could cause a hiccup. If she could manage to get close enough, Gabrielle could swing her mighty axe into the pedestal and at least hinder, if not outright destroy, the ward. But she’d already paid too much blood as it was, even with Thistle patching her along the way. He couldn’t ask more of her, especially if the magic she’d be hitting was as powerful as Chalara indicated. At the same time, he couldn’t do nothing. If the situation didn’t change, then they were going to be crushed to death by golems.
And then it hit him: Gabrielle didn’t disrupt magic. The axe did. There was no reason she needed to be the one who swung it. True, he lacked her strength and training, but he wasn’t trying to take the weapon into battle. All he had to do was land one hit on a stationary object. That, he could accomplish. He had to.
“Get ready to cast that dispelling,” Eric told Chalara. “When I give the signal, cause as much of a hiccup as you can. I’ve got an idea to stop these things.”
“Oh yeah, sure, I’ll just burn the rest of my mana on a plan you don’t feel like sharing with me. That sounds totally cool,” Chalara mumbled. She did pull her wand out, however, so Eric had to assume she was at least a little on board.
Cupping his hands to his mouth, Eric pushed all thoughts of silence and stealth out of his head. For this, he needed to be loud, to be heard over the ruckus of battle. Taking a deep breath, he reared back, and then screamed with everything he had.
“Gaaaaabby!”
*             *             *
It was overkill, really. She’d been paying Eric as much attention as she could spare mid-battle, keeping her eyes locked on him in case he needed her assistance. So of course she was ready when his scream tore through the treasury, even as she dodged a fist made of gold coins and then slammed her axe through its arm, parting it from the rest of the golem. The limb would rejoin its owner eventually—she’d lopped off enough of them in the fight to know that much already—but for a while it would be crippled, and that bought everyone precious breathing room.
Gabrielle felt torn for a moment as she tried to extricate herself from the fight. Eric wouldn’t have called if he didn’t really need her; however, the others were also in dire straits. Grumph’s staff was keeping some golems at bay, and the combined efforts of Timuscor and the other guy in armor were slowly breaking their enemies back into coins, with Mr. Peppers stomping his hooves on the smaller pieces. Thistle was darting about carefully, landing blow after blow to draw just enough attention away from his friends to keep them safe. It was a dance, all of it, intricate and dangerous and only getting harder. Without her in the fray to keep the pressure off, the golems might take the upper hand.
Unfortunately, that was going to happen even if she stayed, and Gabrielle knew it. Too many new golems kept forming from the seemingly endless heaps of treasure, and the ones they knocked down were putting themselves back together. There was no way to win this fight, not with the tactics her friends were currently using, so she had to hope, to trust, that Eric had found some method of stopping their foes. Maybe he could do it with the Bridge. Maybe he had another plan. All she knew for certain was that he needed her help. She just prayed that the cost of leaving the battle wouldn’t be too high.
Gabrielle ran hard, determined to forsake the others for as little time as possible. A few golems tried to bar her way, but a quick swing here and there chopped through their legs, leaving them unable to pursue. She sprinted through the room, getting ahead of the enemies, and then finally reaching Eric and the mage woman.
“What’s the plan?” Gabrielle was breathing heavy from fighting and running in such short succession, but her words were still clear.
“Chalara has a way to disrupt the magic on the pedestal, which we think is powering the golems,” Eric explained. “But we need to use your axe as a focus. With it, we can put an end to this in one magical swoop.”
Her hands tightened reflexively on the hilt of her weapon. “You want me to hand over my axe to a stranger?”
“It’s a cursed weapon, Gabby. Do you really think anyone wants to steal it? Plus, she’s using all her mana on this spell; it won’t be hard for you to take it back.” Eric extended his hand and gave her a warm, reassuring smile. It was just like the ones he’d given when she was brought back from the goblin camps and he’d thought she needed comforting. He was asking her to trust him and his judgment.
“I better get this back.” Slowly, she reached out and set the axe in Eric’s hand. He winced as his fingers closed around it, but the smile never wavered.
“You will, Gabby. I promise.” Eric raised his voice and called over to the robed woman, who had her eyes closed and was muttering nonsense as she waved a glowing wand in the air. “Chalara, you almost ready?”
“Good to go whenever you are.”
He headed toward her, axe in hand, and stopped at her side, so close to the pedestal. “Do it.” Eric looked back at Gabrielle for a split second, and in that moment, she knew.
That bastard had tricked her. He’d used their relationship to put her at ease, and the urgency of the situation to keep her from asking questions she should have asked, like why did he need to be the one to take the axe to the mage? In that fraction of a second, Gabrielle realized just how far along the path of a rogue her best friend had gone.
She tried to stop him, but Eric was always faster than she. With enchanted boots and a healthy head start, there was never any chance that she would catch up. All Gabrielle could do was watch as Chalara let out the blast of blue magic that struck the pedestal and caused it to spark and flicker. Eric was only steps behind the magic, axe held clumsily over his shoulder as he reared back for a swing. Gabrielle tried to scream, to tell him to stop, but Eric’s desperation was faster than her words. He took one final step forward and swung with everything he had, smashing the axe’s head into the pedestal.
The explosion knocked Gabrielle flat on her back, which turned out to be a blessing as her weapon sailed overhead, slamming into the ground only a few feet away. Dragging herself up, ignoring the ringing in her ears, she scanned the area, desperately searching for Eric.
He wasn’t hard to spot, his singed and battered body only a few feet from the pedestal, which was now covered in swirls of glowing red glowing energy. Bursts of that energy shot out, seemingly at random. One hit a coin near Gabrielle’s feet, and when the light faded, the piece of gold had been transformed into a dead fish.
“Oh shit.” Chalara rose to her feet as well, shoving a treasure chest that Gabrielle was certain hadn’t been there moments prior off of her legs. “He only cracked it.”
Following Chalara’s eyes, Gabrielle realized that there was a chip taken out of the pedestal, right where Eric had struck. “What does that mean?”
“Best guess, he fucked up the enchantment but didn’t destroy it. Now, it seems to be firing off magical energy with random effects, like unshrinking something I paid a lot of money to have miniaturized.” Chalara kicked the chest for good measure.
“Maybe he at least stopped the golems.” Gabrielle turned around to look back at their friends, and what she saw was almost as alarming as Eric’s beaten body. Chalara turned as well, and she let out a series of curses under her breath as she saw what was happening.
“I guess we at least know for sure that this is the totem.”
 



Chapter 55
 
Thistle thought of himself as worldly, in the sense that he had seen much and been through many experiences. If pressed, he would have admitted that while he didn’t consider himself impossible to surprise, he did think it was difficult to do so. The treasure golems had been unexpected; however, ultimately, they were just like what he’d battled in the orchard, only made of coins instead of moss, and much, much stronger. After the explosions, that was no longer so. Whatever Gabrielle, Eric, and the woman in robes had done, it had clearly impacted the golems.
Specifically, they’d begun to warp and fuse, the humanoid shapes no longer static as they continued attacking Thistle and his friends. A tentacle made of gold coins whipped by Thistle’s head, nearly taking it off if not for poor aim, the individual coins within falling even as it swung. That appendage belonged to a golem that had once been two, and both heads rested atop its malformed shoulders as the hands became little more than waving whips. Near Timuscor, three-fingered hands were reaching up from the ground where a golem had been smashed to pieces, trying to grab his legs. Timanuel managed to catch a blow on his shield and was driven back, but the limb that with which the golem had struck exploded into a shower of gold, the coins rolling into other golems as soon as they touched the ground.
This was a surprise all right; no getting around that. Obviously, they’d done something to mess up the spell; however, rather than simply coming apart, the enchantment had been warped. Thistle backed away quickly, surveying the battlefield as he tried to get his bearings.
Movement caught his eye. Three new figures had entered the room, but they weren’t going anywhere near the golems. In fact, they were approaching one of the gold piles, shoveling in as much as they could take while everyone else battled around them. It was because he was staring at them that Thistle noticed another shift, a ripple moving through the mound of coins and gems. It was intuition more than intelligence, but in that moment, he knew that this wouldn’t be more of the well-formed guardians pulling themselves together a few at a time.
“Everyone by the gold, get clear!” Thistle’s scream echoed through the cavern and hung there, confusing almost everyone who heard it. To his left, he saw the gnome who’d come in with Timanuel hustling to move away from the gold, and moments later, the elf with a bow followed suit. Neither of them was fast enough, though.
The first pile to rise up was the one the three strangers were pillaging. It condensed into a hand—this one with seven fingers—that lifted from the floor in a huge fist, only to slam itself down on the would-be robbers. Two of them scrambled clear, but the one in robes couldn’t quite manage and ended up with a crushed foot.
All around them, the rest of the treasure was acting in similar fashion. Giant golden limbs and faces were manifesting out of the piles, reaching out clumsily toward the invaders. The sound of falling coins was deafening as they rained down from the massive constructs, only to be reclaimed and lost once more by the smaller, misshapen golems. Thistle racked his mind for any solutions, no matter how far-fetched they might be, and came up with nothing.
Whatever was going on, he didn’t have the skills or power to fix it. The only ones who might manage were the same people who’d started this slide toward chaos in the first place. Desperately, Thistle glanced across the room to where Gabrielle and the mage had just finished pulling Eric’s body away from the pedestal. He wanted to be there, helping and healing, guiding them along, but the simple truth was that there wasn’t anything he’d be able to add.
He was needed here far more, where Timuscor, Timanuel, and Grumph were circling up with one another, trying to defend from all angles. Since they left Maplebark, Thistle had been doing all he could to keep everyone safe with his meager knowledge and unexpected paladin powers, but this was out of his hands.
Darting forward, Thistle joined up with the other three as the enemies surrounded them. Gabrielle and Eric would think of something. They’d come a long way from being the mayor’s daughter and the inept guard. He trusted them, quite literally, with his life. Rather than wasting time by trying to get over and guide them, Thistle was going to do what paladins were meant for.
He would keep everyone alive until his friends found a way to save them. That was the role of the paladin, and Thistle would be damned if he failed it today.
*             *             *
“Here.” Gabrielle held out a vial of red liquid, wiggling it gently until Chalara took the hint and grabbed it from her hand. “Pour it in his mouth once I start to head over. I don’t want Eric this wounded if there’s another explosion, but if we do it now, he’ll try to stop me.”
“Maybe he should. Unless I’m missing my guess, aren’t you about to try and do the same thing he did?” Chalara tilted her head toward the pedestal, which was still throwing off random blasts of magic in all directions. “Oh no, wait, he at least had me casting dispelling magic to weaken the defenses. What you’re about to try is way crazier.”
“Come on, what are the odds the wards are still functioning right when everything else is going crazy?” Gabrielle knew she wasn’t actually disproving Chalara’s point, but she also didn’t particularly care if a near-stranger disagreed with her strategy. Everything was in chaos, and given the enormous limbs and warped golems her friends were battling, the situation could turn deadly at any moment. She was the only one who could stop it—which was all that mattered, so far as Gabrielle was concerned.
“Just to be safe, though…” Gabrielle dug into her bag and produced one last potion, handing it over to Chalara. “If I’m still breathing when this is done, pour that down my throat. If I’m not, give it to whoever needs it the most, be they among my friends or yours.”
Rising up from the ground, head low to avoid random magical bolts, Gabrielle made her way across the floor to where her axe was quivering in the ground. It burned more than usual as she took hold of the shaft; perhaps it was angry at her for allowing someone else to wield it. She ignored the pain, reaching past these fleeting annoyances to the veritable lake of anger that dwelled inside her. There would probably only be one shot for this. It would take everything Gabrielle had.
To her surprise, Eric proved to be the most potent source of rage at hand. Eric, who’d tried to keep her safe, even though he knew damn well it wasn’t his job or place to do so. Eric, who’d almost gotten himself killed—yet again—trying to protect everyone. Eric, who seemed hell-bent on having Gabrielle bury him, even though, as a rogue, he was supposed to stick to the shadows, where it was safe. It was infuriating beyond words, and as the rage built, she felt her muscles swell with power.
—I can make you stronger.—
There it was, right on cue—the voice in her head, the cursed tones whispering to her from the darkness of her axe. Blood, flesh, and life in return for power. It was a bargain with which she was well acquainted, perhaps more so than she should have been. Had Eric heard it, before he swung? Had it made him the same offer it was willing to extend to her? Or had he just whipped the thing around carelessly, never knowing about the toll it charged?
“Take what you need.” Gabrielle’s voice was a whisper, her words so soft they died the moment they left her lips. “We get one swing, maybe, so take whatever it costs to destroy that magic. If you’re strong enough.”
This time, she was sure she felt the axe burn stronger her hands, yet she smiled in spite of it. So, the axe did have some pride; Gabrielle had been wondering about that. Her eyes opened, and she noted the surprise on Chalara’s face. Her hair had probably changed color again, not that it mattered. The axe could give her horns, a hump, and a tail if it wanted, as long as all those changes came with the power she needed. A glance down at Eric only added to the burning fire of fury inside her, one last log atop the blaze. Nodding to Chalara that it was time, Gabrielle waited only until the potion vial touched his lips before she began her charge.
Within steps, she could feel the magic radiating from the pedestal. The very air seemed heavy, and the hair on the back of her neck stood on end. Snaps of magical energy struck the ground around her. She wondered if it was trying to target her and missing, or if it was simply firing at random. If she were being careful, Gabrielle would have zig-zagged to make herself a more difficult target. But such tactics would have cost her momentum, which would have weakened her swing, and that was not a trade she was willing to make.
Another bolt flew out, this one so close that she could feel the heat as it passed by her face, yet her pace never waivered. Bolting ahead, axe raised, Gabrielle focused on nothing but the chip Eric had left in the pedestal. That was the weakest point, the place where her blow would do the most damage. She ran faster, even as the bolts closed in around her. The wards were definitely targeting her, no question about it now; it was only a matter of whether or not they struck her before she hit the pedestal. She pumped her legs, flying forward, paying no heed to the magic trying to keep her away. If the pedestal thought she’d be scared away that easily, then it clearly had no idea just who it was fucking with.
And then, she was there. Her arms were moving before she even noticed that she’d reached her goal, slinging the axe forward with all the power her fury, training, and enchanted necklace could muster. Around the pedestal, energy was collecting for another blast, and at this range, it couldn’t possibly miss. Gabrielle’s very bones seemed to creak as she willed the weapon to move faster, swing harder. She was betting everyone’s life on this attack.
“Come on, axe, show me that you’re not all talk.” The words were barely choked out, but from the flash of pain on her palms, she was sure her weapon understood. It might have been her imagination or a trick of the light, but just before the strike landed, Gabrielle was certain she saw the axe’s blade glow for a split second.
When it connected, it was perfectly flush with the chipped section Eric had created. Gabrielle didn’t dare let up, though; she poured it all on, determined to chop through in a single blow. Blood ran down her arms and legs as wounds opened everywhere, but Gabrielle paid them no mind. She couldn’t risk anyone else trying to finish this task. This was her job. She was the barbarian. She wasn’t stealthy, or wily, or adept at magic. All she could do was hit hard, and by every god in the pantheon, she would see her task fulfilled.
Gabrielle felt the axe cleave through to the other side just before everything exploded around her. That was why she met the wave of destruction with a wide, unapologetic grin across her face.
She’d done her part. The rest was up to her friends.
*             *             *
Eric awoke just as Chalara yanked him behind a large wooden chest. He tried to sit up, but she shoved him roughly to the ground. Before he could ask for any explanations, a massive explosion rocked the cavern, slamming the treasure chest they were hiding behind into them. The strike from the chest caused screams of pain to course through Eric’s battered body but otherwise kept them safe from the blast. As he lay there, Eric’s mind spun. He’d tried to break the pedestal, which meant he’d either succeeded or failed. A secondary explosion seemed like a strange result for ‘succeeded,’ so he likely hadn’t pulled it off. And if he’d failed, then the person who’d obviously try again was…
“Gabby!” Eric pushed past Chalara as the explosion died, leaping to his feet and scanning the area. Everything was smoky, with bits of magical residue still crackling in the air. It was impossible to hear anything over the sound of thousands of coins clattering to the ground—a sound that would have been joyful music to him only moments prior. The golems were falling apart; Gabrielle had managed what he had failed to do. But where was she?
He limped forward, his body still wounded from his own attempt, choking his way through the smoke. It was clearing—rather quickly, at that—and as it did, Eric’s heart froze in place. Not far from the remains of the pedestal were a pair of blood-red boots adorning pale legs. Eric lurched over, waving his hands to clear the smoke out of the way.
There she was, axe still tightly gripped in her hands. And next to her—what had seemed so important up until this moment—was the Bridge. Yet Eric didn’t even reach for it. Instead, he raced to Gabrielle’s side, his bloodied hands grasping his oldest friend. Lifting her arm, he tested for a pulse, waiting for the reassuring throb in her veins to signal that it would be okay, that he only needed to pour a potion down her throat for everything to work out.
He was still kneeling there as Chalara walked over; his fingertips had gone white as he dug into Gabrielle’s flesh, trying with all he had to find her pulse.
“How is she?” Chalara asked.
“She’s fine. She’s going to be fine. She’s... she’s Gabrielle the fucking barbarian.” His hands were getting tighter, clenching Gabby’s pale wrists even as the tears started to fall. “She’s killed demons and bandits and a priest of Kalzidar. Nothing keeps her down. Nothing stops her.” Eric heard the shakiness in his voice, but he wasn’t able to calm it. All thoughts of control and training were gone. He gripped tighter, refusing to accept what was so plainly obvious.
On the other side of Gabrielle, Chalara bent down and carefully took her other hand. Holding it gently, she pressed her fingers to the pale wrist for several long seconds before setting it back on the ground.
“Eric... there’s no pulse.”
“She’s okay.”
“Her skin is already getting cold.”
“She’s going to be okay.” Eric spat the words, as though saying them loud enough could make them true.
“I’m so sorry, Eric. Gabrielle is dead. She gave her life to save us.”
Eric didn’t have a response for that. His head simply fell forward onto the stomach of his oldest, dearest friend in the world. Wordlessly, Eric wept.
It was impossible to say how long he was there; all he knew was that the sound of footsteps could be heard as the others drew near. And then, something inside him, something he hadn’t even realized was there, snapped. Everything he’d been scared of, everything he’d been holding back, all of it gave way under the crushing thought of the task of laying Gabrielle to rest.
“No.” His head rose, and Eric realized that everyone—his friends, Chalara’s party, and three strangers he’d yet to see, were nearby. None of them mattered, though. Not right now. Eric searched the ground and quickly located what he was looking for.
“No,” he repeated. “Gabby isn’t dying here. Not today. Not like this.”
“I mourn her loss, too,” Thistle said gently. “But the laws of life and death are not so easily undone, not even for the gods.”
“So that’s why we have to lose her?” Eric glared at the paladin with more anger than he’d thought himself capable of. “Because there’s some law of the universe that says so? We can animate gold into monsters, conjure items from nothingness, and bend the very existence of the world to our will, but Gabby has to die because someone, somewhere, made a rule that said so? Well, fuck that.”
Like a striking serpent, Eric’s hand whipped out, closing around the Bridge before anyone could stop him. “I say it’s time we start breaking the rules.”
 



Chapter 56
 
Eric’s face went still as soon as he laid his hand on the Bridge. Grumph wasn’t sure what it was like for him—he imagined it to be a more peaceful experience than what Grumph had endured—but it was clear that Eric was looking past their surroundings now, peering into and past the veil of their very existence. He stared at each of them in turn, surveying his whole field of vision with a stoic expression. It was only when he looked at the battered and burned treasure chest nearby that a small, half-mad chuckle escaped his lips.
“How curious. Coincidence, I wonder? Or do you simply seek each other out?” He padded along the ground, footsteps utterly silent until he was standing in front of the chest. “Chalara, where did you find this?”
“We got it from stopping crazy mages a while back,” replied the woman in robes. “Had it shrunk down, but it got disenchanted during all the weird magic shit.”
“And do you have any idea what’s inside?”
“The final wizard gave his life to put a blood seal upon it,” said Timanuel. He had positioned himself slightly between Chalara and Eric. Ordinarily, Grumph might have taken offense on his friend’s behalf, but at the moment, he couldn’t blame the paladin one bit. “He said it was too dangerous for us to have.”
“He was right about that,” Eric agreed. “But I think it’s tired of being locked away. What do you say we find out?” Reaching forward, Eric pressed the Bridge to the front of the chest. Its ever-present glow pulsed once, and with a small click, the chest sprang open. Chalara started to move forward, but Eric was already digging about inside. When he emerged, his free hand now held another piece of the Bridge. Grumph felt his chest tighten. One piece was dangerous enough; never had they held a pair at the same time.
“What the hell are those?” Chalara asked.
“Looks like they’re powerful, and that’s more than enough for me. Glezidel, how’s the foot?” This voice came from a towering man of muscle, who was covered in blood that most certainly was not his own. He unsheathed an axe from his back, looking at a nearby man who’d just finished chugging down a potion.
“Good as new,” Glezidel replied.
“Right then, let’s make this short and sweet,” said the big one. “I’m Mitnan, this is Glezidel, and the one with the daggers is Terkor. We’re going to be leaving with whatever those fancy magic items are, along with all the gold we can carry. Now, while you all have been fighting and getting your asses kicked, we’ve been collecting items and potions from the fallen. So you can try and come at us—you do have the advantage in numbers—but I think you’ll be a lot happier if you all just toss down your items and let us walk right out of here.”
“I know you.” The Bridge pieces in Eric’s hands were glowing, as were his eyes, as he glared at the three robbers. “You wore a different body last time, but I recognize your shape.”
“Trying to be weird won’t bluff us, dumbass,” Mitnan said.
“You ambushed us as we were leaving Aldron’s dungeon. You killed the Solium guards, and you tried to kill us. You hid in the bush with the red flowers. Is that how you treat this world? Acting like we’re all disposable toys, as though our lives don’t have meaning?” Eric’s smile was getting bigger, worryingly so, as he lifted the Bridge pieces higher.
“All of you are so brave when you have pawns to hide behind. But let’s see how you fare when it’s your blood, your lives, on the line.” The glow around the Bridge pieces flared, and Grumph felt something—not magic as he knew it, but powerful all the same—flow from the artifacts. It grew brighter and brighter, until Grumph finally had to look away. His eyes were watering, and he was seeing things, shadows that shouldn’t, couldn’t be there behind everyone nearby—save only for his friends.
“You want these?” Eric asked. “Then risk your life to come and take them.”
*             *             *
“…and take them.” Russell’s voice was strange, different from when he was representing some random character. It had a passion usually absent from such scenes, yet his face was completely stoic as he stared unfailingly down at the module. A moment of silence lingered after his words, and then things took a turn from unsettling into outright impossible.
This time, the D20s didn’t spin. They began to glow, softly at first, and then like miniature suns, until a bolt of lightning leapt from each one and struck every player in the chest. The bolts faded, yet the spots on their bodies continued to glow through their clothes, a throbbing light that perfectly matched what was emanating from their dice.
“Russell... what the fuck is going on, man? That was already some weird dialogue, and now you rigged up special effects?” Bert’s voice was pleading, desperate to be told there was a logical explanation for this.
Slowly, Russell’s hand reached over and knocked down his GM screen. With it out of the way, everyone could see the glowing spot on his chest, a perfect match for both his D20 and the pages of the module, which were flickering with a light almost like fire, only nothing was burning. Most concerning of all, however, was when he looked up and it became clear that his eyes were clouded completely over with a white fog. He had no expression; he just sat there, staring at them blankly.
“I think... we should all pick our next actions very carefully,” Tim said. “Last time things got this weird was when I played Timuscor. That time, my dice glowed, and then crumbled to dust. I have a feeling things can get a lot worse this time around.”
“I don’t... I don’t know if I want to keep playing.” Alexis had curled into a small ball in her chair, eyes fixed and unwavering from the glowing D20 in front of her.
“Seeing as I think that book just possessed my brother, I’m not sure we have a choice.” Cheri was staring at Russell, willful yet calm. He’d been trying to tell her that something weird was going on with these books, and as much as she’d tried to support and encourage him, she’d never completely believed it herself. Not until this moment. “Alexis, I know this is scary, but what would Gelthorn do?”
“She’d... she would…” Alexis stopped, straightening her body slightly and raising her voice to Gelthorn’s usual powerful tenor. “Gelthorn wouldn’t shrink away. It’s just magic; she sees this daily. She wields it herself. And she knows we’ve done nothing to incur this character’s wrath.”
“That’s right,” Cheri said. “I just jammed a potion down his throat, and Timanuel risked his life to keep the others safe. We’re not the robbers. We’re not the ones who should be afraid.”
“Just going to throw out this thought,” Bert said, eyes wide and unmoving from Russell’s transfixed form. “If all this is happening to us and we’re regular players, then what are the odds that the three dicks trying to rob us are also players somewhere out there?”
“Fair to decent,” Cheri replied. “And as spooky as this is for us, I would not want to be them right now.”
*             *             *
“Not again.” Glenn was on the verge of tears. His watery eyes darted between the glowing D20 and the spot on his chest, just above the heart. “No, no, no, no—”
“Shut up, Glenn.” Mitch’s hands were white as he gripped the edge of the table, alternating between staring at the dice before him and glaring at their dungeon master, whose smile hadn’t so much as budged, even as her eyes became cloudy and the book in front of her started shimmering with unnatural light. “It’s a trick. She set this up to fuck with us as a prank. That’s why she closed the shop for a change.”
“Oh?” Jamie blinked, and suddenly, her eyes were her own again. “Is that what you think is happening, Mitch? It would be nice, wouldn’t it? But that doesn’t explain what happened last time, with your old group. I think you know this is real; you just don’t want to accept it.”
“Fuck this, I’m out.” Terry shoved his chair back and stood, turning away from the table and lunging toward the door.
“I wouldn’t—”
But before Jamie could offer advice, Terry fell to the ground, the light on his chest burning brightly. No one moved to help him, and slowly, Terry crawled his way back to the table, whimpering. As he drew closer, the pain seemed to diminish, and he managed to haul himself back into his chair. The sweat pouring from his face might have been from either pain or exertion, but Mitch was in no hurry to find out which.
“As I was saying, I wouldn’t recommend that. Something tells me you’re more connected to those dice than you realize, and it might be dangerous to get too far away from them,” Jamie said.
Mitch reached for his D20, wondering if perhaps he could take it with him and flee. Unfortunately, it was stuck to the table so tightly the piece of glowing plastic may as well have been welded into place.
“You have to declare what you’re rolling before you can throw the dice.” Jamie was still unfazed, impossibly so, patient and waiting just as she had been through the entire game.
“I…” Mitch’s nerve wavered. What the hell was going on? What should he do? He didn’t like this shit at all, having some outside force fuck with them like they were toys. Mitch wasn’t just going to back down because of a few dumb parlor tricks and Terry being a weak bitch. It was the guy in the game who’d started this, which meant that they just had to take him out and all this crap would end. Fleetingly, some part of Mitch suggested that perhaps diplomacy would be the best method moving forward, but that instinct was immediately dismissed. Mitch didn’t back down, not in real life, and sure as shit not in a world where he was a powerful barbarian of unstoppable strength.
“I’m going to charge and attack the chatty asshole with the artifacts,” Mitch declared. This time, when he pulled on it, the D20 came from the table freely.
“So be it.” Jamie’s eyes closed again, and when they opened they were clouded over once more. “Roll your attack.”
*             *             *
For a long moment, nothing happened, and Thistle hoped that this day might end without any more blood being shed. Then Mitnan hefted his axe high overhead and began running toward Eric, seemingly unconcerned with anyone else. While he’d hoped it wouldn’t come, Thistle had been ready for just such an attack from the moment the trio had declared their intent to rob them. A dagger was already in his hand, and a large barbarian made for a relatively easy target.
The smart play would be to try and catch him in the neck and end this conflict before it started, yet something stayed Thistle’s hand. Eric’s words were strange, terrifying in ways, and it was clear more was going on than Thistle was privy to. As much as it made tactical sense to go for the kill, Thistle couldn’t help but think he’d regret it if the dagger found its place. Better to go for a wound, to distract the enemy and remind him that there were more threats than just Eric present.
Thistle’s dagger whipped through the air, slicing into the soft flesh of the barbarian’s arm just above where his bracer would have protected him, before the blade vanished and reappeared in Thistle’s sheath. He was already preparing to hurl the next one with a keen eye on Terkor and Glezidel in case they tired for retribution, but the scream that ripped from Mitnan’s throat stopped Thistle cold.
The bloodstained warrior had fallen to his knees, dropping his axe with a careless clatter and screaming in pain as he stared at the wound on his arm. Granted, it had been a solid throw, but Thistle couldn’t imagine it actually hurt that badly. The dagger had done nothing more than gouge a few inches deep. Painful, to be sure, but nothing compared to the wounds regularly suffered by any adventurer.
Perhaps it was a good thing Thistle hadn’t gone for the kill, after all. Eric had watched it all happen without moving a single step back. The only perceptible change was that his grin grew a touch wider as he began to speak.
*             *             *
“What the fuck!” Mitch was holding his arm, trying to stop the blood that was running down to his elbow and dripping onto the cheap carpet of Jamie’s store. It didn’t make sense. It was impossible. Mitnan was the one who triggered a readied attack. Mitnan was the one who caught a dagger in the arm. So why the living shit was Mitch bleeding from his arm?
The others were no help. Glenn was having a full-on crying breakdown, and Terry kept trying to yank his D20 off the table, panic in his eyes as he desperately worked to get it free.
“How does it feel? To actually suffer the pain you’d visit on others? To take the injury normally foisted on your puppet? To play your game at the same stakes that we live with every day?” Jamie’s mouth was open, but the voice was clearly coming through her, not from her. “Are you still brave? Are you still willing to risk your life to stand here? Because we are.”
Somehow, Mitch could hear the sounds of weapons being readied. The glowing spot on his chest started to burn, and as his vision grew blurry from tears, he thought he could almost see through the map to the creatures standing there: bloodied, battered, and ready to lay down their lives in battle.
“Jamie…” Was that really his voice? It sounded like a whimper, the kind of shit Glenn would let out. But it must have been his, because she blinked again and was suddenly staring at him with her normal eyes and constant smile. Only now, it didn’t seem like such a cheerful expression. It looked malicious and cruel, like all along she’d been patiently watching as they wove the very rope that would be hung around their necks. “Jamie, you’re the GM, you have to be able to stop this.”
“But that’s not the GM’s role, Mitch.” How was she so fucking calm amidst all this insanity? “The GM is just a conduit between the players and the game. We’re the voice of the world, not the world itself. I didn’t stop you when you murdered the livestock of villagers, or those same villagers once they protested. I didn’t stop you when you decided to go through the Grand Quest cutting the throats of the injured to steal their gear. I didn’t stop you when you challenged someone holding powerful magical items. It hardly seems right that I do anything to stop this now.”
“Are you out of your mind? It’s a fucking game, and I’m actually bleeding. There’s a chunk missing from my arm!” Mitch yelled, rising partway out of his chair.
“And there are corpses spread through the kingdom of Alcatham that owe their status to you.” Jamie’s eyes were narrower now; Mitch could actually feel how deep her hatred for him ran. “You’re always willing to throw life away when it’s not yours. What are you willing to give up when you’re the one who pays the toll?”
All rational thought left his mind as Mitch began slamming his fists on the table, snapping out a word with every blow. “This! Is! A! Game! You! Crazy! Bitch!” It was like pounding on concrete. Nothing around him moved. Nothing gave. He was stuck. Trapped. Cornered.
“To you, yes. You were handed a world with infinite possibilities, the power to forge your ideal person, and you used the opportunity to fill that world with pain and death.” Jamie stretched her finger out and tapped gently on the table’s surface. “There’s no escape on this side, Mitch. You want out? You want to be free? There’s only one tool to get you there.”
The D20 was still on the table, unmoved from the last time Mitch threw it, showing a pathetic number three that wouldn’t even have managed to hit, even if the sudden arm wound hadn’t sent everything off the rails. He put his hand over it, knowing it wouldn’t move, but unable to bear the glow it was casting off. Slowly, Mitch sat back down in his seat.
“Terry. Glenn. Get it together.” Neither reacted, so Mitch reached over and slapped Terry in the back of the head.
“Ow!”
“I’ve got a fucking dagger slice in my arm; you think I won’t do worse than bop your head?” Mitch asked. “Glenn, you with us, or you need one, too?”
“I’m... here…” He sniffled the words out between snot-strangled gasps, but at least he was aware of what was happening.
Mitch looked back to Jamie, whose eyes were cloudy again, not that he thought it made any difference. She was clearly part of this somehow, even if he didn’t get the specifics. Honestly, just seeing her terrified him. It was all he could do to keep his hands from trembling. A little bit longer; that was all he had to hold it together for. Just a little more.
“We’re all taking the same action,” Mitch said. “And we’re all rolling at the same time for it.” He curled his fingers around the dice slowly, all too aware that once he kicked things off, there might be more daggers coming at him. For that matter, it could be arrows or crossbow bolts or magic... how had he never realized how dangerous the world of Spells, Swords, and Stealth was? There was no getting around it, though; the other two wouldn’t hold for very long before they lost their shit again. Mitch had to make the right move while he had the chance.
“We’re running away, rolling to try and do so defensively in case they throw anything at us as we retreat.” His D20 came loose, and Mitch lifted it high into the air. He wasn’t a particularly religious person, but Mitch still dropped a prayer to the universe all the same. With his life on the line, a little divine help didn’t seem like such a bad idea.
 



Chapter 57
 
Timuscor had seen retreats before, and what happened was not a retreat. The warriors before them broke in both mind and spirit, so fundamentally shattered that he doubted any would dare to so much as even touch a weapon for the remainder of their natural lives. Mitnan didn’t even bother to recover his axe. He simply stopped screaming, rose to his feet, and took off in a dead sprint, joined by the other two. Timuscor held his breath as they ran, unsure if anyone would take a parting shot, or if Eric would visit some other foul magic upon them. None of that happened, however, as the three would-be thieves passed the room’s entrance and entered the tunnel leading back to the dragon fight. He wasn’t sure that was truly a safer place to be, but given the power Eric was wielding, perhaps Rathgan wasn’t so bad, after all.
He turned away from the fleeing trio to find a tense mood had settled in. Timanuel and Chalara had grouped up near the gnome and elf in their party. Timuscor wanted to assure them that it would all be fine, that Eric was just reacting to the threats of the others, but he couldn’t. Right now, Timuscor had no idea just how far Eric was willing to go. Gabrielle’s death was fracturing his mind, and the Bridge’s power seemed to be seeping into those cracks.
“Look, we don’t want any trouble.” Even after all the strangeness they’d seen, Timanuel had still shoved himself between his friends and Eric. While his sword was lowered, his shield was raised high, ready to intercept any attack the half-mad rogue might throw their way.
“You are intruders in our world. You treat our plane as nothing but a plaything. All you have come here for is trouble and battle and blood. I’m granting your wish, really. I’m giving you the realest game you’ve ever experienced.” Eric lifted the pieces of the Bridge up once more.
Timuscor and Thistle arrived at the same time, both only a few steps ahead of Grumph. They stood in front of Timanuel and the others, weapons sheathed even as Timuscor brought his shield into position. Mr. Peppers took a spot even further up, trying to protect Timuscor’s legs.
“That’s enough, Eric.” Thistle’s voice was gentle yet firm. “I know you’re upset about Gabrielle, but these people helped us. Timanuel battled shoulder-to-shoulder with Timuscor to stop the golems.”
“And I poured a potion down your throat,” Chalara added.
“Whatever else they may be, they are good people,” Thistle continued. “This close, I can even feel the blessing of Grumble that surrounds them. Such boons are not earned by the wicked. The last three were justified; however, I—we—cannot allow this to go any further.”
Eric stared at them, face twisting unnaturally as unknown forces warred within him. At last, his hands lowered as he gave a small nod. “Intruders though you are, you still came to our aid. My friends are right... the sins of your kind are not yours to bear.”
The tension around them abated slightly, yet no one felt safe just yet… not so long as Eric was holding those artifacts with madness in his eyes.
“By the nine hells, what’s going on? Is Eric possessed or something? You all look like you’re ready to kick the shit out of him.”
Every head swiveled toward a voice that rose from an area where there should have been only silence. It was impossible. No one had cast a spell, and even Eric had been too busy dealing with the robbers to try and fix her. Yet there she was, climbing to her feet, looking more annoyed than injured. Gabrielle scanned her friends’ faces and realized something else was amiss.
“What?”
A sound like the chiming of bells filled the air as Eric dropped both pieces of the Bridge, throwing his arms around Gabrielle in a hug so strong that even she seemed uncomfortable. He held her like that for several seconds before pulling away. “Gabby... you’re cold.”
Her skin—at least, what little of it could be seen through all the blood—was still pale. And her hair hadn’t turned back to blonde, even though she’d released her axe. What’s more, there was a red tinge to her irises now, subtle enough to be missed but impossible to ignore once noticed.
“Yeah, I feel a little different,” Gabrielle admitted. “Just didn’t think it was worth mentioning when I woke up to find everyone having a standoff.”
Thistle walked over to her tentatively, reaching out and taking her wrist in his hand. He held it for nearly half a minute before releasing. “Gabrielle, I’m afraid you still have no pulse. While there will still need to be some tests to be positive, I’d say it’s almost certain that you’ve become one of the undead.”
“Huh. Well, the axe always did say it took life as payment. I guess maybe that last shot took everything I had.”
“That falls well short of explaining why it would turn you undead though.” Thistle was visibly shaken, eyes darting from the weapon to Gabrielle and back again. Finally, after a few moments, he took a long breath and forced himself to remain steady, if not calm. “Then again, we are dealing with a cursed axe we don’t fully understand, and there was a lot of undirected magic swirling about. I don’t sense any evil from you, so perhaps we should unravel this mystery at a better time.”
“I agree with Thistle. Instead, let’s talk about what these little trinkets you found are.” Another unexpected voice drew everyone’s eyes to the spot where Eric had let the Bridge pieces fall. A familiar shadow had fallen over them, as Elora stood inches away, hunkered down and examining the softly glowing objects.
“They’re dangerous,” Eric told her, apparently unsurprised by his teacher’s sudden appearance from nowhere. Then again, even Timuscor wasn’t that taken aback. It was her style, after all. “They can overwhelm a mind, show things we aren’t meant to see. I thought I could handle them, but it turns out that holding two was more than my brain could bear.”
He glanced behind Timuscor, to where the four strangers were still tucked away. “I’m sorry to all of you, especially Chalara. When I picked up that second piece, I sort of lost myself in the scope of what they were showing. It wasn’t my place to threaten any of you.”
“Words are great, but you know, nothing says you’re sorry like turning off the glowing dice and giving us our GM back,” said the gnome behind Timuscor.
“Right. Of course.” Eric made his way over to the pieces, but before he arrived, Elora nimbly kicked one of them back with her left heel.
“I caught the first show where you lost your mind, not really looking to see an encore,” she explained. “Can you fix what you did to them with just one?”
“Probably.” Eric scooped up the Bridge piece at his feet, and thankfully, his eyes didn’t immediately start glowing. He held the artifact carefully between his hands, lifting it high overhead where its light brightened once more. It pulsed several times, and let out a flash that seemed to fill the entire cavern before vanishing.
“Did that work?” Eric asked.
Chalara nodded. “The dice quit glowing, and the spots on us disappeared, but my brother is still acting possessed.”
“I’m... I’m not sure I did that,” Eric admitted, looking down at the Bridge once more. “Maybe I do need both pieces, Elora—”
But in the theater of Eric’s performance, Elora had vanished from sight. And from the empty floor, it was obvious she’d taken the other piece of the Bridge with her.
“In retrospect,” Thistle sighed, “we really should have seen that coming.”
*             *             *
“Ugh.” Russell’s eyes fluttered open, and he realized two things immediately. One: he had a headache from his eyeballs to his asshole. Two: he’d passed out face-first on the module and everyone was staring at him.
“Hey, little brother, you back with us?” Cheri’s voice came from inches away; she was hovering over him. As he tilted his head, he caught sight of the worry on her face and bit back a comment about giving him personal space.
“Did someone bash me in the skull?” Russell asked, sitting up straight and looking toward the ceiling as the world tilted around him.
“Much, much weirder than that,” Bert said. “How much do you remember?”
Though it hurt his head to do it, Russell tried to think back to what had happened before he woke up. They’d been playing the section in the treasury, and one of the NPCs had died saving everyone. Then the book said another had picked up the artifact and…
It was all still there, in his mind. The strange light from the book, the glowing dice, the voices coming through him. Even more, he could recall flashes of things he hadn’t seen—a cavern filled gold lit by torches, the burning eyes of a dark-haired man clutching two strange objects, the howls of a wounded barbarian whose face seemed just a bit too familiar.
“Holy shit... I guess this means I know I’m not crazy.”
“Or we’re all insane,” Tim added.
“Technically, that’s the more likely option,” Bert said. “But just in case we’re not, how about we all agree to burn our character sheets and the module, then never talk about this again?”
“Are you fucking nuts?” Cheri took one last look at Russell before returning to her seat. “We just saw magic. Real magic. And you want to run in the other direction? What’s the point of playing these games if we don’t lean into opportunities like this when they appear?”
“Not being possessed by a book seems high on the list,” Bert countered.
“Look, we can decide what to do next when the game is over,” Russell announced. His words filled the room with silence as all eyes turned fearfully toward him.
“It’s not over?” Alexis whispered.
In response, Russell held up the module, his thumb indicating the few pages remaining. “You still have to get off the mountain. I can’t speak for all of you, but I think it’s safer to see this thing through to the end, rather than just leave the characters stranded. It’s your call, though.”
“Just a little bit more.” Tim was clutching his dice so hard they were unquestionably leaving impressions in his hand. “All we have to do is get out of the mountain.”
“And back down it,” Bert reminded him. “Remember, our escape coins don’t work through the mountain’s wards.”
“That’s right,” Russell said. “Ordinarily, I might just cheat to get you all out of this, but you’ll understand if I don’t want to depart from the module too much as things stand. That means you have to fight your way out, back down, and…” Russell paused as he turned the page in his book, carefully reading what came next. “Actually, never mind.”
*             *             *
“Shouldn’t we look for her?” Gabrielle asked.
“She’s an expert at disappearing whenever she feels like it, and we’ve got much bigger issues to deal with,” Eric said. “Namely, we need to figure out what happened to you and how to fix it.”
“Getting away from the dragon might also be prudent,” Grumph pointed out.
“Right. So we need to crack the wards.” The Bridge let off a small glow in Eric’s hand, and he tilted his head as if listening. “Grumph, how much of the day’s mana do you have left?”
“Most of it. Can’t cast well in here.”
“Well, get ready to use it all. I think I can show you how to magically brute-force away a ward. I doubt it will work for long, but it should be enough to let us use the teleportation coins.” Eric walked over to the half-orc, arm holding the artifact extended. “We’ll both hold it this time. Don’t ask me how, but I’m pretty sure I can keep it from overwhelming your mind at least long enough to get you the information.”
“Is no one else going to point out that we’re being pretty cavalier about allowing Eric to use an item that nearly sent him off the deep end?” Gabrielle asked.
“Aye, it’s an issue we will absolutely have a long discussion about, once we’re no longer in the treasury of a dragon and trying to make off with his most prized possession,” Thistle said.
Gabrielle grumbled a bit but voiced no more objection as she lifted her axe from the ground and sheathed it. Oddly, touching the shaft didn’t burn her hands, nor did she feel the same stir in her mind. One more mystery to tackle once they were safe... or as safe as they could be, hauling around a magical artifact and an undead barbarian.
Despite Eric’s assurances, Grumph still tensed as soon as his hand touched the Bridge; his whole body seemed as though it would begin shaking at any moment. Then, just when Gabrielle was getting worried, Grumph pulled his hand away. He was shaken, but seemed to be more or less all right.
“Get it?” Eric asked.
“Probably,” Grumph replied. He lifted his staff in the air and made a few test motions, clearly getting a feel for whatever he’d been shown.
“Good. When you do it, we’ll activate the coin and head back to Camnarael,” Eric said. He looked to Chalara, who was still keeping a safe distance from him. “The ward will be temporarily broken for everyone, so if you’d rather not fight your way down a mountain, then you should use your coin as well.”
“Seeing as there’s a pissed off dragon overhead, I think we’ll take you up on that,” Chalara replied. “But, there’s not like a huge rush, is there?”
“What do you mean?” Eric asked.
“Well... we did defeat the golems, you know. And while you all might be happy with your weird artifact, the rest of us came here hoping to score some loot.” Chalara spread her arms out, gesturing to the heaping piles of gold all around them. “Sort of seems like a shame not to help ourselves, especially since we know it’s ill-gotten gains, so it doesn’t even count as stealing.”
Eric looked to Gabrielle, who in turn looked to Thistle, who traded glances with Grumph and Timuscor before shrugging his small shoulders. They had all learned the value of gold and equipment, after all. And who knew what the challenges ahead of them were going to cost.
“Five minutes to grab as much as we can?” Thistle suggested.
Chalara nodded, and exchanged a slapping of hands with her gnome friend. “Works for us.”
*             *             *
Agrut and Everett were in the heat of battle, throwing magic and attacking Rathgan in earnest. Elora contemplated telling them goodbye and that she’d elected not to finish out the contract, but they seemed pretty busy. It would be rude, really, to disturb them while they battled an elder dragon.
Instead, she easily snuck past them in the chaos. If they survived, she’d try to slip them the antidote to her poison once they were back in town, assuming she had time and remembered. Something told her that the next few weeks would be quite busy, though. Whatever it was Eric had led her to—the object wrapped in a cloak and tucked away carefully in her backpack—Elora knew it would need a very particular type of buyer: someone curious, with deep pockets, but not dangerous. This was too strong to slip to some mad wizard; even through the cloth, she could feel its power. Nope, that sort of deal would lead to disaster, and while she was undoubtedly an opportunist, even Elora wasn’t that heartless.
She had a few ideas for potential buyers, but each would need to be carefully vetted. All of that came later, of course. For now, her first priority was slipping off the mountain. Then she’d have to find somewhere safe to stash the item until the deal was finalized. So many things to handle.
Luckily, she had a quick way back to Camnarael. Agrut had been designated to hold the party’s coin, probably because they didn’t trust her not to leave them if the going got tough. It wasn’t a bad strategy, really, except that it left her at a disadvantage. So Elora had opted to lift the item from Agrut’s pocket before they entered the elder dragon’s chamber.
This would strand the other two, but they were both strong–or at least, they thought themselves to be. She was certain they’d find their way back to the capital on their own. Probably even before the poison took full effect. Either way, it wasn’t her direct problem. She had a deal to broker, an artifact to hide, and, perhaps, an apprentice to apologize to.
But only if there was time for that last one. Elora was a busy rogue, after all.
 



Epilogue
 
Mitch, Glenn, and Terry were out the door the moment the light on their dice vanished, bolting so quickly they left behind books, bags, and tear stains on Jamie’s table. They’d be back, eventually. Their type never could handle failure with any sort of decorum. No, once they were clear, they would marshal together the twin forces of denial and delusion to convince themselves that this was a strategic retreat. When they returned, it would be with some sort of armament—or perhaps the police, if they were feeling particularly bold.
Not that any of it really mattered. By the time their heart rates slowed and their eyes dried, there would be no remnants of Jamie or her shop. Honestly, she’d half expected them to get suspicious after weeks and weeks of seeing no customers, but then again, they hadn’t gotten themselves into such a situation by being swift or observant.
Carefully, she piled their forgotten belongings together and dropped each one into an extra-durable, black garbage bag. Maybe these would end up on their doorsteps somewhere down the line, a not-so-subtle reminder of their cowardice if they began to make trouble again. Hopefully, there would be no need for such theatrics. When they tried to return and found only an empty building, she liked to think that they would be forced to swallow this lesson. At least, Glenn and Terry might; despite their vices, those two had the capacity to mend their ways. Mitch, however, was almost certainly a lost cause. But she’d tried, so her conscience was clear.
When the last garbage bag was thoroughly tied, Jamie left it on the floor and headed into the back. She wasn’t on cleanup duty; there were other resources for that. No, an employee with her talent was always needed somewhere more important. Broken Bridge Publishing was a small company, by both design and necessity, which meant that people like Jamie faced an almost Sisyphean task in terms of clearing their to-do lists. Well, she’d known what the job was when she signed on.
In the back room there was precious little, and all of it would be gone within the hour: the mini-fridge stocked with drinks, the card table, and the microwave that served as a kitchen, and of course, Jamie’s makeup station. All manner of props were housed in the custom-made trunk that folded out into a prep area, including a multi-colored wig, false nose ring, and a bounty of eye make-up that would have been very familiar to Russell and Cheri. Jamie wondered how those two were doing as she methodically stowed her props and tools. The similarity between them and the characters in Rathgan’s treasury hadn’t escaped her notice. It was going to be an interesting debrief; there was no question about that. The number of candidates was shrinking, so having a group make contact with the Bridge directly was no small event.
That alone wouldn’t be enough, however. The pace was picking up, but there was still so much left to be done. Including Rathgan’s piece of the Bridge, just over ten pieces had been accounted for, and there was still the matter of recovering the shard the rogue had stolen, although thankfully they had just the resource for that task. No, Russell and Cheri were hardly guaranteed anything, yet Jamie found herself cheering for them a bit all the same. Hopefully they made it to the next step, if not all the way.
With her trunk packed, Jamie wheeled it out the back door to her bland sedan—chosen specifically for how unremarkable it was—and slid it into the back seat. Moments later, her keys were in the ignition. She was out on the street just in time to see the silhouettes of people entering her shop. Not long now and no signs of Comics, Comics, Comics would remain, which was precisely how management wanted things.
Jamie checked her GPS and set a course, then turned up the radio. This was going to be a long drive; she may as well enjoy it.
*             *             *
The battle was a difficult one, due in no small part to incompetent lesser adventurers getting underfoot, but slowly and surely, they wore the dragon down. His spells were countered, his flesh pierced, and soon the floor of the cavern became sticky with Rathgan’s blood. As Everett lifted his sword, magic glowing along its blade, he took careful aim. The next time the elder dragon paused to breath fire, he and every other able-bodied warrior would spring into action. Rathgan’s neck would be sliced down the center, and their battle would be over.
But Rathgan didn’t breathe fire, despite his habit of using it when the adventurers were huddled in too close. Instead, he let out a few words and cast a spell. Everett braced for more lightning, or burning rocks, or even summoned minions. But what happened next was none of those things. A bright light seemed to explode all around the room, firing up into the night sky through the open ceiling and momentarily blinding all who were present.
When vision finally returned to Everett’s eyes, accompanied by flickering black spots, Rathgan was nowhere to be seen. A cheer rose from the other adventurers, confused at first, but growing more confident with every passing moment. The dragon must have fled, using the light as a distraction. By all accounts, they’d won the day and proven that Alcatham would not take attacks without fighting back.
Personally, Everett found the whole thing left him with a bad taste in his mouth, as well as a pain in his stomach. All that effort, and he wouldn’t even have the pleasure of seeing the dragon lying dead at his feet. It was downright disappointing after the thrill of a true battle. Still, at least a fleeing adversary couldn’t defend his treasure, so Everett was certain he’d be able to take some comfort in Rathgan’s gold, once they found it.
Everett headed over to Agrut, passing a broad-shouldered warrior in armor styled like metal scales who was curiously unharmed, shaking his head as he reached the sorcerer.
“He fled. Can you believe it?”
Agrut let out a small, dark laugh, more for himself than Everett. “Of course I can. Dragons are intelligent beings. What creature do you know of that would allow itself to be killed when fleeing was an option?”
“One with a bit of guts.” Everett spat, his saliva pink from the blood in his mouth. It hadn’t been the worst fight of his life; however, he’d hardly gotten through it unscathed. “Speaking of cowards, where’s the rogue?”
“Vanished, as far as I can tell,” Agrut replied. “Probably among the dead. Or perhaps she simply turned tail and fled at the sight of Rathgan’s true form.”
“Either way suits me fine, saves us the trouble of aggressive renegotiation.” Everett and Agrut had already agreed that, while a rogue was certainly useful on this quest, neither was willing to give up a genuine share of their take. It was a matter they’d planned to sort out with Elora once she was no longer of use, but it seemed she’d dealt with that burden by fleeing.
From across the cavern, yells rose up as the others uncovered a secret passage hidden by an illusory wall. Everett noticed the large man in the scale armor stepping through ahead of the others, somehow cutting aside the illusion like it wasn’t even there. He stopped after a few steps, looking back at the rest of the adventurers gathered nearby and saying something Everett was too far away to hear.
“He wants them all to wait while he checks for traps,” Agrut said. Lip-reading was a skill he’d picked up ages ago and took great pride in using freely.
“With that armor? Unlikely. He just wants to get first pick of the treasure,” Everett replied. Agrut was a few steps behind as they began moving, easily shoving the other adventurers aside as they forced their way through the crowd and into the hidden tunnel. Some protested, but Everett silenced them with a quick bash of his shield. This was not the time to fuss with lesser beings. There was someone trying to help himself to treasure that rightfully belong to Everett and Agrut, a sin that could not be allowed to pass.
They were nearly there when they heard the roar. It came from up ahead, and after the battle they’d fought, it was impossible to mistake the sound as anything but a dragon. And it sounded furious. Everett pulled his sword free and looked to Agrut, whose own staff was already in hand. They could hear the others’ pounding footsteps from behind but didn’t wait for backup. Plunging ahead, they took the next corner, darting past a familiar-looking pair of gold doors and racing headlong…
Into an empty cavern. There was nothing but the torches on the walls. No gold. No jewels. No magic items. Not even the man who’d come ahead of them. The only item Everett could spy was a broken stone pedestal in the far end of the room, little more than rubble and hardly worth taking.
“Where’s all the treasure?” It was impossible to tell which peon in the crowd uttered the question; they all echoed it soon after, anyway.
Everett bit back a flurry of curses and jammed his blade into its sheath before turning to Agrut.
“Anything?”
The sorcerer shook his head. “Nothing here seems to be veiled or hidden. I am picking up a lot of magic, however. Like something big was recently cast.”
“Could it have been the man who went in first?” Everett asked.
“A strong enough mage could easily punch a temporary hole in the wards,” Agrut told him. “However, teleporting out an elder dragon’s hoard would be a whole other matter. Such a feat would be exhausting even for Rathgan himself. No, most likely he moved his gold before the battle even started. That’s why he was so willing to flee; there was nothing to defend.”
Everett let out a harsh scream as he drove his metal boot into a nearby rock. “Damn it! All that and no treasure? We are going to sack the shit out of every hatchling nest on this mountain until we get what we’re due.”
“If the elder has flown, expect the smaller dragons to follow,” Agrut said. “But it’s worth a try on our way down. Perhaps we’ll find some herbs or potions, if nothing else. To be frank, my stomach has been twisting itself fiercely over the last few hours.”
“Mine as well; perhaps the meat in our last meal had turned.” Everett snickered slightly. “I suppose that might be why the rogue fled; her stomach became unruly, and she didn’t want anyone to see her in such an indelicate position.”
Funny as the image was, it didn’t quite take Everett’s mind off the pain in his own gut, or the disappointment of the vacant treasure room. Most bothersome of all, however, was the burning question that wouldn’t leave his mind.
Who was that adventurer that had slipped in here ahead of them, and where had he vanished off to?      
*             *             *
“While it pains me to say it, I’m afraid that now is not the time to go to Baltmur.” Thistle’s voice was heavy—tired, really—as he sat on the bed. Everyone else was gathered around him in the small room; Mr. Peppers had to be held in Timuscor’s arms, as there wasn’t enough space for him to stand. The Hall of Adventurers offered safety and modest comfort in their rooms, not space to spare.
“Come on, this isn’t that bad. I did fine in sunlight, so we know I’m not a vampire, and I haven’t craved any flesh, blood, or brains so far. Those are all good signs,” Gabrielle pointed out. “Plus, I feel better than before: stronger, hardier, I haven’t noticed even a bit of fatigue, even after the day we had.”
“Happy as I am that you aren’t yet feeling inclined to eat us, I’m afraid we’ve little assurance that such will continue to be the case,” Thistle said. “But it’s not just you, Gabrielle. We have many questions that need answering: the properties of your axe, the nature of your undead status, and, above all else, we have to understand exactly what it is that we are carrying.”
Thistle’s eyes darted to the backpack where Eric had stowed the piece of the Bridge. It had done as promised and showed Grumph a way to temporarily break the wards, even if the half-orc had been hit with a tremendous headache afterward. Still, there was no sense taking any chances after Eric’s... incident. The crystalline object was stashed out of sight, and, more importantly, out of reach.
“We could bury this one too, like we did with the last,” Eric suggested. Thistle wasn’t sure if the offer came out of a true desire to be rid of it or simply wanting to appear that way. Not that it mattered.
“No, I think the fact that we have now stumbled across three pieces of this artifact speaks to the possibility that some sort of force is drawing us to it. Perhaps the gods, perhaps the artifact itself, perhaps some unknown factor we’ve yet to encounter. Regardless, while distance and ignorance were adequate shields the first time, now I fear that if we don’t gain an understanding of what we’re dealing with, we’ll only endanger ourselves more.”
“If not Baltmur, then where do we go?” Timuscor asked.
Thistle hesitated for a moment, locking eyes briefly with Grumph. “Lumal, the City of Magic. Countless mages of all disciplines live there, as well as priests and paladins said to have communed directly with the gods themselves.”
“So what? Almost half of us have done that. If you want mages, we just need to head to the nearest town with a guild outpost,” Gabrielle said.
“Lumal is a place of ancient wisdom, power, and history. It is where mages shut themselves away to learn more about the world than they can anywhere else.” Grumph winced slightly from the effort of speech; the pain in his head still obviously present. “For you, the guild would suffice. For our artifact, Lumal is the best chance we have to find answers.”
“Forgive me, but as I recall, Lumal is closed to outsiders,” Timuscor said. “At least according to legends I’ve heard.”
Thistle nodded. “Aye, you’ve heard right. Because so much power lives there, any kingdom would seek to control or pillage it if given the chance. That is why the entrances are spread out and guarded carefully. But Grumph and I know of a route to get there, north of here, running through Urthos.”
“You want us to plunge into the wild lands?” Eric said. His eyes darted momentarily to his pack, a fleeting gesture that Thistle hoped most of the others had missed. “Isn’t that dangerous?”
“Not much more than the road to Baltmur, and we won’t be in Urthos for long,” Thistle assured him. “The entrance is close to Alcatham’s border. Getting there will be, hopefully, a minor task. Getting through might prove to be more difficult; however, we have little else in terms of options right now.”
“Thistle and I didn’t leave Lumal on the best of terms,” Grumph added.
Eric crossed his arms and stared at the two of them. “One of these days, I would really love a full record of all the adventures you two went on before Maplebark.”
“Most would bore you to tears. Remember, we were only hired or indentured help, not adventurers ourselves—something I’m hoping will actually be to our benefit when we try and enter Lumal.” Thistle managed a smile that he hoped was more confident than he felt. “I’ll admit this isn’t a perfect situation, but we rarely find ourselves in those, anyway. If anyone has a suggestion, I’m certainly open to it. Lumal is simply the only place I know of with a mage outpost, a vast and varied library, and countless historical scrolls. Furthermore, I’d be willing to wager it houses at least one name on Gabrielle’s list.”
“Two names there, actually,” Gabrielle told them. “I’m with Thistle. I was trying to downplay it since I didn’t want to divert our plans just for me, but the truth is I’ll feel a lot more comfortable once I know exactly what this axe did to me.”
“It is a dangerous path,” Grumph said. “But what lies at the end may be invaluable. I too vote we go to Lumal.”
“After what happened in the cave, I’m not against anything that gets me more information on what we’re dealing with.” Eric patted the bag gently, just in case anyone missed his meaning—which they hadn’t. Glowing eyes, mad expression—that was not an image that would fade from their minds anytime soon.
Timuscor was the last, standing silently, holding Mr. Peppers carefully as the boar let out small grunts. His head lowered slightly as he spoke. “I will always follow you to the ends of the world, as I have promised. But I must admit that our last encounter has left me with questions. Questions about who I am, where I came from, and what my life was before meeting you all. And, to be truthful, I have some about my path ahead, as well. I know you can make me no promises, that we are all on this path of discovery together, but tell me honestly: Thistle, do you believe I may find any answers in a place such a Lumal?”
“If there are answers to be found, Lumal would either have them or point us in the direction of one who does,” Thistle replied.
“Then we will follow gladly.” Timuscor lifted his head, and Mr. Peppers let out a grunt slightly louder than his usual snorts.
“Best we head out as soon as possible,” Eric suggested. “Once the matter with Rathgan is settled, this town will be swarming with adventurers again. I’d rather be clear before that happens. Something about having this artifact around so many of them... it feels needlessly dangerous.”
Gabrielle whirled around on Eric, her now red eyes wide as silver coins. “Hold on, you’re not going to hunt Elora down? She stole a piece of the Br—well, you know.”
“And maybe that’s for the best,” Eric replied. “Elora is smart; she won’t be reckless with it. Plus, this puts it out of my reach. Having one piece on hand is risky, but I’ve been able to handle it. Two is clearly more than I can withstand. Better it sit on some trophy shelf of hers or pass on to a collector than be in my grasp where I might be tempted to take it up.”
“Assuming she doesn’t just sell it to a crazy wizard who uses it to start letting more demons through,” Gabrielle countered.
“Elora, for all her many faults, is not outright evil,” Thistle said. “And given your situation, we don’t have time to hang around, searching for her in vain, especially not when the adventurers will be returning. Some of them are bound to have very firm opinions about the undead, intelligent or not.”
Gabrielle’s mouth slowly closed, her next argument bitten back. She knew that if a fight came, her friends would stand with her, even if it meant they fell too. Getting clear of Camnarael was the safest move, not just for her, but for the entire party. She reached down and grabbed her Satchel of Containment, pulling out a few of the many gold coins she’d taken from Rathgan’s hoard.
“I guess there’s nothing left to do but pack and buy some provisions for the road. Anyone know if I need a different kind of healing potion now that I’m undead?”
*             *             *
“Maybe we should just walk away.” Bert was calmer than he had been before—not that that was a terribly high bar to hit, comparatively.
The group was sitting at the same table in Russell and Cheri’s parents’ dining room where they’d been playing for weeks; however, this time, things were different. There were no dice, books, maps, or any sort of gaming implement present. Alexis had even left her phone, on which she’d installed a dice-roller app, in the kitchen. After getting their characters loaded with gold and off the mountain, they’d gone to the Hall of Adventurers, booked rooms, and declared that everyone went right to bed. There was no more strangeness during the session, not that they’d been hungry for it. What they’d experienced was more than enough for one day.
“Do you mean quit gaming entirely, or just Spells, Swords, and Stealth?” Tim asked.
“I mean the modules that Russell is using,” Bert replied. “The first time this happened was when you all were playing one of these, right? And the last adventure was fun, but apparently we’ve been carting around some sort of uber-powerful item that can—and I hate myself for saying this out loud— somehow impact the real world. Then all this goes down... and, well, tell me it’s a coincidence that it’s only happening to us, and maybe anyone else playing the rare modules Russell keeps bringing to the table.”
“Sometimes I forget that you’re not all muscle.” Cheri sighed and took a long sip from her can. She’d greatly dialed back her in-game drinking, but this was an afternoon that had left her wanting a cold beer. Really, she was one more bit of weird shit away from offering to buy brews for the whole group. “No, you’re right; it’s almost definitely the modules. Russell and I had to jump through tons of hoops to get this one. Who knows if there’s going to be a fourth, or if we could obtain it. I’ve got a good hunch that if we don’t go looking, it won’t find us.”
“Case closed, then. Russell switches to some regular books, and we all take a vow to never talk about this again.” Bert seemed to relax, his large shoulders lowering several inches. It was a sentiment that lasted only until Tim spoke up.
“With all due respect... I want to keep going.” Tim swallowed hard, his gulp audible as he steeled his nerves to continue. “You all can leave if you want. Russell can stop running these if he’d like to—I would totally understand. But, scary as this was, we just saw something incredible. Inexplicable. This wasn’t my dice glowing and falling apart. This was undeniable. It was magic, pure and simple. I can’t just walk away from that. I want to keep following the trail, playing these modules, seeing where it all leads. Even if I have to do it alone.”
“You won’t. I’m in, too.” For once, it was Alexis’s forceful voice that rang through the room, with no traces of Gelthorn’s dialect. She was still hunched down, hands gripping the table, but it didn’t stop her from speaking. “Sorry, Bert. I know this isn’t your scene, but Tim hit it right on the head. We just experienced the impossible. It was terrifying and exhilarating, and it opens up so much potential about our world. Imagine the rest of your life, trying to pretend the world is normal and rational, but always having this moment in the back of your mind. To me, that’s a lot scarier than anything we saw.”
Bert stared at her for several minutes before shifting his gaze to Cheri. “I assume you’ll want to recklessly charge ahead, as usual?”
“My curiosity is piqued, I’m not going to deny that,” Cheri said. “Then again, I also just watched my sibling get straight-up possessed by a book, so I’m less gung-ho than you might expect. But at the end of the day, this is Russell’s game. I joined for him. If he wants to keep going, even after what he experienced, then I’ll be there to watch his back. And if he wants to light that fucking module on fire and never look back, I won’t let any of you try to talk him out of it. Either way, little brother, I’m with you.”
All eyes turned to Russell, the only uncast vote: two for proceeding, one for quitting, and one that would follow his lead. He was the deciding vote. What’s more, he was the connection to the modules. It had been Russell’s name at that booth with the third module, his address the second book was sent to. If he walked away, Tim and Alexis could give all the chase they wanted—deep down, Russell knew they’d come up empty-handed. Whatever this was had already been set in motion, and as the GM, it was on his shoulders to decide if the group charged ahead or retreated.
Shifting through his memories still filled Russell with discomfort and fear. He recalled the voices that had used his mouth like a speaker, and seeing pieces of a world not his own. Yet, at the same time, it was also exciting. He—they—had scraped the surface of something much bigger than dice and maps. They’d touched the real deal, if only for a moment, brushed against genuine magic. No matter what they decided at this table, that truth would never release them from its grasp.
“Bert is right. What we’re doing is dangerous,” Russell said. “But Tim and Alexis are also right; if we walk away from this now, we’ll spend our entire lives wondering ‘what if.’ I can’t do that. I don’t want to. So I’m going to try and keep chasing this, keep searching for the next module. There’s no guarantee that I’ll even find it. Cheri and I nearly missed this one. Until then, we can play normal content. If I never get another module, then we tried our best. If I do... well, no one who doesn’t want to play should feel like they have to.”
“I can respect that,” Bert told him. “And I appreciate the out, but I can’t bail on Alexis. We grew up together. If she’s in, then I’m in. Assuming you can find the module, anyway.”
“Easier said than done,” Cheri grumbled. “Broken Bridge is not an easy company to get information on. Russell’s not kidding—fifteen minutes later to that Con, and we’d have ended up empty-handed.”
Tim coughed slightly and sat up a little straighter in his chair. “You’re forgetting something, Cheri. Last time, you and Russell were trying to do all of this by yourselves. Now you’ve got all of us to help, too.”
“Hear, hear,” Alexis said, a smile visible even on her downturned face.
Bert glanced down at the near empty beer bottle in Cheri’s hand. “Can I get one of those when you refill? I’ve got ID if you need to see it.”
“Come on, we’re on a perilous quest to court danger and magic together. I trust you,” Cheri said. “I mean, at this point, I pretty much have to. We’re a party, after all.”
*             *             *
The whistle was low and delicate as she examined the artifact. A pair of hands moved closer but never quite touched its smooth crystal surface. “This is a strange one. Very abnormal, yet so potent you can almost taste it. Where did you say you found this again?”
“I didn’t,” Elora replied. The room they were in was heavily fortified, hidden deep beneath Camnarael and tucked away behind vastly more impressive security than what she’d made Eric get past. Ordinarily, Elora would have only used this first meeting to discuss terms, and she certainly wouldn’t have brought the goods along with her. But this buyer merited special circumstances; she wasn’t the type to burn a fruitful relationship for one score and would never buy anything without personal inspection. As Elora saw it, this was a chance to turn her acquisition into gold without having to bother hiding the artifact or risking discovery. That didn’t mean she’d forgotten her trade-craft, though. “You know the drill: what I sell is the product. Knowing where it came from isn’t part of the bargain.”
“So long as it doesn’t end up back here after I pay, that’s not an issue,” said the woman. She was tall and lithe, a fellow elf, her form bulky under a bundle of layers and had that ridiculously large bag at her side.
“Hey now, you know I give two-degree protection to all goods I sell. It’s my policy never to steal it from you or the first person you sell it to. Only after it changes hands again does it become fair game,” Elora said.
“Well, there’s little chance of that here. I can think of more than a few collectors that would hide this beauty away for personal enjoyment. Honestly, Elora, when you sent the message that I should use a scroll of teleportation to meet you, I was expecting to be disappointed. Instead, you’ve wowed me. Very impressive.” She looked the artifact over once more then backed away from it slowly. It seemed a touch overly cautious to Elora, but then again, she wasn’t the one who dealt with magical items all the time. Perhaps that was the correct amount of caution to use around such an object.
“Save the compliments. I much prefer gold. Let’s hear your starting offer.” Elora barely resisted the urge to lick her lips; haggling was one of her favorite parts of these deals.
“Pass,” the buyer replied. “I’ll let you open up the arrangement by telling me how much you want. Just remember: if you name an amount and I agree to it, trying to change it afterward counts as backing out of a deal. You know my policy on that matter.”
Smart. She knew Elora wasn’t certain how much the artifact was worth, so she was trying to force the rogue to low-ball herself. It was a tactic that might have worked on someone less experienced, but Elora knew the depth of the pockets this buyer represented. She had no qualms about naming a ludicrous sum, even if it made her look silly. Pride was a thing to be considered after one had the gold in hand.
“Fine then, let’s open up at... five hundred thousand gold.”
“Done.”
Elora’s mouth hung open, ready to commence the usual arguing and battle that came with these discussions, but her train of thought was entirely halted by the single word. “I’m sorry... did you say ‘done?’”
“Yes. I accept the offer. Five hundred thousand gold in exchange for allowing me to take immediate possession of the artifact. Do you want the sum transferred to the Hall of Adventurers, or would you prefer the coin in hand?” She flipped open the side of her bag, and Elora wondered if the woman had really come with that much money just for this meeting.
“Deposited is fine,” Elora said, mind still numb from the shock. “Five hundred thousand gold. Coins. That are real and will be accepted across the kingdoms.”
“I can have them here within the hour,” she said. “What’s more, if you find any more of these, I’ll be happy to pay you the same amount, no questions asked.”
Elora finally kicked herself back into gear, shaking off the surprise and returning to bargaining mode. “I’m sure you would, but I think we’ll be reaching a new price next time. Given how easily you agreed to that number, something tells me you’ll get far more than a half-million gold for this. I’ll honor the deal. You met my price, and fair is fair; just be ready to pay more next time.”
The trader smiled, a charming grin carefully practiced and controlled. Elora saw more than just the cheerful trader in that smirk. There was also danger, and wisdom, and a sliver of warning right in plain sight. “If you find another one of these, then I look forward to it.”
“You know, don’t you? What this really is?” Elora asked.
“All I supply is the gold, Elora. If you want answers, you’ll need to pay a fair sum of it back to me.”
“Suppose I should have expected as much.” She sighed and paid one last look at the strange artifact. Five hundred thousand for a single piece of it, and she could probably get double for the next. But that might strain things with Eric a bit more than was strictly needed, and after the fight with Holdram, Elora was in no mood to deal with another spurned apprentice. Besides, it seemed prudent to educate herself more on these items before handing them off to anyone else... especially someone willing to meet such a ludicrous price without even batting an eye.
“Well then, call your people and get me the gold,” Elora told her. “You’ve built up some goodwill with me, but I’m going to have to see the gold hit my account at the Hall before I part with such a precious object. I’m sure you understand, Fritz. People must try to con you all the time out on the road.”
Fritz chuckled as she reached into her bag and pulled out a stone with runes on it. “I’ve seen my share of trouble. If there’s time, remind me to tell you about the bandits I had to circumvent several weeks ago. I ended up having to deal with adventurers to see it through, and that became a whole mess in and of itself.”
“Thanks, but it’s my turn to pass,” Elora replied. “After the last month, I’ve had more than my fill of anything involving adventurers for a while.”
*             *             *
Sylan stepped around the corner, mind already on the long shift ahead of him, and nearly collided with another person—one with surprisingly good reflexes who leapt back just in time to avoid smashing into the humble clerk.
“Sorry about that.” It was an adventurer, one of the group Sylan had been called to help count gold for. Eric was this one’s name, if his memory served. Behind him were the others, for the most part. The blonde woman seemed to have been changed out with one who had dark hair, except that she was actually the same person, when Sylan looked closer. Adventurers: did they have so much coin that they could waste it on paltry (and frankly unnecessary) cosmetic changes? That was not his place to judge, however, so Sylan merely lowered his head in apology.
“Not at all, it was I who should have watched where I was going. The hall is always bustling, with many coming and going, and as a clerk, I know well enough to stay away.” Sylan lifted his eyes and noticed that not only were all of them leaving in full armor, they also had sacks over their shoulders and what must have been every bag they owned strapped to their bodies. The dull brown pack on Eric’s back caused Sylan’s eyes to linger longer than was truly proper, and it was with a not unsubstantial force of will that he jerked them away. “I’m pleased to see you all survived the Grand Quest, but it seems you’re already off another adventure?”
“We... left the Grand Quest a little early,” Eric said. “Dragons are dangerous creatures, and we weren’t up to the task of taking on an elder one. So we’ve decided it’s time to hit the road and seek our fortunes elsewhere.”
It didn’t escape Sylan’s notice that Eric didn’t offer details about where they were heading, nor was he rude enough to ask for them. The life of an adventurer was wild and varied; such secrecy was woven into their inscrutable nature.
“Can’t linger, I’m afraid,” Eric continued. “We’re hoping to be saddled and on the road by morning. Thanks for putting up with us, Sylan. I’m sure we were needlessly troublesome in our ignorance.” He offered his hand out to shake, and Sylan reached forward to accept it.
“Think nothing of it, sir.” His hold closed around Eric’s, and for an instant, the whole world spun. It was fleeting, a sharp, mental discomfort that vanished so quickly it may as well have been imagined. Sylan blinked and realized he was staring at the backpack again. “Ignorance is at least unintentional, which is a dozen steps above the rudeness I so often encounter.”
Eric laughed, which was when Sylan realized what he’d actually said. That was wildly improper, something he’d barely say to a fellow clerk, let alone an adventurer. But it was done. Eric’s smile lingered even as he released Sylan’s hand.
“Next time we come through town, I hope you’re our clerk.” With that, Eric moved to join his friends, who were already heading toward the stables.
Sylan stood there for several more seconds, flexing his hand and trying to get his mind right after such a colossal slip-up. Except... was it really such a mistake? Adventurers were often utter asses to him and his coworkers. What did it matter if he spoke the truth of that? It wasn’t as though they’d stop using the Hall; this was where almost all the quests in Alcatham were gathered. If anything, they needed him far more than he needed them.
He wandered into the hall, past the staircase where an elf with an oversized bag was ascending past the guards, through the employee entrance near the rear, and into the back. Sylan stopped, however, in the room that hosted a large board featuring open quests. These were the calibration quests that were always open, left on display for all clerks to memorize so they could quickly walk new adventurers through whatever options were currently available.
Sylan was still staring at the board several minutes later when Delsup wandered in. The gnome stared at him curiously, waiting for a greeting, then seemed to give up and head for the door. Sylan barely recognized the voice that called out, even though it was his own.
“Delsup, how much gold do you need to start that restaurant you want to open?”
“Counting what I’ve saved so far? I’m probably still around a hundred short,” Delsup replied. “With any luck and a few bonuses, I might have enough in five more years.”
“I’m around ninety short,” Sylan said, eyes still locked on the board. “Ninety gold between me and learning from an established alchemist. At least another five years of my life—probably more, since I’m not as frugal as you. That’s how long it would take us to save up for our dreams. Or…”
He didn’t finish, not with words. Instead, Sylan walked over to the board and motioned to one of the quests. It demanded water from a stream that only appeared during full moons and was said to be guarded by nixies. Right there was the going rate: a hundred gold per glass jar filled to the brim.
“What about it?” Delsup asked.
“We know this quest, Delsup. We’ve had countless adventurers bring us those jars. We’ve listened to them tell rambling tales about how they managed the feat. We know the safest routes to take, the right precautions to stay unnoticed by nixies, even where to get the sturdiest jars. Why not just go out there on the next full moon? Five jars and we’d have enough to start our lives with plenty of extra in case things go awry.”
“But we can’t do that,” Delsup said. “Adventurers go on quests. You and I are clerks. Nothing more.”
Sylan raced over to Delsup, clapping him gently on the shoulder. For a split second, the gnome’s eyes lost focus, yet when they cleared, they housed more ferocity than Sylan had ever seen in his friend. “Why not? Why are we sitting here, toiling away at jobs we barely care about, when we could be living our dreams? Any day in this kingdom could take our lives. Why not gamble them once on a night that could brighten all the rest of our days?”
“I don’t know... I can’t... seem to think of any reason we shouldn’t.” Delsup blinked, glancing over at the board with the same expression Sylan had worn moments prior. “You’re right. To hell with five more years. In five more days, we could be rich. How did we never think of this before, Sylan? Where on earth is this coming from?”
“Honestly, I haven’t the faintest idea,” Sylan admitted. He released his friend’s shoulder, eyes turning once more toward the board that held their future.
“But I must say, I rather like it.”
*             *             *
“I’m going to miss the food here.” Eric looked wistfully back toward the Hall of Adventurers until Thistle climbed aboard his own horse and blocked the view.
“Amen,” Grumph agreed. His headache had either subsided, or he’d gotten better at hiding the symptoms of it. With his natural stoicism, the difference was hard to determine.
“It was delicious.” Thistle took hold of his steed’s reins and adjusted its course until he was staring down the road ahead. It had been with great relief—and a small amount of surprise—that they had returned to find their horses awaiting them at the Hall. The mercenaries had demanded quite a sum for taking care of the mounts, and it had turned out to be gold extremely well spent. “But Lumal has some exceptional culinary options as well.”
“Why didn’t you lead with that back in the room? Let’s get a move on,” Gabrielle said. No one was entirely certain if she still needed food; however, they’d grabbed an apple while buying supplies and she’d confirmed it still tasted fine. That would have to do, for now.
Grumph and Eric brought their horses into formation—the rogue and barbarian at the front, wizard and paladin in the middle, and the knight with his boar bringing up the rear. Eric licked his lips and took one parting glance toward the town as the horses started moving. “I know we had to go, but it’s a pity we couldn’t stay for a parting meal. It’s going to be hard getting used to trail eating again.”
“Then take solace in the knowledge that the gear Elora made us purchase will at least offer somewhat more palatable meals,” Thistle told him. “And besides, it isn’t as though we won’t pass through here again sometime. Camnarael is the hub for Alcatham, and the best route to Baltmur.”
“I suppose you’re right,” Eric conceded. “Hopefully, everything stays as good as it is.”
Thistle reached forward to pat him reassuringly on the back, then thought better of it when his hand drew close to the pack with the artifact inside. His fingers returned to his reins as Thistle opted for verbal comfort instead.
“Change is inevitable,” Thistle told Eric. “But this place seems to resist it well. The names and faces might be different, but I’m sure we’ll find the capital of Alcatham much as we left it, should we be fortunate enough to return here one day.”
No one noticed the slight shudder that ran down Thistle’s spine almost as soon as the words left his mouth—a forgivable oversight, given that it was obscured by his armor. This time, it was the gnome who turned back toward the Hall of Adventurers as they moved farther and farther away from it.
The chill down his back was probably just a coincidence. Not everything was an omen, after all. Yet Thistle remained turned in his saddle, etching the sight into his mind carefully, just in case he never came upon it again.
With that done, he twisted around and set his eyes forward, focusing on the road ahead.
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