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      I leaned over the small device, fighting to get my ratchet into the right position. The metal rods on the device were so close together that there was barely a finger-width of space between them.

      I gritted my teeth and muttered, “C’mon, stupid thing.”

      It was frustrating, but I’d designed the rods this way on purpose, so I couldn’t complain. The device needed to capture lightning. If I were to space the rods any farther apart, it wouldn’t be as efficient.

      With some effort, I found an angle that worked for the ratchet. I cranked the thing, tightening the nut until I felt a resistance. This was the last one. I was relieved to know that the hard part was over.

      As I pried the ratchet away from the device, I leaned back and took a good look at what I’d created. It was small, and in some ways, it resembled a torch with one large metal rod at its base and a cup-like shape at its head. The entire thing was made of metal, though. The cup’s base was constructed so the metal rods on the head would feed into it, hopefully concentrating the lightning into the larger rod beneath the cup.

      Several wires stuck out of that larger rod. They would be connected to my old capacitor from Earth, which sat on the table next to this lightning-capturing device.

      I straightened the wires and mumbled, “Problem being, I still need some way of getting the lightning.”

      Shadow Council mages could create lightning, but I hadn't seen a single mage in the two months since I’d become a duke. I hooked up the wires to my capacitor, one by one. Had the Shadow Council given up on conquering Kortall? Or maybe they were regrouping somewhere and would strike when the time was right?

      Whatever the case, my seneschal assured me he could get me a lightning runestone. He’d said it would take a little time. I rubbed my eyebrow, hoping for the best on that front.

      The door to my workshop creaking as it swung open behind me interrupted my ruminations. My seneschal, Lord Pyrdian, no doubt. I drew a deep breath, preparing myself for whatever new thing he brought me. Learning to run a medieval duchy had been quite an experience, and I was grateful I’d had Pyrdian on hand to walk me through it.

      What would it be now? A squabble among some of my subjects? A budget to review? Maybe the cook would want my opinion on a couple of dishes. That had happened once. I smiled, hoping it was something easy like that.

      When I turned, I met the familiar face of King Alfred Benegrath. He smiled as he stepped into my workshop with his bodyguard Karl on one side and Sir Rand on the other. Lord Pyrdian was behind them. Pyrdian had a plump build, and his white hairline was fast receding. He carried a staff of some sort—I frequently saw him with it, although I wasn’t sure what it was for—and his long tunic draped over him like a shawl.

      The king gazed around my workshop, marveling at everything. “Incredible stuff here, Dr. Smith. Looks like you’ve been hard at work. Fascinating!”

      The king and the others made their way across the room toward me. My workshop was a somewhat organized mess of wooden tables, benches, sawhorses, and a few scattered buckets and hooks on the wall to hang things. My old cabinet sat propped up against one wall, between two windows.

      Most of the tables had been organized by subject. One was full of vials and containers of different fluids for my experiments in chemistry. Another had various wires, my remaining breadboards, and other odd electrical equipment. A third held metal rods that I’d had a blacksmith create. I figured I would need a lot of them, and I now had a huge stash of all sizes.

      The king passed all these tables and brushed his hand along a cylindrical device on a fourth table. It was a crude but useful telescope I’d made.

      His expression turned pensive. “What’s this?” He picked up the telescope.

      Karl put a hand on his forearm. “Careful, Your Majesty. You should ask Duke Smith before you touch anything. Some of these things could be dangerous.”

      The king smiled. “I hardly think so, Karl. Look at this. It’s like a tube for sticking papers in. Oh, it has some glass on its end.”

      “Well, Karl’s right about a few things here. Asking before touching is wise.” I grinned. “That one’s perfectly safe, Your Majesty. Go on and try looking through the glass.”

      As the king did that, my gaze went to another device on the adjacent table. I’d been playing around with the magical explosive I’d taken from Tangrim’s old workshop before I became a duke. It was supposed to be powered by lightning, but I’d been making some modifications to activate it with gunpowder instead. Better for the king not to touch that one.

      “I can’t see a thing,” the king grumbled, sounding confused.

      I chuckled. “Other end, Your Majesty.”

      The king turned the telescope around. His mouth dropped open as he looked through it. “Amazing! It makes things larger? No, it makes things seem larger. I see.”

      Karl pulled back drapes from one of the windows. “Marvelous view the duke has. I’d wager that device would work well at a distance?”

      “Just so, Karl,” I replied.

      The king turned his head, aiming the telescope out the window. “You’re right. It’s simply extraordinary. I can see clear across the ocean with this. Look, there’s a seagull. Magnificent white plumage with a hint of gray. Well done, Duke Smith.”

      I smiled, glad that the king appreciated my little device. “It’s called a telescope. What brings the three of you out here?”

      Something was up. These three men represented the core of Kortall's military leadership. There’s no way they’d all be here unless something big was going on. I’d been working hard on devices that might help turn the tide of battle when the Shadow Council finally came after us again. It might be time to pull some of those gadgets out.

      The king lowered the telescope and handed it off to Karl. “I’ve been touring all the duchies.” He made his way over to me. The others followed. “I was at Willhelm’s duchy before this. By the way, he has an excellent new stadium, just built. I saw a fantastic bout of jousting. You must go there sometime.

      “Anyway, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking since our last battle against the Council. Tangrim’s treason stung for more reasons than one. I haven’t spent a lot of time in the past helping the duchies thrive. I haven’t even visited most of them more than a few times. I focused on the big picture of the kingdom without paying enough attention to my vassals. I hope to change that.”

      I offered the king a warm smile. We shook hands. “Well, it’s good to see you again,” I admitted. All of the projects in my workshop had been incredibly fun, and my work as a duke kept me busier than I’d have ever imagined, but seeing some familiar faces brought a different type of satisfaction. The kind I'd been sorely lacking.

      Lord Pyrdian stepped around Karl. "Apologies for the suddenness of this visit, Your Grace. We didn't know the king was coming until he arrived."

      The king scratched the back of his head. "Eh, I might've forgotten to send word. Sorry, Smith."

      I shook my head. "No, it's quite all right.” I didn't mind. "Actually, though, you've caught me in the middle of something. I'm almost finished."

      "An invention of some sort?" Rand sounded curious.

      Rand wasn't the only curious one, so I grasped the torch-like device and held it up before them.

      “It’s intended to capture lightning,” I explained, then showed them how the rods at the head of the device might draw a mage’s bolt, then condense it along the bigger rod and store it in the capacitor. “If it works, we’ll be able to keep the energy in the capacitor and use it for other things.”

      I eyed the capacitor with a pang of hope. Looking at my old devices from Earth still brought back memories from my time there. I’d been here so long now. What must my students think? My peers in academia? Triss had been the last one to see me. If I were in her shoes, I’d probably presume that I were dead.

      I shook my head, dismissing that uncomfortable thought. One thing at a time. Once I could store electricity in the capacitor, I’d be one step closer to engineering a way back to my world. I would get there—I would see my students, friends, and family again.

      Lord Pyrdian narrowed his eyes. “It’s an interesting concept, Your Grace, but with respect, I don’t know how well it would work. Even for the most skilled mages, I hear lightning magic is difficult to master and troublesome to control.”

      The king smiled. “Don’t doubt Duke Smith, Lord Pyrdian.” He clapped the seneschal on the back. “He did some marvelous things in our fight against the Shadow Council.”

      Pyrdian frowned. “True, but this seems like one of his riskier inventions. Even if it works, how would we use the lightning? As I’ve told Duke Smith, building something to reflect the lightning at the mages might be simpler.”

      I pursed my lips. Pyrdian had a point, but he didn’t quite understand the power of stored electricity. “It’ll be a challenge,” I acknowledged. “But I can make it work. Probably. Might have to fine-tune a few things. This is only a prototype.”

      Rand leaned forward, glancing at Pyrdian. “I’ve learned to trust Duke Smith.”

      Pyrdian looked from Rand to the device in my hands with a curious expression. “Well, he’s certainly spent enough time in this workshop. From what I hear, the students in his class think quite highly of him, so I don’t doubt he knows a lot.”

      The king smiled, looking intrigued. “Students? A class?”

      I scratched my head. “Ah, yes, well, I used to teach in my country, so I figured I’d pick up a few students in my spare time.”

      Also, I wanted to leave these people with some of my knowledge so they could keep building and inventing once I returned to my world.

      The king pointed at the device in my hand. “So anyway, you said it collects lightning, and you store it. What comes next?”

      I shrugged. “From there, the possibilities are endless. In my world, we use electricity to power streetlights, machines for building things, and various devices and tools. You can even use it to illuminate inside your house at night. Or castle. We could use it in the battle against the Shadow Council, too. We could build new kinds of weapons.”

      Not to mention, this would be clean power. Not like a lot of the power we harnessed on Earth. That had to be worth something. As I knew from history, harnessing electricity would propel technology forward so Kortall could become a powerhouse among nations. Maybe stronger than the Shadow Council.

      The king’s eyes lit up as I mentioned weapons. “We do need weapons. It’s only a matter of time before the Council strikes again. They’ll come back stronger, too. We need to be prepared.”

      Rand nodded. “We’re already training as many recruits as possible, but who knows if it will be enough.”

      The king leaned forward. “Right. So, Duke Smith, we’ll be relying on whatever you come up with.”

      I smiled but was a tad nervous about trying to live up to His Majesty’s expectations. Lord Pyrdian nodded at me. “I’ve already had some servants make arrangements for His Majesty and his men. Should I escort them to their rooms while you finish here, Duke Smith?”

      I bit my lower lip, considering it, but shook my head. “I’m close enough to being finished here.” There was still one more wire to plug in, but I’d handle that later. “I’ll come with you.”

      As we made our way out of the workshop and down the hall, Lord Pyrdian explained that he’d also ordered a feast prepared. It would begin in a few short hours. The king proclaimed his excitement as soon as he heard. Either Karl’s or Rand’s stomach growled. I couldn’t tell which. Hunger pangs hit me too. I’d been in my workshop for the last few hours and hadn’t had so much as a slice of fruit to eat.

      Lord Pyrdian suddenly held up a finger. We turned along a bend in the passageway. “Ah, Your Grace, before I forget, I acquired the runestone for you.” He reached into his pocket, produced a glossy white stone, and handed it to me. “As you requested, it contains a small amount of stored lightning magic. I don’t know if it’ll live up to your expectations. Good luck.”

      I took the runestone and stuck it in my pocket.

      Item acquired: Lightning runestone!
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      Several hours later, all of us gathered in the feasting hall. The king and I sat side-by-side in the center of a W-shaped table with brilliant purple and gold tablecloths and candles scattered along its length. I’d made some changes in the weeks since this had been Tangrim’s feasting hall. I was glad to see that the W-shaped table fostered a greater sense of community among the men and women working in the keep. Raucous chatter filled the room, the king’s men conversing easily with mine as if they were brothers who had known each other for years.

      The king and I sat in front of a large banner, which I’d also changed. Tangrim’s crest had displayed a clam. The banner behind us had a crest with blue and red interlocking gears. I hoped the symbol would convey the duchy’s commitment to advancing technology. I’d thought about using something like an atom, but no one from this world would recognize it. Gears were something they understood, so it was a good symbol.

      Alongside the banner, two large suits of armor stood upright in two alcoves like guards. A giant, fanciful chandelier with an assortment of candles hung overhead, and light poured through two archways to our left. Those led to a small, more private area where people could view the courtyard and gardens below.

      The king grinned as he chewed his food, swallowing quickly. “An excellent feast, Duke Smith. I approve.”

      I laughed. “Glad to hear it.”

      Everyone was having an awesome time. I gazed around the room as I dug into my food. Lord Pyrdian was on my other side, focused on his son, Alexander. At twelve years of age, Alexander was still short. He chewed the meat off a piece of pork, smiling. Pyrdian leaned toward him. “Don’t forget to eat your vegetables.”

      Alexander made a face.

      On the other side of the king, Rand and Karl ate slowly and spoke in hushed voices. Their conversation seemed more serious, although it was impossible to tell what they were saying from where I sat.

      Most of the king’s entourage were people I didn’t know by name, many of whom were soldiers. A few familiar faces poked out from within the crowd, people I recognized from our travels to the mountain fort but whom I’d never gotten to speak with. Some of my soldiers mingled within their ranks. They were easy to distinguish because they wore a cloth with my crest. Other attendees included scholars and academics in collared tunics in a mottled array of black, green, and white clothing. I spotted a few students from my class. They were chatting with a large man across the table.

      I squinted for a second, then realized I recognized that man. It was Arthur, the engineer from the capital. He must have come along with the king.

      The king sighed. “Ah. Good wine, too, Duke Smith. What vintage is this, do you know?”

      I glanced at the king, then shrugged. “Lord Pyrdian would know,” I said thoughtfully, then eyed Arthur again.

      It wasn’t only him I recognized at the other end of the room. Mauvin was there too, sitting beside him. Mauvin smiled at an older man who sat on his other side—a soldier, by the look of things.

      The older man had a lithe body, like Mauvin, with narrow features. He wore all black and had carefully arranged plates of armor covering his arms, legs, and probably his torso, although a dark cloak shrouded that. The man also had something laying across his lap. A stick of some kind, maybe a cane or a weapon. It was hard to make out from this distance.

      A young boy’s voice—Alexander’s—brought my attention back to the people around me. “Duke Smith! Can I go and see your workshop again after we finish eating?”

      I glanced at Lord Pyrdian. He frowned. “Alexander, the duke has a very important guest right now. Why don’t we wait a few days?”

      King Alfred spoke in a loud voice. “Ah, Pyrdian! Don’t use me as an excuse to deprive the boy of seeing Smith’s inventions.”

      Pyrdian frowned. “Apologies, Your Majesty. He’s seen the workshop before, and I assumed… Well, that you and Smith would have business.”

      Alfred laughed. “Well, there is much to discuss, but here’s an idea. Why don’t we all go to the workshop again and talk on the way?”

      The king, Pyrdian, and Alexander looked at me. I nodded. “Sounds like a good plan to me.”

      Alexander beamed. “Oh, thank you so much, Your Majesty.”

      Alfred smiled. “My pleasure, boy. A keen sense of curiosity will get you far in life—don’t ever lose yours.”

      Alexander nodded fervently. “Duke Smith makes the coolest things! I’m going to be an engineer like him when I grow up.”

      I chuckled. It wasn’t the first time Alexander had told me that. He’d been in awe of me since he first stepped foot in my workshop. I took another bite of food, but before anyone else could say anything, I heard loud shouts outside the feasting hall. They were barely audible over the raucous chatter surrounding me, but the note of alarm was out of place.

      I looked up, eyeing Pyrdian and the king. Concern etched Pyrdian’s brow. He’d heard the same thing.

      Then the doors slammed open, and a guard rushed into the hall without closing them behind him. I recognized him. Edwin Lampert was one of the troops stationed here to guard the keep. He wouldn’t leave his post without good cause.

      I rose. Was the Shadow Council approaching? I grimaced, watching him move around the table as the wheels in my head began to turn and I tried to decide what we should do. We had a fair number of men here. Depending on the size of the Council’s force, we might be able to take them.

      Edwin leaned down next to me. The chatter in the feasting hall had gradually died down. The shouts outside didn’t sound good. Fear and frantic concern filled people’s voices. Everyone’s eyes were on Edwin. “Duke Smith, some strange creatures are approaching. Closing fast. They appear to be some sort of apparition, maybe ghosts. They won’t stop or speak to us, and we’ve tried the catapults, but they’ve had no effect.”

      This surprised me. Ghosts? “Are they being controlled by the Shadow Council?”

      Edwin looked unsure. “We haven’t seen any mages, but it’s possible.” He stood, shaking with a hint of nervousness. “We need to do something swiftly. As I said, they’re closing fast. Your orders?”

      I gazed at everyone in the feasting hall. People nervously looked toward the doors. The shouts grew more frantic.

      I stood. “I’ll take a look. Lord Pyrdian, come with me.”

      The king stood. “I’ll come as well.”

      Karl shot to his feet. “Your Majesty, let Smith handle this.”

      Alfred glared at Karl. “I want to see these apparitions with my own eyes.”

      Before Karl could object, the guard motioned for us to follow. “Hurry. This way.”

      We shuffled out of the dining hall. Rand followed close.

      We made our way down a large hallway until we reached a series of arches at the top of a small set of stairs. We climbed the stairs, passed through the arches, and faced a larger staircase. It spiraled up a few levels, eventually letting out at the top of a tower. All the men in sight had congregated by one section of the wall. The apparitions were only a couple hundred feet away. They glided through the air, dark as a black hole but roughly human-like in shape and size.

      It was hard to see them clearly given that the sun had set an hour or so ago. The moon and the stars provided faint illumination, and the torches scattered along the wall made it easy to see the men around us.

      Edwin led us up to the edge of the wall. We all watched as the creatures sped closer. Their bodies were mist-like in composition. Their legs and feet dissipated in the air, appearing almost cloud-like. Their hands and faces were skeletal, more of a distinct shape than their legs, but still hazy. Swirls of black mist enveloped their torsos and arms, running steadily around their bodies like a million interconnected tiny rivers that flowed into and out of each other.

      The creatures moved soundlessly through the air. I estimated that there were fifty of them. Maybe more. Depending on their strength, our men might be able to handle them. We certainly outnumbered them. I glanced at Rand and the king.

      “Your Majesty, Sir Rand, have you ever seen those before?”

      Both shook their heads.

      I turned to Edwin. “Get all of our reserves up here.” I wasn’t sure how powerful these things were, and I didn’t want to underestimate them.

      While he ran off to get more help, I peered at the creatures again. They’d closed half the distance to us since I’d first laid eyes on them.

      “Hello!” I called. “My name is Charles Smith. I’m the duke in charge of this castle. Please stop! If you want to speak with us, send a single representative and I’d be glad to talk.”

      The creatures continued their approach as if they hadn’t heard me.

      One of my men shouted across the ramparts. “Duke Smith! We’ve tried that approach. They don’t listen.”

      I glanced at a soldier with decorated armor. Veins of gold ran along his shoulder plates and arms, marking him as a captain in my force.

      “Captain Brown! Good to see you. Edwin filled me in. I figured I’d give it a shot.”

      The captain glanced at the apparitions with a twinge of fear. “They’ll be here soon. What are your orders, Your Grace?”

      I answered quickly. “Ready the archers. If those don’t work, we’ll have to engage them in close quarters. I’ve sent for the rest of our men, so we should be able to take them.”

      Hopefully.

      The captain relayed my orders. I tapped my foot nervously as the shadow creatures approached. Next to me, Karl stepped in front of the king with one hand on the hilt of his sword. The archers were already in formation a couple dozen feet to my right. They nocked arrows, raised their bows, and aimed them at the shadow creatures. This was only a small force of a dozen archers. Still, the apparitions’ force wasn’t much larger.

      Captain Brown shouted over the gusts of wind that came from the sea behind us. “Target is in range! Ready to fire on your command, Your Grace!”

      I answered immediately. “Do it.”

      The captain gave the signal. The arrows let loose with sharp twangs. Hope swelled within me since they were all on target. They whooshed through the air. The creatures didn’t make any attempt to dodge. Then the arrows made contact—and passed through like a stick in a cloud of steam or smoke.

      The apparitions ascended. They had been flying a couple of feet below the top of the wall, but now they came up toward us. I wasn’t sure if the arrows had drawn their attention or if this had been their plan.

      Loud, worried chatter filled the air from my troops. Captain Brown shouted at me again. “Same thing happened when we tried the catapults! I worry none of our weapons will be effective, Duke Smith.”

      I gritted my teeth. I shared his concern, but the apparitions were nearly here, so I had no time to answer him.

      Karl and I drew our swords. The creatures rose over the walls and glided toward us. Up close, I got major Grim Reaper vibes. Their eyes were like bright white orbs, and their mouths were completely black. Wispy, skeletal torsos swirled with masses of mist, darker at the center and nearly translucent at the edges.

      Karl grunted. “Get back inside, Your Majesty. I’ll hold them off.”

      I heard the king’s footsteps behind me, backing away. One of the shadow creatures came at me, and I jabbed at it, aiming for the head. It looked vulnerable enough. It wasn’t wearing any armor.

      My sword passed through it.

      Attack missed! Enemy wraith is unaffected by your weapon.

      Karl swung his sword with the same result. The mist swirled around the sword, untouched and unharmed. These creatures were one hundred percent made of the stuff.

      The apparition in front of me continued its approach. I dove away from it, and it sailed through the space where I had been. Karl backed up, shouting frantically for the king to get to safety. Rand swung at the thing, drawing its attention. It reached for him, but he dodged its claw, and it blew past him.

      After a moment, I breathed a sigh of relief. Karl was backing up at the top of the stairs with the king and Pyrdian behind him. I glanced at Rand and noticed that most of the apparitions encircled my force of archers and Captain Brown. Brown swung his sword at one of them, but the result was the same as it had been with me. The weapon passed through the creature, doing nothing.

      Then the creature reached over and grabbed the captain’s face. Its hand was so large that its misty fingers wrapped around the guy’s jaw and the top of his head too. It pulled on him. For an eerie moment, everyone froze. We watched in horror as the vitality and life fled the captain’s form, flowing into the monster attacking him. This creature was sucking the life out of the guy like a juice box!

      The captain screamed. His skin withered, then blackened. In seconds, his face crumbled into ash and dust, along with the rest of his blackened body. I didn’t have a way to counter these things. I stumbled backward. The shadow creature floated over the wasted captain and closed with the archers.
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      After everything else I’d run into since arriving in this world, I could hardly be surprised at the appearance of these Grim Reaper-like apparitions. This was the first foe I’d run into here that seemed impervious to all our weapons. I backed toward the staircase, ordering a full retreat as loudly as possible. The archers dropped their weapons and scrambled away, but a few screams told me that not all of them were successful in evading the enemy.

      Rand and I hurried down the staircase after the king, Pyrdian, and Karl. The screams continued atop the wall, fading into silence only moments after they began.

      The king spoke from the darkness several feet below. “This must be the Shadow Council’s doing. They’ve devised a creature we can’t fight against.”

      Rand spoke in a hushed voice. “I didn’t see any mages. They’ve got to be somewhere, though, controlling these things.”

      The king sounded grim. “General Rand, as soon as we’re secure, take some of our men and scour the area. See if you can’t turn up a mage or two. If we can take down the mages controlling these things, they might be easier to deal with.”

      We reached the bottom of the staircase, and I voiced my agreement with the plan. If the Shadow Council were behind these creatures, it would stand to reason that taking out the mages could be a way of defeating them. It had a tangible effect on the golems before.

      I turned to my seneschal. “Pyrdian, alert as many people as you can to the danger. Tell them to take cover somewhere. The walls won’t be able to stop them from getting in.”

      Rand and Pyrdian rushed off to do as the king and I had asked. Karl stepped between me and the king. We were on a small platform on the other side of a series of arches near the main hallway that ran through the castle. Two windows looked out on the road and expanses of grassy fields below. We couldn’t see the shadow creatures from here. Couldn’t even hear them. All was quiet and empty.

      Karl looked nervous. “Your Majesty, we need to find you a safe place to wait out the attack.”

      The king nodded, for once in agreement with Karl on the need for his safety. “Duke Smith. You’re our ace. Any ideas? If Rand doesn’t find any mages, we’ll need a way to fight these things.”

      I pursed my lips and thought it over. I’d gotten a good look at the creatures. They looked almost gaseous in composition. Their substance moved something like a gas, albeit one capable of independent motion! I wasn’t sure what to make of their Grim Reaper-like appearance, but it stood to reason that if we could disrupt or damage the gas, we might succeed in harming the creatures.

      Things came together as I remembered some of the supplies from Earth in my cabinet.

      “Yes, just one,” I told the king. “It’s in my workshop.”

      I motioned for the king and Karl to follow me. They hustled to keep up.

      The king sounded curious. “What is it? Some new magical invention?”

      I kept my eyes trained forward, speed-walking down the hall. My workshop was at the other end of the castle corridor. “Something like that. The main piece of it relies on a tool from my world.”

      The king asked more, and I explained. When I’d tried to stab the creature with my sword, I’d gotten a good look at them. It had passed through the creature harmlessly, and black mist had swirled around it, like the thing was made of gas.

      The king wrinkled his brow in confusion. “Gas? I’m familiar with it. That’s like what you get when you boil off a pot of water, right?”

      I nodded. “Everything around us—all types of matter—have different states they exist in, depending on the temperature. In most cases, H2O, water, exists in liquid form. When exposed to high temperatures, it evaporates into steam. These things, though, they’re made of something different. My theory is that it exists in a gaseous form at this temperature, much like the air we breathe.”

      The king’s eyes widened. “How do we fight that?”

      We were almost at the workshop.

      I smiled faintly. “Well, there are a few different ways, but I only have one thing on hand that might help. Thing is, the stuff they’re made of didn’t behave like a gas. It was similar, but not quite.”

      This meant it was something else. What it looked like, oddly enough, was darkness. The absence of light. The way their edges shimmered made me think of refraction. Was it possible these monsters were animated shadows? We had stories about such creatures in my world, and it wouldn’t be the first time something out of Earth’s fantasy turned out to be real in Kortall!

      If that was the case here, I had a pretty good shot at a solution. I threw open the door to the workshop and marched inside. The king trailed me, watching with curiosity. Karl peered around the room with worry etched into his brow.

      I swung open the door to my cabinet with a slight squeak, then rummaged inside. The king peered over my shoulder. “Anything I can do to help?”

      I gritted my teeth. “Bring that device I showed you earlier over here. The one that’s supposed to capture lightning.”

      It took a few more minutes of digging, but I finally unearthed what I was looking for near the bottom of a plastic bin. I pulled out a small black box with a hole in it. A steel ring surrounded the hole. Within the ring was a small lens. That was the focal lens for the small laser that’d fallen through the portal with me.

      Without electricity, I had no way to test if the thing still worked or not. However, I’d done visual inspections of all my devices and divided them into “damaged” and “undamaged” shelves. The laser looked intact. I hoped it would still operate, would work with the lightning rune and my little conversion setup, and that the laser would do anything to the creatures in the first place. There was a lot of hoping going on there, and if any of it went sideways, I didn’t have a better plan.

      As I spun, the king and Karl approached with the lightning-capture device and the capacitor. I directed them to set both things on a nearby table. I placed my laser beside everything else, then unplugged the wires from the capacitor. There was no time to store the energy. I needed it right now. I hooked the wires up to my laser instead.

      I bit my top lip, thinking. One last thing. The runestone. I dug into my pocket and pulled it out. It was small and round like a flat pebble but larger and glossy white with a lightning bolt symbol etched into the stone. It glowed yellow with energy.

      Alfred eyed me nervously. “Didn’t you say this was a prototype, Smith?”

      “Yup, I surely did.” I hesitated with the runestone over the device. “Might want to take a few steps back, Your Majesty.”

      Karl stepped in front of the king as he retreated. They watched with wide eyes.

      I placed the runestone into the center of the cup on the lightning-capture device and connected the final wire. It began to generate small lightning charges. I stepped away from everything, then held my breath for a moment, watching as the metal rods all around the runestone contained the lightning. It crackled and popped, but I expected that.

      The metal rods gathered the sizzling energy and funneled it through a simple H-bridge at the base of the cup to turn it into an alternating current. That traveled down the larger rod beneath the cup and along the wires into my laser.

      Alfred muttered nervously. I watched, tense and ready to act if anything went wrong. Several things could go wrong. At the worst end of the spectrum, this thing might blow up.

      Karl put a hand in front of the king.

      The laser turned on. A red beam cut through the workshop, and a point of red light appeared on one of the stone walls, a foot or two from a window.

      The king started laughing. “My God. Phenomenal work, Smith. You had me feeling a bit nervous for a moment.”

      I scratched my head. “Yeah. You weren’t the only one.”

      A faint scream sounded outside, and I glanced at the door. The sound of shuffling footsteps came from the other side. Then more screams gradually drew closer.

      Karl stomped between the king and the door. “Stay back, Your Majesty.”

      The door flew open, admitting a guard. There was more clamoring as he practically tripped over his feet. His armored legs bumped into a sawhorse, then a wooden table.

      The guard’s eyes widened as he laid eyes on us. “They’re coming this way!”

      I gritted my teeth, then picked up the laser in one hand and the lightning-capture device in the other.

      King Alfred steeled his voice. “It’s now or never, Smith. Time to make our stand!”
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      A number of other guards rushed into the room after the first one. Two, three, four, five. I kept counting, up to eight in total.

      Karl glanced nervously at the doorway. “Smith, is that the only way out of here?”

      I kept my eyes on the doorway as I answered. “No. There’s a trapdoor. It’s directly behind us.”

      Karl stepped backward, pushing the king with him. “With your permission, Duke Smith, I’ll have the guards protect His Majesty, and we’ll hide there.”

      I lifted the laser, keeping it pointed at the wall for now. I'd test it as soon as any shadow creatures appeared in the doorway.

      “Go ahead,” I told Karl. “Hopefully, this thing will work. But if not, the trapdoor leads to a cellar and eventually down to the ground floor.”

      Alfred spoke in a confident tone. “Give ’em hell, Smith!”

      Karl barked orders for a few guards to find the trapdoor and open it for the king. I locked eyes with a guard as he hustled around behind me.

      “How far off are they?” I asked.

      The guard looked at me with an expression of pure fear. “Almost here. They were coming down the hall straight at us.”

      I pursed my lips. “Hide in the cellar with the king and the rest of them. If they’re coming through the halls, maybe they can’t pass through solid objects.”

      It made sense. Sort of. Gases were unaffected by solid objects, but if things were airtight, they couldn’t travel through them. Even if they weren’t airtight, it would be difficult in most cases. These things weren’t solid, but I also hadn’t seen any of them change shape in a major way. Maybe they couldn’t. Perhaps they could only pass through larger spaces.

      The guard looked at the main door. “Why don’t we close that door, then?” He stepped forward, trembling with nerves. Clearly, he was aware of the risks. The shadow creatures could pop up in that doorway at any moment.

      I shook my head, holding him back. “Not an option. I can’t hide while they kill everyone I’m responsible for here. We need to get these things out of the castle before they inflict more casualties.”

      The trapdoor thudded open behind me. Karl hurried the king along, telling him to go down quickly. He motioned for the guards to follow, ordering them to protect the king if they should run into any danger. I heard them scramble down the ladder.

      Then a misty black hand grasped the edge of the doorway, and one of the creatures pulled itself into view. The thing rose tall, looking around the room with ghostly eyes. My heart raced. With no idea if the laser would work or not, I spun it around, aiming it at the shadow creature.

      The monster sizzled. The laser pierced its left shoulder. Its mouth widened, and it emitted an otherworldly screech. Steam or smoke wafted off the creature from the hole in its shoulder.

      Hit! You are doing continuous damage. The wraith lost two health.

      As the creature continued to sizzle, the number two on my inner scroll increased to three, then four, then five.

      The monster backed up, gliding away and out the door with all the speed of a scared cat. The message on my inner scroll faded.

      Someone patted me on the back. Hard. Karl sounded impressed. “Nice work, Smith.”

      The king’s voice came from beneath us. “What happened?”

      Karl shouted down the trapdoor. “The laser worked, Your Majesty.”

      The king laughed. “Amazing! Smith, show those shadow creatures what happens when they mess with Kortall.”

      A second shadow floated into the doorway, and I blasted it across the chest with the laser.

      Hit! You are doing continuous damage. The wraith lost four health.

      The counter went up to seven this time. The creature screeched like the first one and slid backward with a series of painful convulsions.

      Three more shadows tried to squeeze through the doorway at once. I ran the laser over all of them with one swift swipe.

      Hit x3! You did four, five, and four damage.

      The creatures screeched, one after the other, as smoke rose from several misty masses where one might expect to find their abdomens.

      Several more appeared behind those shadow creatures. I continued blasting them with the laser, almost like I was playing a first-person shooter and trying to hit all the enemies who popped up. This was significantly easier. The enemies weren’t popping up all over. They were all concentrated in one spot.

      My inner scroll went crazy with messages about the damage I was doing. Each laser strike only dealt a little damage—never more than five points—but cumulatively, the blasts were enough to put a serious dent in the apparitions’ forces.

      The creatures couldn’t make any progress. They gradually rolled back from the doorway as screeches filled the room. I wasn’t sure how much damage any of the individual shadows had taken. I hadn’t seen any messages about defeating the creatures, so I had to assume they were still alive, albeit wounded.

      Soon, the creatures fled from the doorway. I blasted one last shadow creature, dealing three damage according to my inner scroll. Then the creature retreated, and the doorway was empty again.

      Enemy routed. You gained eight experience points.

      Karl’s voice boomed next to me. “He’s done it! Duke Smith chased them off.”

      The king shouted with joy. “Well done, Smith!”

      I grinned. “Thanks. I’m going to try to chase them out of the castle.”

      Karl nodded. “His Majesty and I will stay here. I think it’s probably the safest place for now. Come and get us once you secure the castle.”

      I agreed to Karl’s plan despite being nervous about the king’s safety. Karl’s weapons could do nothing against the creatures. I did my best to dismiss those worries as I rushed out the door. So many of the creatures were already wounded. I had to assume they would avoid returning to this room, given the choice.
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      The Grim Reaper-like apparitions were ahead of me, racing down the hall. I sprinted after them, shining my laser on one and the next. They screeched, flying high and low, trying desperately to avoid the beam. Most couldn’t, though.

      The damage piled up, but we soon came to a bend in the corridor, and I couldn’t hit them for a few seconds.

      When I came around the bend, the shadow creatures were flying into an atrium a few paces ahead of me. A soldier tried to jab one with a spear. His eyes widened as the weapon passed through it. The creature grabbed his face, pulling on it.

      I raced forward, aiming the laser at the creature. Not at any body part in particular. I wanted to save the soldier.

      The creature screeched and let go. The soldier’s skin sagged like he’d become an old man. He reached up, running his hand through his hair. It came out in clumps.

      I reached the atrium and saw several more soldiers and some scholars being stripped of their life force. I shone the laser around, but it was only one weapon, and shadow creatures surrounded me. Twenty. Thirty. Maybe more.

      My inner scroll flashed with readouts from the damage I was doing, but for every creature I burned, another one sucked a soldier or scholar dry. Corpses crumpled to dust all around me. Fearful screams turned hollow as bodies were drained of all their essence.

      Then I caught sight of Mauvin at the other end of the atrium, across from me. He and the man he’d been with before, the one who’d been sitting with him at the feasting table, faced down two wraiths. Mauvin had a knife in each hand. The man beside him carried his stick, a staff of some sort, and a sharp blade protruded from the tip.

      Mauvin and the man struck the shadow creatures, but their weapons did no damage. The monsters reached out, grisly fingers straining toward their faces.

      I lowered my laser, blasting one, then the other. The creatures screeched, then looked at me. My inner scroll flashed. I alternated my laser between the two, attacking them one after the other in quick succession.

      Hit! You did four damage.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took two damage.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took three damage.

      The enemies withdrew, steaming from the laser’s burns. I followed them with the beam, and they shot up toward the ceiling, weaving through the air in a frantic effort to get away from the painful weapon.

      I made eye contact with Mauvin. “Over here!”

      His eyes widened as he recognized me. He exchanged a few words with the man beside him, and the pair hurried around the banister. I walked to the edge of the handrail, looking down at an area where scholars and soldiers usually congregated and chatted over a drink or a snack. Several archways rested on all sides of the floor below, with an assortment of benches, chairs, and small tables sitting around, along with a bar and a few glass containers with pastries.

      The scholars and the soldiers were gone. The shadow creatures filled the castle’s inner square, and black dust from people who’d had their lives sucked out of them littered the wooden floorboards.

      A few shadows ascended, stretching their arms toward Mauvin and the man with him. I shone my laser on them. They zipped backward with several pained screeches, then soared over the banister, hiding behind the railing.

      Mauvin came up beside me, wide eyes going from the laser in my hands to the shadow creatures on the other side of the room. “Smith. What is that thing?”

      I picked off a few more creatures as I explained how it worked. It was called a laser, and it created a beam of coherent light capable of cutting through many things. The shadow creatures being made of darkness and magic, I’d gambled it would work on them, too.

      Mauvin snorted. “Gotcha. I’ll have to tell Gomes.”

      My curiosity stirred. “He’s here?”

      Mauvin chuckled. “Nah. Stayed behind in the capital. He told Arthur and me he wanted to know if you invented anything new.”

      I grinned. “Well, I have a lot of things I can show you, but first we’ll have to drive these monsters away.”

      The man next to Mauvin stepped forward, inclining his head. “Sir Kellin Hayes, at your service, Duke Smith. Let me know how I can help.”

      Mauvin pointed his thumb at the man. “My uncle. He’s cool, you’ll see.”

      I glanced around the room, noting where all the wraiths were. Most were in the inner square below us, but a few fluttered around overhead or alongside the railing to either side. There were many ways into and out of this atrium, but only one route led to the hall that went back up to the castle ramparts. My gaze settled on the narrow passageway to my right. “Somehow, we need to funnel all the creatures in that direction.”

      Doing so without accidentally chasing them down one of the many other escape routes would be hard, though.

      Kellin scanned the room. “Understood.” His gaze settled on my laser. “Let me borrow that. I’ll do it.”

      I eyed the creatures with a pang of hesitation. “And your plan is?”

      Mauvin spoke confidently. “Trust him.”

      I frowned. I’d never met this man, but I trusted Mauvin well enough. He’d been useful, if a bit short, in our battles against the Shadow Council thus far.

      I handed over the laser pointer. “There’s two parts. This one needs to be plugged in at all times. It provides power. This one you point at the enemy—”

      “And it lights them up. Got it.”

      Kellin fastened the lightning-capture device to his belt and took the laser. He shone it up at the ceiling, flipped his staff around in his hand, then retracted the blade at the bottom of it.

      A grappling hook popped out the other side.

      With one hand, he threw the hook, aimed at the ceiling, and it fastened itself around a wooden beam. He pulled on it, testing its strength. I felt a pang of nervousness. What was this guy planning?

      Kellin climbed onto the railing. “I’m going to drive them up. You draw them to the door.”

      Mauvin grinned at me like a college kid who had TP’ed the dorm next door.

      “Get ready to run fast, Duke Smith.”

      Kellin looked at me in question. “Just give the command.”

      I hesitated but didn’t exactly have any other options I could think of. I nodded, mentally preparing myself for a mad dash. Kellin had the laser now. This meant I was undefended.

      He jumped, swinging across the space near the top of the atrium. I peered down, watching as he rapidly descended. His staff let out more rope. The grappling hook held firm to the wooden beam above.

      He touched down silently on the floor below. So silent that not a single creature noticed him.

      Then he abruptly blasted them with the laser, starting with the ones farthest from him.

      Their cries drew the attention of the others. The ones he hit floated up and away from the beam, shaking off the painful light. Eventually, a few of the shadowy creatures closest to him spotted him and drew back in fear, following their comrades up.

      Then the creatures cascaded over the balcony. They quickly found new prey in Mauvin and me.

      We ran. The shadow creatures chased us. Mauvin passed through the doorway to the next room ahead of me. The creatures were to my rear. My heart pounded as Mauvin and I hustled down the hall a couple of feet, then up a series of stairs, under an archway, and up another spiral staircase. The creatures were closing fast. I didn’t dare look back. I was running so fast I nearly tripped. I braced myself against the wall, struggling to breathe, and gritted my teeth. There it was—the opening at the top of the stairs.

      Something cold brushed the back of my leg like a burst of cool air after opening the freezer door. I strode up two stairs at a time. My heart pounded. Another cool wisp touched my other leg, which froze me. All of my fears rose to the surface. Suddenly I couldn’t think of anything except fear of loss and being left alone in the world—fear of a torturous death.

      A creature screeched, and when I twisted my body around, Kellin was pointing the laser at the shadowy creature nearest to me.

      The creature’s grip relaxed. It fled, racing up the stairs past me. The others followed suit. A dozen bursts of cold wind brushed my face, torso, and arms. I was safe. Kellin hurried up the stairs and handed me the laser. I breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Thanks.”

      Kellin nodded, then handed me the lightning-capture device. “Hurry. Mauvin needs our help.”

      Unfortunately, as I took hold of the device, I noticed smoke. I ground my teeth, fighting back the urge to check and see what had gone wrong. This was only a prototype. Hiccups were to be expected. Under normal circumstances, I’d turn the laser off. It was irreplaceable. I could rebuild the rest of the device, but the circuits for a laser? No way. I pursed my lips, then turned and hurried up the stairs, desperately hoping the thing could hold out longer.

      Kellin and I came out onto the ramparts. The archers from before had all been sucked dry. Mauvin stood a few paces away, ducking and sidestepping the creatures' hands as they reached out at him. The monsters bunched up around him, tightening their circle to enclose him on all sides, and I knew I had to do something.

      I shone the laser on the creatures. One after the other, they screeched in pain, cries cutting through the otherwise silent atmosphere. It didn’t take long for them to pick up on what was happening, and when they did, the creatures fled en masse, leaving Mauvin looking shell-shocked.

      I continued blasting the creatures but smelled the smoke from the power-generating device. The laser flickered. The shadow creatures fled up over the wall. A few stragglers remained. I hoped the device would hold out a little longer. I rotated the laser around, picking off a couple of stragglers.

      Then the thing cut off for good.

      Kellin urged Mauvin to get over to us. The remaining shadow creatures were crawling toward him. They peered at me warily as if to see if I would blast them again, and when I didn’t, they approached Mauvin with more confidence.

      He finally shook his head and jumped into action. He dodged a couple of shadows as they reached out for him, but as he came up alongside Kellin and me, I noticed that it wasn’t only the stragglers who remained. Some of the creatures who had fled before were coming back, too.

      I shook the lightning-capture device, hoping maybe that would get it to work. I tried removing the runestone and putting it back in. Lightning sizzled, collected by the rods as to be expected, but something in the base of the cup was smoking. Whatever it was, I couldn’t fix it in the few seconds we had before the shadow creatures reached us.

      Then I heard footsteps coming up the stairs behind us. The creatures flinched, looking tense and wary.

      Rand’s voice came from the stairwell. “Smith! We’ve located a mage. They’re approaching fast.”

      I looked up. A strong gust of wind buffeted me. Rand shouted for some archers to prepare. I saw that he’d come with three of them. “They’re to the south!” he said.

      I glanced in that direction in time to see a black-clad feminine-shaped form glide over the walls, hovering in the air. She was headed straight for us!

      Rand gave the command, and the archers loosed several arrows. The mage dodged them. The archers went to reload, but she was upon us before they could.

      Lightning crackled in her hands. Rand lifted his shield.

      The lightning passed overhead.

      The mage soared over us. I turned and saw several shadow creatures had cleared the area. Smoke wafted off the stone where lightning had hit. The creatures shrieked, wisping away like steam from a boiling pot.

      The lightning blast had hit a few of them. Instead of being black, parts of them glowed a faint yellow color. As they kept moving, those parts fell away, quickly turned black again, and dissolved into the air.

      The shadow creatures zipped away. The mage hovered over the edge of the wall. They released two more lightning bolts, but neither scored a hit.

      As the shadow monsters disappeared into the night, the mage flew back over the walls. The torchlight hit them, and I noticed the red trim on their robe. The mage’s hood was down, and now that they faced us, I realized they were a she. I’d met her before, too.

      She landed on the wall, maybe a dozen paces away. I narrowed my eyes, shocked and confused. Rand stepped up alongside me. Metal scraped on leather as he drew his blade.

      The mage took a few steps toward us, holding up her hands as if in a sign of surrender. The last time I’d seen her commanding eyes, I’d been deep in the heart of a Shadow Council camp.

      I put a hand in front of Rand. “Wait a moment, Rand. Maybe the Shadow Council didn’t send those things here.”

      The woman laid eyes on me. Her eyes widened, clearly recognizing me. “Smith?”

      I nodded. “Harken, isn’t it?”

      She growled. Rand tried to step around me, but I gently pushed him back.

      “Thanks for saving us,” I added.

      Harken clenched her jaw, looking frustrated. “You’re welcome. I think. Who’s in charge here? I have things to discuss with them.”

      I drew a nervous breath. “I am.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “No. Really.”

      I spoke more firmly. “I’m the duke. King Alfred gave me the post after Tangrim passed away.”

      Harken drew a breath, sounding stressed. She stared at me with quiet anger.

      For a few moments, neither of us said anything. The cool night air swirled around us. I wasn’t sure whether things were about to get worse or what. Despite her irritable exterior, she didn’t seem like she would attack us.

      I pursed my lips. “If you want to talk, you’re welcome to come inside. King Alfred is here, and I’m sure he’ll be happy if there’s any way we can end this war.”

      Harken’s eyes widened. Her demeanor improved. “All right. I’ll come inside and meet with your king.”
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      We all gathered in a small study I’d set up at one end of the castle. Normally, I used it for research when I didn’t need something as elaborate as a workshop.

      The room had a small table and ample chairs. I offered everyone a seat, and they settled into their places, although nobody looked thrilled about it.

      A fireplace filled the room’s rear, and bookshelves lined the walls. Harken studied the books, chewing on her lip with caution in her eyes. Most were tomes I’d acquired while here, but a few textbooks had come through the portal with me from Earth. One was on electronics, another about how to program in C, and one covered chemistry and had a picture of the periodic table on the cover. I had no idea how well the table would hold up in this world.

      I leaned down, opened a small cabinet, and pulled out a liquor bottle and several glasses. I set them around the table, pouring for everyone. The king sat in a large armchair. Karl stood at his side. Rand was on a wooden chair. Pyrdian sat on a bench beside one of my guards, a burly man named Rolf Daygar.

      Rolf was six-foot-three with a shaved head and cold eyes. He was as big and strong as Karl but a few years younger. He’d crossed his arms. Plates of armor covered every bit of his torso and limbs from the base of his neck to the top of his boots. A sword hung at his side.

      Across from Rolf and Pyrdian, Harken sat alone on another bench. Kellin hovered behind her, half-hidden by the shadows. A blade protruded from his walking stick, which he held upright. His gaze stayed glued to Harken’s every move.

      She reached for the liquor when I poured it, downed half the glass in one swallow, and set it down. I settled into a seat on the other side of Pyrdian. Torches on the stone walls provided a modicum of light. There was a window to the left of the fireplace. It looked out on a dark, cloudy sky.

      A moment of awkward silence filled the air. Then Karl spoke in a low voice. “I don’t like this.”

      The king waved in a dismissive gesture. “If she wanted to kill us, I suspect she’d have done it already. Instead, Smith tells us she saved him and drove away the creatures. I want to know why.” He leaned forward with a curious gleam in his eyes.

      Rand tapped his sword, looking distrustful. “Could be a trick. We don’t know her intentions.”

      The king chuckled. “I appreciate your concern, both of you.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small magnifying glass. He’d used it on me when I first met him. “Harken, if you don’t mind.”

      She nodded. “A magic spyglass. Go ahead, King Alfred.”

      He held the magnifying glass up to her. Karl narrowed his eyes. The king cocked his head. “Hm. Interesting. Intelligence. Confidence. Honesty. That one’s promising. And a little anger. Oof. No, make that a great deal of anger.”

      Karl spoke in a low voice. “She’s a powerful mage. She could be manipulating the results.”

      The king waved dismissively. “Oh, I highly doubt that. This thing has been passed down through generations of my family. My father told me legendary mage Sirius the Stormbreaker made it.”

      Harken raised her eyebrow, looking intrigued beneath a mask of seriousness. “I’m not hiding anything, but he’s right to be concerned. Those things can be fooled, especially if the wielder isn’t a skilled mage.”

      The king rolled his eyes, then chuckled. “Well, your intentions seem honest enough to me.” He pocketed the magnifying glass.

      I leaned forward. “I’m curious. Why did you save us, Harken?”

      Harken snorted. She shot me a cold look, then turned to the king. “I came to warn you about the creatures, King Alfred. I happened to notice them attacking you, and given that I’ll need your troops shortly, I thought it prudent to save your men. That’s all.”

      I leaned back, feeling a bit put off. She was giving me the cold shoulder.

      The king smiled. “Well, does that mean we’ve got a new ally?”

      Harken chewed the inside of her cheek, looking like she was considering it. “Potentially. If, as I presume, you view the dimensional wraiths as threats.”

      The king nodded. “Is that what you call those things?”

      Harken’s face was hard to read. “Yes. Malakai himself coined the term.”

      Alfred leaned back with a growing smile. “All right. I think I’m getting the picture now. Let’s see if I have things right. These dimensional wraiths start popping up. They’re a threat to everything. Now the Shadow Council wants our help to take them down.”

      Harken frowned and picked up her drink again, swishing the liquid around. Silence filled the room.

      “Not exactly.”

      Alfred raised his eyebrows.

      Harken continued in a quiet tone. “I’ll start from the beginning.”

      As she spoke, I noticed how she kept her gaze away from me. I’d hoped that perhaps she was insistent on addressing the king, but she gradually made eye contact with others too. Karl. Rand. Pyrdian. Even Rolf. Everyone but me.

      I picked up my liquor and took a sip. Harken explained that a while back, maybe a few weeks ago, some of the Council mages had noticed a weakening in the realm’s dimensional barrier. This was why they called the creatures dimensional wraiths. They came from another world, and the Shadow Council had summoned them.

      Harken sighed. “There are only a handful of mages who know summoning magic. All in the upper ranks of the Council. Ordinarily, we’ve used it for summoning simple things. Low-level monsters, various raw materials, things like that.

      “There’s a resistance factor you have to take into account when summoning things from another world. Everything has a sort of dimensional weight based on its mana. The resistance factor gets added to the weight of an object or creature to determine how strong a summoning spell is needed to draw it into our world.

      “We noticed that the resistance factor decreased by about half. Essentially, this means summoning spells can draw in monsters with up to double the power they could before. That’s not all. It also means that more summoning spells can be performed each day because each spell takes less mana, and weaker spells can do more.”

      Rand leaned forward. “Why are you telling us all this? It sounds like you’re the one responsible for those things.”

      The king put a hand on the general’s arm. “Let her finish, Sir Rand.”

      Rand went quiet.

      Harken continued. “A couple of weeks ago, one of our summoners called up the wraiths. At first, it was only a couple. One of my superiors and Malakai’s equal, Uron, accomplished the feat first. None of us understood what the things were, but we quickly discovered that they were weak to our lightning magic, and we used it to keep them in line.

      “I was in charge of watching over the creatures. Uron and a few others would come to study them. In only a short time, they learned that the wraiths could communicate. According to Uron, they do so with magic through mental images and emotions—maybe more. Uron succeeded in learning their language. That’s when Malakai and the others took a real interest in the things.”

      I leaned forward, intrigued. “If we can communicate, maybe we can reason with them.”

      Harken narrowed her eyes and spoke in a bitter tone. “You want to reason with them, Smith?”

      I frowned, paused, then shrugged. “It would be easier than fighting them, wouldn’t it? Or are they not the type to reason with us?”

      Harken rolled her eyes. “Even if they were, I doubt they’re stupid enough to trust you.”

      Rand gritted his teeth and stood with his hand on his sword. “All right, if she’s going to insult the duke, I say we throw her out. Or better yet, in the dungeons.”

      The king stood and glared at Rand. “Sir Rand. Sit.”

      Rand gritted his teeth, clearly frustrated, but he sat.

      I was confused. Harken was upset with me, but I couldn’t fathom why. We’d been enemies the last time we met. I remembered her racing after me and my trick with the sound device to get the golems between us. I’d barely escaped, lightning frying the air between us.

      The king gestured at Harken. “Please, go on. You were saying Malakai and the others started to take an interest in the wraiths.”

      Harken nodded. “Malakai wanted to use them in the war against you. He probably still intends to use them for that purpose. However, I was guarding the creatures and saw some things that scared me. These things need to feed on life to survive.

      “Normally, they’re rather picky eaters and can go a fair bit without food. After they become hungry enough, they’ll eat anything. I saw them devour small birds. Insects. Grass. Even weeds. Uron tried to feed them some of our food, but they won’t eat anything already dead. Whatever they eat turns into ash and dust.

      “I saw the archers on your castle wall. It’s always like that.

      “I’m not a great summoner. I can do some low-level stuff. One spell lets us see a bit about the different worlds. Usually, our summoners use it to assess what’s out there, but the spell itself is very limited. I tried using it, and I noticed something strange.

      “The world the wraiths come from doesn’t have much other life. It’s pretty much the wraiths and some inanimate objects. There wasn't much else to choose from, and the spell is supposed to show all possibilities of things we can summon.”

      Harken paused to sip her drink. I wondered where she might be going with this and had more than a few questions I wanted to ask, but I bit my tongue. She was still avoiding my gaze. She had something against me.

      “Soon after that, I decided to try a mind-reading spell on the wraiths,” Harken continued. “Normally it’s difficult to use, so we don’t perform the spell often. It also saps a lot of mana. I got it to work, and before I exhausted my mana, I saw some of the wraiths’ memories from the other world.

      “The place is completely barren. Nothing is left alive. I’d thought maybe the wraiths were the weakest creatures in that world. The only ones we could summon. But no. They’re the strongest, and they sucked that world dry.

      “I saw a few memories that this one had of doing it. A small patch of grass, a flower, a lone bumblebee—all turned to ash with a single swipe of their shadowy hands. A recent memory showed fear and hunger, and another was fighting between the wraiths. Bands scouring the planet for life. They’re like a disease that kills its host. Their world is dead, and I’m worried they’ll do the same to this one.

      “I brought my concern to Uron, then to Malakai, and a few of the others. Nobody shared it, though. The Council has gotten too used to its power. They all see the wraiths as weaker than them and think they can control them, but what if they can’t?

      “None of them knew what the wraiths did to the other world until I told them. There’s still so much we don’t know, like what sort of life existed in that world before the wraiths devoured it. I told the Council we should stop summoning them until we know more. What if they end up destroying this world too? They told me no and to drop it because I wasn’t powerful enough to make those sorts of decisions.”

      Harken clenched her fists, looking perturbed. She gritted her teeth but calmed down with a couple of deep breaths. Then she drank the rest of her liquor.

      She gazed around the table. “So, King Alfred, the Shadow Council doesn’t want to fight these creatures. But I do. That’s why I am here. I know I can’t fight them by myself, so I hope you and your men will help.

      “We need to find a way to stop the Council from summoning any more of them and destroy the ones who have already made their way over. Or we need to send them back to their world. Despite what Malakai and the others think, it’s too risky. A world ruled by us mages is one thing. A world drained of all life is quite another.”
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      I tapped my leg absentmindedly, considering Harken’s proposal. She had an air of authority despite being an outsider here. That gave me pause. However, she wasn’t really offering to help us, no matter what she said. She was asking us to help her. There was a difference.

      The others quickly made their opinions known. Like me, all agreed that the dimensional wraiths were a threat. That was about the extent of the common ground most of us shared with Harken.

      “We have to consider that she might plan to feed valuable information about us to the Council leadership,” Rand told the king.

      The king sighed in frustration. “I thought we already moved past this.”

      Karl grunted. “Rand’s right. We should turn her down. The risk is too great, and Smith is capable of fighting those things. He’s already proven it.”

      Harken glared at me. Pyrdian looked at her with a questioning gaze, sensing something was up. “Do you two know each other?” he asked.

      Harken snorted. “No.”

      I grimaced. “We met while Rand and I were traveling the kingdom to gather the dukes’ forces. I ran into her while rescuing Willhelm’s kids from the Council.”

      Harken glared at the king. “Enough about that. King Alfred, what’s your decision? Do you want an alliance with me or not?”

      King Alfred grinned. “Well, that is a good question. Truth is, I’m not quite sure what to make of you yet, Harken. Can we trust you? My eyeglass suggests yes. Your recent past says otherwise.”

      Harken nodded.

      “I’m going to need more than that,” the king said.

      Harken spoke with confidence. “You can trust me. Just let me know what kind of proof you need.”

      The king pursed his lips. “Complete honesty. That’d be a start. Why are you acting so hostile toward Smith?”

      Harken tightened her jaw. She looked away, then glared at me before returning the king’s stare. The next word came out with difficulty. “Kiera.”

      Alfred narrowed his eyes. My eyes widened as I remembered her raven.

      “Kiera was the name of my raven,” Harken elaborated. “Where I come from, we grow up with them. A sort of familiar. I had her since I was six. Smith killed her.”

      The king shot me a look I’d never seen on him before. Was that disappointment in his eyes? He certainly looked hurt.

      “I didn’t exactly have a choice,” I countered. “You ordered her to peck my eyes out.”

      Harken growled. “So? You were the enemy! I was doing my job.”

      “I was protecting myself,” I shot back.

      Harken didn’t let up with the icy stare. “There’s nothing you can say to make me forgive you. If I weren’t here to make an alliance, I’d fry your litt…um…” Harken’s gaze went to Alfred. She sighed and dropped the impending threat. “I’m sorry, King Alfred. I can’t work with him.”

      The king snorted. “I’m sorry for your loss. That said, if you want an alliance, you’ll have to work with Smith. No way around it. For what it’s worth, I trust him completely. He’s a good man, even if it might not seem like it to you.”

      Harken tried to protest, but the king cut her off. “I said, there’s no way around it. What’s your answer?”

      Harken sighed. “Fine. I’ll work with Smith.” She glared at me.

      She would work with me, but I could tell it would be anything but a smooth relationship.

      Alfred leaned forward. “So, we’re agreed, then? An alliance to stop the dimensional wraiths?”

      Harken nodded. Karl and Rand still looked wary, and I had to admit I had concerns too. The lady mage seemed like she wanted to stab me in my sleep.

      Harken’s tone became more professional. “We’ll need to learn more about them,” she pointed out. “Right now, they can only cross over in small numbers. It requires a mage with sufficient skill to perform a summoning spell, but if the dimensional barrier weakens any further, I’m scared that could change. There’s no telling how many of those things there are in the other world. We could be dealing with a whole country’s worth of them. Or more.”

      Pyrdian scratched his chin. “The ducal library is the largest in Kortall,” he suggested. “It might have some information. You said that something caused the dimensional barrier to weaken. Maybe the same thing has happened before?”

      Harken shrugged. “It’s worth a look. Anyway, you are onto something when you mention the dimensional barrier. Ultimately, I think we need to find a way to strengthen it again. These creatures were unable to pass through the barrier before. If we can figure out what caused it to weaken, maybe we can reverse the changes and get it back to normal.”

      The king’s eyes widened, and he looked hopeful. “Very good. Do you have any theories, Harken? Done any research into the matter already?”

      Harken shrugged. “There’s nothing I know of that would cause the barrier to weaken like this. That’s part of why I wanted to come here. I figured maybe the cause came from outside the Shadow Council.”

      At this point, some of the others began spitballing ideas. The king wondered if someone was experimenting with new magic that could affect the barrier. Pyrdian was skeptical since the strongest mages were in the Shadow Council. Surely, Harken would know about anyone experimenting with magic of that caliber.

      Rand brought up the idea that maybe there were other ways to affect the barrier. What if it was weaker in certain places than others? Perhaps there was a spot where one could damage it without knowing. Karl wondered if maybe there was someone with magical talent that the Shadow Council hadn’t recruited. Perhaps a child prodigy. Such a thing wasn’t unheard of.

      As I listened to all their theories, I grew worried. They kept going on about different people or things that could have affected the barrier in this world. I was from another world. What if the issue hadn’t come from this realm?

      I frowned, feeling guilty as I remembered how my experiment back on Earth had spun a black hole out of thin air, sucking me and all my supplies in. What if that had weakened the barrier? As the conversation continued, I realized I had to pass through the barrier to get to this world.

      I leaned forward. “Might be easier if we had a timeline. When did you notice the weakening in the barrier?”

      Harken kept her eyes trained on the king. “We only noticed that it was weaker a month ago. It’s hard to say precisely when the change might have occurred. We hadn’t experimented with summoning magic for several months before that since we were focused on our battle with you.

      “I know we summoned some azymatrium, a certain type of metal we used in constructing the golems, about four months ago. There’s no way the barrier was weaker then, or we would have noticed.”

      I leaned back in my chair. I’d worked to keep track of my time in this world. I was fairly confident I’d been here for a little over three months. Between one and four months ago, I got a sinking feeling that I might be to blame here.

      I heard the king speak in a friendly tone, but I couldn’t hear what he was saying over the sound of the guilt inside me.

      “Smith, would that be all right?”

      I shook my head, refocusing my attention on the king. This wasn’t like me. “Sorry. Can you repeat that?”

      Alfred smiled warmly. “I said it might be best to give Harken a room here in the castle and let her retire for the night. It’s growing late. I think we can all use some rest.”

      I caught sight of Karl over the king’s shoulder. He looked displeased but didn’t say anything.

      I shrugged. “That seems the hospitable thing to do.” I glanced at Rolf. “Sir Rolf, why don’t you escort her to her rooms? Keep guard outside her door, too.”

      Rolf unfolded his arms, leaning forward. I didn’t want Harken sneaking out to murder me in the night. The cold look in her eyes as I mentioned he would guard her was enough to convince me the precaution was warranted.

      Karl leaned down. “Your Majesty, why don’t you send Sir Hayes as well?”

      The king sighed. “Very well.” He looked at me as Harken and Rolf rose to their feet. “Listen, she should be treated as a guest, not a prisoner. We’ve agreed to ally with her. These are only precautions. I don’t want this alliance devolving into anything else.”

      I nodded and voiced my agreement. Harken’s face was unreadable. She exited the room flanked by Rolf and Hayes, and the rest of us were left alone.

      As the door clicked shut, Karl sat on the bench where Harken had been moments ago. He leaned toward the king. “Your Majesty, this is—”

      King Alfred raised a hand, and Karl cut off with an angry expression.

      “No need to say it, Karl, I know what you’re going to tell me. Having a member of the Shadow Council inside the castle is too dangerous. I know it’s dangerous, but nothing you say will make me treat her any differently.”

      Karl clenched his jaw but remained silent. After a moment, Pyrdian leaned forward. “Your Majesty, if I may, I share Karl’s concerns.”

      King Alfred nodded. “I expected that. But like I said, she’s a guest. We take her at her word until proven otherwise. She claims she left the Shadow Council. We have an alliance with her. Is this going to be a problem for any of you?”

      There were a few snorts of displeasure, but everyone gradually grumbled their willingness to follow the king’s orders. Karl was the last one to shove aside his feelings.

      With that settled, the king leaned forward and looked at me. “Now, Duke Smith, I have a question for you.” He smiled, but I could tell this wasn’t a chipper question. “Harken says they noticed it one month ago. Four months ago the barrier was okay.

      “You arrived, hmm, somewhere in that range, isn’t that right? If you came from another world as you say, you must have traveled through the barrier. That device, whatever magic you used, helped you do so, am I right? I know you wouldn’t do this on purpose, but it seems plausible you weakened the barrier.”
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      I hesitated before answering, feeling the nerves in my stomach. All eyes were on me, and the longer the silence stretched, the stronger my sense of guilt became. I picked up my glass of liquor and sipped. The air in the room was cold. The flames atop the torches quivered. I set my glass down, made eye contact with the king, and nodded.

      The king opened his mouth, but I spoke first. “It’s possible, maybe even likely. Honestly, I had the same thought. I didn’t know anything about the dimensional barrier, but I must have traveled through it to get here. Somehow.”

      I put a hand on my forehead, feeling bad. The king spoke in a reassuring tone. “Smith, listen, you’re not to blame. You couldn’t have known. Besides, we don’t know for a fact that you caused it to weaken.”

      I gritted my teeth. “But it’s the most likely explanation.”

      Silence. Nobody disputed that fact.

      Rand leaned forward. “We couldn’t have beaten the Shadow Council without you, Smith. We’re glad you’re here.”

      I glimpsed a smile on the king’s face. His tone turned upbeat. “Sir Rand is right. Without you, we’d all be in a much worse state.”

      Pyrdian nodded. “Who knows? Perhaps you could only come through because the barrier had already weakened. Summoning magic existed before your arrival, Smith. Harken said so herself. There are also legends about stronger summoning magic in the past. Stuff that’s forgotten now, or maybe there are no mages capable of it.”

      I looked at Pyrdian in curiosity. “What do you mean?”

      Pyrdian bit his lip. “Well, I’m mainly thinking of one legend in particular. A children’s story. I used to tell it to Alexander before putting him to bed.

      “There are a few different variations on it. They mostly all involve a dragon. Some, a horde of dragons. The other thing they have in common is a hero, who is summoned to the city to cut down the dragon or dragons and save everyone.”

      The others all nodded and agreed that they’d heard the legend before. King Alfred laughed and scratched his head. “One of my favorite tales from childhood.” He grinned. “The great Lucien. Master of light. The rain of justice. Swordmaster. Protector of the realm and the commander of peace.”

      Rand snorted. “I always thought that sounded a little far-fetched.”

      I leaned forward. “You think this story is true?”

      Pyrdian shrugged.

      The king glanced at me and stated, “The point isn’t whether it’s true. It’s that you shouldn’t blame yourself, Duke Smith, when we don’t know what caused the weakness in the barrier.

      “It could be anything. It could be someone else. It could be the wraiths themselves. Fact is, we don’t know, and even if it was you, I doubt you knew when you came here.”

      Everyone else nodded in agreement. I smiled. It felt good to know they all were on my side. True friends, through and through. I drew a nervous breath and tried to shove aside any feelings of guilt.

      Alfred continued speaking in a reassuring tone. “Rand was right earlier when he said we couldn’t have beaten the Council without you. We’ll need you again if we’re to handle this new threat. What do you say?”

      I nodded. “I say let’s go for it.”

      “That’s the spirit, Smith!” Alfred leaned back in his chair. “As my father used to say, guilt has a place, but don’t harp on it. Eh? The only way to change things is to move forward and keep living.”

      Rand pointed at the laser I’d placed on the coffee table in front of me. “We’ll need your engineering magic to fight the wraiths.”

      I chuckled. Before I could explain that it wasn’t magic, as I’d done in the past, Alfred butted in. “Sir Rand is right. That thing worked amazingly well. Phenomenal, actually. Really had them on their toes. Can you make more?”

      I frowned. I only had one laser. Duplicating the lightning-generation device would be easy enough, but it wasn’t much use without the laser. Then I remembered that the runestone was the centerpiece. I only had one runestone and felt like getting more would be an ordeal.

      I sighed. “Probably not,” I told the king as the wheels in my head turned. “There’s other stuff I could make. Probably. I need to think about it. Maybe experiment a bit. As I told you earlier, the wraiths seem to be made of darkness in some way. Well, engineers have a lot of means to bring the light. I just need to come up with some good ideas.”

      What else would hurt a being made of gas? I could make the laser more powerful, perhaps, but I’d need to fine-tune my device for capturing electricity first. Another idea tugged at my head, too.

      When Harken blasted the wraiths with lightning, some of them had been hurt. I recalled what had happened. The image of it was etched into my mind. They'd glowed for a moment. A bright yellow color, like the lightning, before fading back to black.

      The king and Rand agreed that I should spend some time trying to build new weapons.

      Pyrdian looked at me with a hopeful smile. “There might be other ways of fighting these things, too. I could check the library and see if there are records of anything like them from before. Or any information about the dimensional barrier.”

      Alfred nodded. “Good idea, Pyrdian. You should also check to see if there are some light magic spells that could help. If Smith’s beam of light hurts them, other kinds might as well. If we find anything? Well, now we’ve got a mage on our side.”

      I smiled with Alfred, feeling hopeful. I wasn’t sure how much damage light would do to the wraiths. I had noticed them avoiding the light from the lightning, but it was hard to say definitively why they'd done that. My laser had been effective because it was coherent light. Was there a spell capable of creating that? I was about to point this out to the king but bit my tongue. Something else had occurred to me.

      The wraiths had shown up at night after the sun had gone down. Coincidence? Perhaps. But maybe there was more to it than that.

      Karl leaned forward. “Your Majesty, we’ll need to be prepared for the Shadow Council as well.”

      Rand spoke calmly. “Karl is right. If, as Harken says, they’re summoning the creatures to attack us, it’s only going to be a matter of time before that attack comes.”

      Alfred nodded. “This was only the precursor to the attack on the capital. Good thing we’ve been preparing for this.”

      Karl scratched his chin. “We will have to be careful. We still don’t know all that these wraiths are capable of.”

      “Rand, what’s the situation with our forces?” the king asked.

      Rand pursed his lips. “Before coming here, we had several hundred recruits training in the capital. Their training won’t be complete for a bit yet, but they’re likely competent enough to go into battle. It’s not ideal, but we can manage. Especially if we bring in Willhelm’s and Bertram’s forces, which returned to their duchies already.”

      I jumped in. “My troops will support you as well.”

      Alfred smiled. “Excellent. I think I see things coming together. Smith, you’ll be in charge of building new weapons. In the morning, confer with Harken and see if she has any ideas—two mages working together is better than one.”

      I bit my lip. I did science. Harken did magic. There was a difference, but I wasn’t about to interrupt the king.

      The king continued. “Pyrdian, you’ll see what you can turn up in the library. Rand, Karl, and I will meet in the morning to continue planning our next confrontation with the wraiths or the Council. Then, in a few days, let’s plan to reconvene and figure out our next steps.”

      He rubbed his hands together, looking eager and excited to move forward. Then he dismissed us.

      I walked with Pyrdian toward my chambers. I was supposed to teach my class tomorrow, in the morning, but there was no way I had time for that now.

      I glanced at Pyrdian, feeling worried. I explained the predicament. “Any way you can get word to them?”

      Pyrdian pressed his lips together. “Of course. I suspect they’ll be disappointed, though.”

      We turned a bend in the hall, shoes plodding across wooden floorboards. A few intricate columns lined the walls on either side of us. Small candles were spaced along the walls, providing some light.

      “I know.” I felt bad for canceling.

      “I’m amazed you won them over so quickly.”

      I smiled. “I didn’t know they liked me that much.”

      Pyrdian chuckled. “Oh, they love you. You’re their favorite. More so than Tangrim, by far. Before you doubt me, remember, it’s my job to know this stuff.”

      I shook my head. “Come on, Pyrdian, you’re making me feel worse about canceling.”

      Pyrdian glanced at me. “Don’t. It’s what’s best for the people. They’ll understand.”

      I knew Pyrdian was right. I still couldn’t stop thinking about my students, though. Maybe this was another one of those situations Alfred had referred to earlier, where I needed to learn to let go of my guilt. What had he said again? Something about moving forward and continuing to live life.

      We came to a large wooden door—the entrance to my bedchamber. Pyrdian’s was down the hall.

      “Hey, Pyrdian, here’s an idea. You’re doing research in the library tomorrow. Why don’t you take my class along? They might prove useful. They’re all rather bright.”

      Pyrdian rubbed his jaw. “Hm. I don’t see why not. We could get through more material that way.”

      “Great.”

      I bid Pyrdian goodnight, then retired.

      Finally alone, my thoughts returned to my experiments. I slipped into more comfortable clothes, then sank into a chair at my desk. I set the laser on the desk. My bed was behind me with a window on my left. I got out a piece of paper and dipped a quill in ink.

      The silence made it all the easier to hear my thoughts. I knew so little about the wraiths, but there had to be something else that could hurt them. Something besides the laser. Maybe another kind of light. With how little I knew about the monsters, it was hard to say what type of light might be the most effective.

      I wrote down some options, hoping that might lead me to something. Visible light was one. What about other kinds? Infrared? Ultraviolet? Radio waves? Something else?

      I tapped my quill against the paper absentmindedly, accidentally spattering ink all over the page. I sighed. Paper was expensive here. I couldn’t afford to waste it. I gazed up at the ceiling as I gave it more thought. Technology-wise, there weren't many options. I knew lasers worked, but building a more powerful one here wasn’t an option. It was too complicated. Something like a flare was achievable, but would it be bright enough?

      Then I remembered Harken’s lightning and got an idea. A few ideas, actually. I glanced at the laser on the desk and the lightning runestone. Harken’s lightning magic had been effective against the wraiths for a specific reason. That glow I’d seen when the lightning hit them wasn’t as simple as it initially looked.

      I knew something about how lightning worked. Normally, a bolt of lightning released from the sky would energize the air particles, converting some of that air into plasma. The plasma was what most people thought of as lightning. It was what glowed in the sky. As near as I could tell, Harken’s lightning magic had also turned parts of the wraiths into plasma.

      What if such a change hurt the wraiths? If we could engineer some tool to create more lightning, maybe we could use it to do more damage to them. Along those same lines, what if we could change the wraiths in other ways? If a shift from gas to plasma hurt them, what about a shift from gas to liquid or even a solid? Cold magic might affect them, too. I drew out some designs, working late into the night.
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      When I arrived at my workshop in the morning, Mauvin, Arthur, and Harken were waiting outside. Arthur smiled wide, clearly glad to see me. We clasped hands and he patted my back. Mauvin offered a sheepish smile.

      Arthur laughed. “How are you, Dr. Smith? Or should I call you Duke now?”

      I shrugged. “Charles or Smith is fine.” My gaze went to Harken, who stared at the door and ignored me. She was still giving me the cold shoulder for killing her raven. Guilt threaded through me.

      Arthur nodded. “Well, it’s good to see you again.”

      “You too, buddy,” I replied.

      I had a few new inventions to show off and told Arthur as much. Then I unlocked the door, and we all shuffled inside. I avoided looking at Harken, unsure how to handle things between us. I’d probably have to have a chat with her at some point. I wasn’t ready for that yet, and it looked like neither was she.

      Arthur let slip that there was a girl he’d started seeing back in the capital. I looked up in surprise.

      Arthur put the telescope to his eye and peered through the window. “Wow. This will be useful on the battlefield.”

      I nodded. “What’s her name?”

      Arthur set down the telescope. “Lucy. She’s the nicest person ever. You need anything, and she’ll be there for you. Always telling me that she has my back. She plays music too, like me. She works at this cute little cobbler shop in the middle of the city square. You should meet her sometime.”

      I was about to tell Arthur that I’d love to. I truly would.

      Harken barked at us from across the room. “Are you two going to stand there babbling all day?”

      She and Mauvin stood near an empty table at the back of the room. I sheepishly looked at them and hurried over. Arthur followed.

      Harken scratched her head. “We need to come up with things to hurt or kill the wraiths. Lightning magic is effective, but it’s not going to be enough. I’m the only one here who can cast it.”

      I’d brought my laser and set it on the table with the electricity-generating device that powered it. “This was effective against them,” I pointed out. “Didn’t do much damage. Maybe we can upgrade the laser.”

      Harken picked up the laser, peering through the little hole in it. It wasn’t on, but I had fixed the issue in the collection device that had caused it to stop working last night. One of the components had gotten fried. I’d have to redo the design today, but patching it up so it could power the laser again had taken all of five minutes.

      Harken eyed the generator next. She snorted. “A runestone, huh? Well, you’re never going to get much power with that thing.”

      She pried the stone from the generator and dropped it onto the table. “How’s this thing work? I zap it and what?”

      I frowned. At least she was talking to me now. There was still a certain sharpness in her voice.

      “This box here is the laser,” I explained. “There’s a switch on the side to turn it on. When you put lightning into the generator between the rods, the rods collect it and pass it through a simple H-bridge. That converts it into an alternating current funneled through these wires into the laser. This little hole is where the light comes out. You shine that on the wraiths, and it hurts them.”

      Harken bit her lip. “Complicated. Where’d you learn this magic?”

      I shook my head. “Not magic, science. I’m an engineer. It was my profession back where I come from.”

      Harken shrugged and pointed at the laser. “Pick that up. I’ll give you some power.” As she spoke, her fingers crackled with electricity.

      Mauvin and Arthur took a step back, looking scared. I picked up the laser and flipped the switch. Harken reached into the generator cup and zapped it a few times with tiny bolts.

      It took a moment, but eventually, the laser went on. This time it was twice as bright as before, like a flashlight that had been running on half-dead batteries.

      I did a double-take. The runestone had been that weak? No wonder Pyrdian had to go through some trouble to acquire it. They probably weren’t of use to many people.

      I glanced at Harken. She pulled her hand away from the generator, the lightning fizzled away, and the laser blinked off.

      “Well,” she said. “That takes care of that. What else have you got?”

      I sighed, pulling out the sketches I’d done last night. One detailed some ideas for how to redesign the lightning-capture device to prevent it from overheating again. It was hard to tell if any of those ideas would work, but I knew I’d need to tackle that part of this first.

      In the meantime, I showed Harken, Mauvin, and Arthur a few other sketches. I already knew that lightning was powerful enough to do some damage against the wraiths, so I’d drawn up a design for something that might be capable of capturing lightning, like my generator device. I explained how it worked to the others. Instead of funneling it into an H-bridge, I’d used Tangrim’s old design for the magical explosive with spikes. My new design removed the spikes. The thought was that instead, bolts of lightning might shoot out of the device in every direction.

      I gritted my teeth. “There’s only one problem. I don’t know how to make that last part happen,” I explained to Harken and the others. “Funneling the lightning along the rods is easy enough. Making it shoot out of the device has me stumped.”

      Harken pursed her lips and eyed another sketch. “What about this one?”

      The sketch in question detailed a two-stage process. I started by explaining my hypothesis. Since the wraiths appeared to be gaseous and weak to changes in state, like gas to plasma, I thought they might also be vulnerable to something that could change them from a gas into a liquid. It would be tricky to induce such a transformation, especially since I didn’t know their melting point. Still, bringing their temperature down might hurt or slow them.

      I explained to Harken how the first stage of that process would be to create ice and store it with water in an insulated cooler. The second stage would be to design a hose capable of drawing the ice water out of the container and spraying it at the creatures. Many of the design aspects were uncertain at the moment. In particular, I was still working out how to get the ice. I also wasn’t sure if ice water would be cold enough.

      I voiced my doubts, sounding uncertain even to my ears. “This all relies on the assumption that we can liquify them and the change will hurt them.” I left the idea of using something colder, like liquid nitrogen, unsaid. That would be even tougher to pull off.

      Harken snorted. “Sounds like a bunch of assumptions to me. Although I will admit this design to scatter lightning has merit. There might be a spell we can use.”

      My lips twitched in a faint smile.

      Harken noticed and frowned. “Don’t look so happy. It’ll be complicated. Why don’t I handle it, and you can work on that laser thing.”

      I nodded, then agreed with her plan. “Arthur and Mauvin, are you guys okay with implementing the changes to the device?” I held up the sheet of paper for them.

      Arthur grinned. “Oh yeah. We got you, Dr. Smith.”

      I handed the paper to him. Mauvin silently followed Arthur over to the table with the remains of a magical explosive. I’d since modified the device to use gunpowder, but the instructions I had given Arthur should walk him through reverting the device to its previous state. Then all they would need to do was remove the spikes.

      Harken leaned over the table to grab a piece of graphite I’d acquired and a small metal sheet. I watched her for a moment. She was drawing something. I had no idea what, but it looked like a series of Egyptian hieroglyphs or something eerily similar. There was an arrow, a circle with lines pointing out, and a zigzag.

      Harken looked up at me. “Stop staring and get to work, Smith.”

      I shook my head and hopped to it. The main issue was most likely that the rods were too close to the H-bridge. I hadn’t accounted for the fact that they might heat up over prolonged use. Based on the location of the fried component, I suspected that the heat had radiated off them.

      I bit my lip, thinking through possible solutions. I could try to put some insulation at the base of the rods, but that might interfere with their ability to capture the lightning. I tossed that idea aside.

      Another option was to widen the base of the cup so the rods were farther from the vulnerable components. I hesitated to go down that path since it would be time-consuming. I’d need to redo the entire cup. It would require me to add many more rods, which seemed like a pain. I’d already had enough frustration trying to get these rods bolted firmly into place.

      I spent some time looking at the thing, trying to see if there was any way to insulate it without disturbing the process of catching lightning. No matter how I looked at it, any insulation seemed like it would get in the way.

      I sighed. I needed to redo the whole design.

      I grabbed a socket wrench, which I’d left on another table a few feet away, and quickly disassembled the device. I could reuse the metal rods in the next version, and I might be able to recycle some of the cup. I only needed to make the base wider.

      Midway through the disassembly, Harken looked up at me. I caught her staring with narrowed eyes and a curious expression.

      I was loosening the nut on the next-to-last rod when she spoke in a confused tone. “Why are you taking it apart?”

      I looked up with a faint smile. She frowned. I explained that I needed to widen the base because the rods were too close to some critical components, which had caused the overheating.

      Harken chuckled and shook her head. I wasn’t sure what was going through her mind, and she didn’t say.

      As I widened the base with some additional metal scraps, Harken left the table and went over to Arthur and Mauvin. I assumed she would work on implementing whatever ideas she’d been drawing. What had she been drawing anyway? It had looked more like symbols than a design plan.

      I glanced at her. She spoke to Mauvin and Arthur while showing them her drawings.

      I refocused my attention on the lightning-capture device. It took me quite a while to complete the redesign, but I had a larger, more stable generator by midday.

      I looked up, and Harken laid the lightning explosive down. “Done.”

      I looked it over. Everything was to spec. I frowned, noticing they had attached several pieces of metal to holes where the spikes had once been. Those holes provided an outlet for the lightning, and the pieces of metal were inscribed with some of the same symbols I’d seen Harken drawing earlier.

      Harken frowned. “How’s it look? Everything good?”

      I studied the device some more, then nodded. The trio had done a great job, but I was curious about the symbols Harken had drawn.

      She asked about a place to test it, and I led her, Arthur, and Mauvin down the hatch. It was the same one that King Alfred had hidden in before. The ladder led to a small passageway into a small, private yard. I’d tested a few other inventions here before.

      As we reached the yard, I asked Harken about the inscriptions on the device. She explained that they were a type of magic, a one-time spell that activated without needing a mage.

      “It’s like the principle of cause and effect,” she continued. “Each inscription is programmed to do something when certain conditions are met. In this case, these inscriptions will redirect lightning when struck with lightning. They teach us this same spell so we’re prepared to counter lightning magic if needed.”

      I was impressed. With Harken’s magic inscriptions and my engineering skills, the device should work. We trudged farther from the castle’s walls. A stream on one side and the castle wall on the other enclosed the yard. Harken handed me the device, and I rolled it along the grass. After a few moments, she lit it up with a bolt of lightning.

      The device sizzled, but the electricity didn’t release. Arthur and Mauvin watched as Harken and I took a look, trying to figure out where the issue had come from. We played with the device quite a bit, adjusting the rods and tubes flowing from the center.

      On the next go-round, lightning poured from two sockets but not the rest. The result sent the device flying back at us. Harken and I both caught one end of it. Then we looked at each, startled. Her hair was standing on end. I sensed mine was too.

      “Hmph.” She shoved the device into my hands. “Fix it.”

      I chuckled and checked the connections again. After fixing them once, I realized the lightning must be throwing things out of place.

      I scratched my chin, then told Harken we’d need to head back to the workshop. Back inside we went.

      As we resumed working, I noticed that the lady mage’s tone was less sharp and cold when she spoke to me. She commented on how one of the inscriptions had gotten smudged and went over it again with the piece of graphite. I firmed up the connections on the rods with a couple of small angle brackets.

      We were getting ready to head back outside when there was a knock on the door. Arthur was quick to answer it, revealing a twelve-year-old runner from my staff with long black hair, sharp features, and a wiry build.

      The runner entered, then bowed. “Duke Smith, a message from King Alfred and Lord Pyrdian. They’d like to see you and Harken immediately.”

      I glanced out the window. The sun was setting, and the horizon glowed orange. By the time we finished with Pyrdian, it’d probably be too late to resume our work.

      Harken strode past me. “Show us the way.”

      The runner spun and hurried out the door ahead of her. I hustled to keep up.

      “Arthur, Mauvin, we’ll call it a day!” I called.

      My thoughts turned to the king and Pyrdian as I followed Harken. What kind of news did they have now?
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      Harken and I were led back to the other end of the castle and ushered into my small study. Alfred sat before the fireplace, which crackled with heat as orange flames danced. Smoke wafted up the chimney. A fire screen made of metal mesh was drawn shut.

      Alfred was relaxing in my armchair, the most comfortable seat in the room. Some of the other furniture had been rearranged as well. Rand sat beside him in a wooden chair. The general had taken off his armor and rolled up his sleeves. He resembled what I imagined a professional athlete might look like on Christmas morning, minus the pajamas.

      Pyrdian sat on the king's other side, and Karl stood a few feet away, still in full armor. He nodded at me as I entered the room, but that turned into a dark scowl when Harken followed me. Harken approached the king and Pyrdian, confidently striding past Karl. He kept an eye on her. His hand nervously went to the hilt of his sword.

      As I approached, I noticed another familiar face around the fire. One of my students, Linda, sat on the carpet, propped up with her hands behind her and her legs stretched out in front of her. She was tall with angular features and a gaunt frame. She held a large pouch on her lap, which I recognized as her school bag.

      The king was quick to welcome me with a friendly smile. “Duke Smith! Mage Harken. Thank you for joining us so promptly. Have a seat. We have much to discuss.”

      Karl stayed between the king and Harken as she sat next to Linda. I pulled up a chair and sat behind the king and Pyrdian. The two of them quickly pushed their chairs aside, making room for me, and I worked my way into the circle.

      “Pyrdian, why don’t you share what you’ve learned first?” Alfred suggested.

      Pyrdian pursed his lips and turned a roll of parchment between his fingers. “My research has borne some fruit.”

      He started by explaining how he’d been doing research in the ducal library, joined by several of my students per my suggestion. With all of them working together, they scoured the shelves of books relatively quickly.

      “It’s a large library, but not enormous,” he continued. “Most of the books in there are from the last few hundred years. Kortall was founded six hundred years ago or so, and our entire library spans most of that time, although books from the first two centuries of our founding are sparser.”

      Pyrdian gestured at Linda. She smiled, then waved discreetly at me. I waved back.

      He continued. “I think everyone’s met Linda by now. She’s from Duke Smith’s class, and I asked her to join us because she can read and write in the old language. Better than me, I’m afraid.”

      I looked at Linda in surprise. She turned red in embarrassment.

      Pyrdian smiled. “Sorry to put you on the spot.”

      Linda shook her head. “Oh no. It’s, um, okay. Just not used to being in a room, with all the, um, you know.” She looked at King Alfred and swallowed hard. “Now everyone’s staring at me,” she added nervously.

      I chuckled. “Relax, Linda, we’re all friends here.”

      I gestured at Pyrdian. He resumed speaking, and she relaxed as the attention moved away from her. Pyrdian explained how there was a certain section of the library with extremely old tomes. “A few books from the first century and a couple from before Kortall was founded. I’m talking about when we were part of the larger nation of Sundera.”

      This intrigued and surprised me. In all my time as a duke, I had no idea we had books that old. Then again, I’d spent most of my time in my workshop, not the library.

      Pyrdian spoke cautiously. “One of those books from the era of Sundera had some interesting information. I had Linda translate some of it, and I wrote down the important bits on this parchment.” He held the roll of parchment up for us all to see.

      “I’ll sum it up, though. Back toward the end of the Sundera empire, when there was a lot of squabbling between the different parts of the country, some rebellions arose. One group tried summoning shadowy creatures that sound an awful lot like the dimensional wraiths we encountered.”

      The king leaned toward Pyrdian. “What about the dimensional barrier?”

      Pyrdian shook his head. “No mention of it anywhere. Either they weren’t aware it existed, didn’t notice a change, or maybe they forgot to write anything down.”

      I rubbed my chin while thinking. There was a fourth possibility. Maybe the barrier had been weaker then and increased in strength at some point afterward. We were talking about spans of hundreds of years. For all we knew, it ebbed and rose over time in natural patterns or something.

      Pyrdian kept speaking in a professional tone. “Anyway, the account details a few shadow creatures attacking various towns. All of the attacks happened at night—it seems the wraiths can’t tolerate sunlight—and the people described experiences similar to ours. Swords and lances went right through the creatures. The wraiths grabbed people’s faces and turned them to ash.

      “The story says that eventually a hero showed up. It doesn’t say where that hero came from. We don’t know much about him. It refers to the hero as a man and briefly describes him. No name, but he was said to carry a sword of light in his hand. It shone blue, and when swung, it could slice through the shadow creatures.

      “One account says that he killed an entire force of several hundred in less time than it takes a man to eat dinner. The hero fought alone. His sword of light could cut through other stuff as well. There are accounts of people who saw him slicing down a tree with a single swing, hunting wild animals, and one account of him slashing a giant boulder in half. When sheathed, the sword disappeared entirely, the blue light fading to leave only a hilt no larger than someone’s forearm.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Wait a second. Blue sword of light? Could cut through anything and disappear when sheathed? This sounds familiar.”

      Pyrdian and the king looked at me, intrigued. The king sounded curious. “You’ve seen one of these before? Where?”

      I explained that we had stories—made-up tales—about such weapons in my world. However, they were only stories. They weren’t real!

      “Charles,” Alfred countered with a smile in his eyes. “You said your world also had fictional stories about dragons and mages. Yet here, these things are real.”

      “Fair enough.” I shrugged, dismissing the thing as a coincidence. Part of me was curious whether there was something more to it than that. Because “sword of light” sounded familiar. It seemed there was an outside chance that maybe our universes had come into contact before, and one was inspired by the other. I smiled, thinking that whatever connection occurred, it was probably “long, long ago.”

      Well, Pyrdian had said that these accounts were from a long time ago.

      The king gestured at Pyrdian. “Go on. Does it say where this weapon might be?”

      Pyrdian nodded. “There’s a little information on that. The hero lived to become one of the founding fathers of Kortall. He disappeared suddenly after that. There are no accounts of a death, a burial, or anything like that. They do say he went on one last trip before he left, a journey to a spot known as the Lake of Endrasea, and when he returned, he no longer had his sword with him.”

      The king blinked. “I know that lake. It’s right outside the capital of Polnar. I went fishing there with King Erik before the Shadow Council deposed him.”

      Pyrdian nodded. “Now the whole country is part of the Shadow Council’s domain.”

      The king stroked his jaw. “Hm. That’ll make it difficult to get at the sword if it’s still there. Been a while since we’ve had scouts out in that direction, too. Question is, any idea where around the lake the sword is stashed? Endrasea is awfully large.”

      Pyrdian shrugged, then looked at the young scholar from my class. “Linda. You remember anything about that?”

      Linda’s eyes widened. Her voice quivered nervously. “Um, well, the passage went something like, ‘the great hero set out on the road to Endrasea, and the journey there took…’ Um, I can’t remember how many days and nights, but then it went on to say that ‘the capital worked tirelessly to prepare an amazing festival upon the hero’s return.’ Then something about the sword being gone since the hero told the townsfolk it would no longer be needed and would rest in the depths of Endrasea.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “So it’s underwater?”

      Linda laughed. “Oh yeah. I guess so, professor.”

      This had gone from Star Wars to King Arthur really fast. I wondered if there was a lady of the lake too.

      Harken leaned over behind Linda. “I believe I could get you inside those lands, at least.”

      The king smiled, looking pleased. Rand and Karl both frowned, nervous.

      Harken continued. “As long as nothing’s changed, I know where all the Council’s troops are set up. I know how many are in each camp, what routes the patrols follow, and where they’ll be at all points during the day. I know passcodes, too. I’m not sure how Smith got into our camp last time we met, but we usually use a magic passcode to communicate with the golems. It lets them know we’re not a threat. I can get us past any golems into camps if need be.”

      Rand spoke in a low voice. “Your Majesty, this is suspicious.”

      Karl agreed loudly. “It sounds like a trap. What if we go in and get captured? They could ransom us, threaten our lives to make us give up your kingdom. Hell, if they get Smith who knows what they’ll do with his brand of magic.”

      “Science,” I reminded Karl.

      The king waved dismissively. “Harken’s given us no reason to doubt her. Until she does, we trust her.”

      Karl grumbled some more. The king argued back.

      Rand butted in with clenched teeth. “At least promise not to send Smith. Send a few knights that are of no major consequence to the kingdom. We’ve all pledged our lives. If they are captured, we pay that small price and move on.”

      The king looked at me, raising one of his eyebrows. I understood their concern for my safety, but Rand’s reasoning perturbed me.

      The king spoke. “I’ll leave that up to the duke.”

      I leveled my gaze. I was about to comment that I didn’t agree with Rand and Karl. This sword of light was important to taking down the wraiths. If we were going after it, sending anyone but our best wouldn’t make sense.

      Before I could open my mouth, a knock at the door interrupted us. The king directed Karl to get it. When he did, a runner boy stumbled into the room. The lad was somewhere in his teens with curly black hair, a dimple in his chin, and a relatively calm demeanor.

      “Your Majesty.” The boy approached Alfred. I took it that the boy was one of his group. “The enemy has been spotted marching in this direction. Also, the shadow creatures are with them.”

      I was surprised, and Alfred was too. He thanked the boy and ordered him to have the men keep an eye on things.

      Alfred stood. “Sir Rand, you’d better get the troops ready. Duke Smith, same with your men. No time to look for the sword. The enemy’s coming to us.”
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      We all went our separate ways and reconvened that night in the feasting hall. I sat between Alfred and Pyrdian again. Candles scattered along the table illuminated our food—plates of grilled tuna, fried veggies, and mashed potatoes.

      Alfred leaned over and scooped up a forkful of fresh fish. As he chewed, I glanced around the room. It was a much smaller crowd this time around. Most soldiers, including Rand, Sir Hayes, and my bodyguard Rolf, were off preparing for battle. Karl sat beside the king, Arthur and Mauvin ate at one end of the table, and Harken sat by herself with her head buried in a book.

      The king swallowed, then made eye contact with me. “According to the scouts, the enemy’s about a week out from your keep, if they continue at the same pace. I’ve sent birds to Willhelm, Bertram, and Lady Lychant, who’s holding things down in the capital, and Queen Ata.”

      I nodded, stabbed a piece of fish on my plate, and dipped it in a cup of tartar sauce. “I spoke to the general in charge of my division, Sir Rayne. He’s preparing my troops as we speak. We’ll be ready.” I stuck the fish into my mouth.

      The king grinned. I noticed that he hadn’t touched his tartar sauce. It wasn’t native to Kortall. I’d taught the cook how to make it a few weeks after I arrived when the monotony of eating plain fish week after week had worn on me.

      The king whispered, “We’ll plan to meet the Shadow Council’s forces here. Our presence will force them to engage us rather than press on to the capital.”

      “Because otherwise, we’d hit them from two sides. That makes sense. Are you sure our allies will get here in time?” I motioned at the cup of tartar sauce on the king’s plate. “You should try that.”

      The king eyed the sauce. “What is it? And I’m hoping.”

      I dipped another piece of fish into the cup on my plate, showing His Majesty. “It’s called tartar sauce. A dish from my world. It’s good. Dip the fish in and stick it in your mouth like this.”

      I showed the king, chewing and swallowing another piece of tuna. He marveled at the idea and tried it.

      “Ohhh.” His eyes closed as he savored the taste. “Incredible. This is amazing. You have to share the recipe with my cooks.”

      I laughed. “It’s simple enough. Yes, I’ll tell my cook to pass it along.”

      I glanced at Pyrdian and his son Alexander on my other side. Servants busied themselves beyond the boy, hauling empty plates and glasses onto big trays, then carrying them across the room. They backed up through double doors illuminated by two torches on either side, the entrance to the kitchen.

      Alexander dipped some of his tuna into the tartar sauce. He had long ago taken a liking to the stuff. His plate was almost empty, the telltale sign of a growing kid with a metabolism as fast as a cheetah.

      Alexander leaned over. “Duke Smith! Can I see your workshop tomorrow?”

      I chuckled. Pyrdian looked at me. Concern filled his eyes. He knew I wasn’t likely to say no to the boy, but we had important work to do.

      “I don’t see why not,” I told Alexander. “Pyrdian, don’t worry. He won’t slow us down, and we’ll keep him safe.”

      My seneschal bit his lip. “Very well.”

      Alexander beamed in excitement.
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        * * *

      

      Harken, Arthur, Mauvin, and I met in my workshop. Pyrdian brought Alexander by, and the boy flitted from one table to the next, staring at each of my inventions with awe and admiration.

      I watched him out of the corner of my eye. Pyrdian stood by the doorway. The door was half-open. Light streamed in from the windows on the other side of the room. The rest of us stood around a long wooden table in front of my cabinet by the windows. Pyrdian spoke in a serious voice. “Careful, Alexander. Don’t touch anything unless the duke says it’s safe.”

      Alexander groaned. “I know, Dad. I’m good. You can go and do your paperwork stuff.”

      I chuckled.

      Pyrdian frowned. “All caught up on paperwork.” He glanced at me. “I have to coordinate some things to get us ready for when the Shadow Council arrives, though.”

      Alexander waved his father off. “Then get moving already!”

      Pyrdian laughed. “All right. Smith, take good care of him.”

      I promised my seneschal that I would. He waved goodbye.

      As the door clicked shut behind him, Harken and I brainstormed. She was all business and quick to point out that based on Pyrdian’s research, sunlight would affect the dimensional wraiths.

      I played with a small piece of metal on the table before me, voicing my agreement with her. “Another laser would work well, but unfortunately, I only have one, and they’re not exactly the easiest things to make.”

      Harken scratched her arm. "One spell could work, but it only covers a small area. We'd need a way to increase the range of it."

      Alexander shouted from across the room. “Duke Smith! Can I touch this?”

      I saw he was pointing to the telescope. “Yes, that one’s safe.”

      He picked it up. Arthur looked at me with a quizzical smile. “Maybe Smith can invent something to expand the spell’s range?”

      I pursed my lips, thinking. “Maybe. Can I see the spell?”

      Harken nodded. “Yes. We’ll need a plant of some kind.”

      I didn’t have anything in the workshop. Mauvin raised his hand with a slight wave. “I’ll get it. What do you want, flower or something?”

      Harken shrugged. “Sure. Whatever. Flower’s good.”

      While he fetched the flower, Harken studied the lightning-splitting device we’d built yesterday. It sat by itself on a table in the corner of the room. The top of the device was an empty bowl for capturing the lightning. The light from the windows didn’t quite reach that part of the workshop. Harken slipped into the shadows.

      I watched her for a moment, and my thoughts turned from preparing for the battle ahead to the comments she’d made when she’d admitted she hated me for killing her raven. I frowned, still feeling vaguely guilty. I knew I’d been defending myself. She told the bird to claw my eyes out or something like that!

      Knowing that didn’t make me feel like less of a heel every time I saw the hurt in her eyes.

      Arthur leaned forward. “You think we can trust her?”

      I shrugged, not taking my eye off Harken. She seemed genuine enough. She was serious enough about building these weapons, too.

      “The king thinks so,” I replied in a low voice.

      He grinned. “Good enough for me.”

      I chuckled.

      Alexander came over and leaned on the table. “Duke Smith! What are you doing?”

      I leaned over, watching him. “Waiting for one of my engineers to return,” I told him. “Hopefully, we’ll start work on a device to make sunlight soon. Here, want to see a laser?”

      I showed him the laser from Earth, which was attached to the revamped generator device. I stuck the runestone back in, then shone the laser on the wall.

      Alexander gaped. “Cool!”

      “It’ll cut through those shadow creatures. I’m not sure if you saw any of them earlier.”

      Alexander shook his head. “I wish. I was locked up away from all the action.”

      I chatted with him some more. He was incredibly curious about how the laser worked. Teaching him about its intricacies brought me back to the old days when I’d lectured at the university and seen little kids pop in with their parents. Most had been bored. One or two had enjoyed the lecture. I missed it.

      In the middle of our conversation, Mauvin returned with a single flower, and Harken rejoined us at the table.

      The spell she cast radiated from the palm of her hand, surrounding her hand in an aura of yellow light the same bright shade as the sun. When the aura touched the flower, the blossom perked up and grew. Roots emerged from the cut stem. The stem lengthened, and the flower opened more. Eventually, the light around Harken’s hand dimmed and disappeared.

      “Normally, we use this spell to improve crop yields,” she explained. “It speeds up the growth of different plants and makes things healthier. The drawback is that it can only be used on one plant at a time. On my inner scroll, it notes that artificial sunlight powers the spell. If we can adapt something like this and put it into a device, maybe something like that lightning thing we created...”

      I scratched my chin, thinking about what she was saying. Amplifying the light would be difficult, but maybe we could design something to shoot the light at the enemy. I glanced at my laser, and my thoughts turned to replicating it again. The difficult part of that was in creating the light. If we could use the artificial sunlight from Harken’s light spell, maybe we could use the laser’s technology to make it coherent and shoot it farther distances.

      I told the others about the plan, grabbed a sheet of paper, and drew up a quick sketch. We’d create a small box for this experiment and include a small hole on each side. One for Harken to summon the light through with a cap to cover the hole, and the other would be a pinhole to focus the light and make it more coherent.

      Harken proposed a change after I explained how it worked. It turned out runestones could be useful, and she wanted to use them. “The reason why your lightning runestone was so weak is because it was old. Runestones have a half-life, which varies depending on factors including the type of stone used and what sort of spell is imbued into that stone. Lightning runestones have a notoriously short half-life. It’s only a day, or maybe a day and a half at best. For the same reason, we won’t want to make the runestones until right before the battle. If we get everything ready, that process will go quickly. I can make one in a few seconds.”

      I felt pretty good knowing that runestones were an option.

      Mauvin raised a hand. “I’ll go fetch the rocks,” he volunteered.

      Harken eyed him. “Sure. The glossier the rock, the better. If you can find any gemstones, that would be optimal. Obsidian’s also a good choice.”

      Mauvin nodded, then turned and slunk off down the hatch. Harken went outside after him, saying she would test the lightning device we’d built the other day.

      In the meantime, I directed Alexander to a nearby chair and sat him down to watch. Arthur came over, and I handed him the sketch with the directions for the box. He worked on putting it together while I perfected the pinhole design for the light spell. The device was simple enough to make, but we’d have to build a lot of them. The idea was to have enough to blast multiple wraiths at once.

      I bit my lip, punching a pinhole for the first of the boxes. Then I passed the wood to Arthur. It didn’t take us long to develop a system, and Alexander eventually helped. Like three cogs in an assembly line, we labored over each bit of the new magic “lasers,” getting everything assembled.
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      By the time the sun set, we had about fifteen boxes built, and I’d given up trying to correct everyone on what a laser was. To them, these devices did about the same thing. Therefore they were lasers. Harken had joined us a while ago. She played around with one device, sticking a hand near it. Her fingers glowed golden with light magic. The magic grew to surround her entire hand.

      The light passed into the device. A beam illuminated a tiny point on the stone wall underneath a window.

      Alexander clapped. Harken grinned.

      I sat on a stool, relaxing my weary body. “I think we’ll call it a day. Your dad should be here to pick you up soon, Alexander. Arthur and Mauvin, you can head out whenever.”

      Mauvin left first, Arthur not far behind. He waved with a friendly smile.

      I looked down at the pile of rocks Mauvin had collected. All were various colors with lots of grays and a few white ones mixed in alongside one chunk of obsidian.

      Harken brushed the obsidian aside and picked up one of the gray rocks. “We should test it with a runestone.” She drew a little symbol on the rock with the graphite.

      I pursed my lips. “Hey, Harken, I wanted to say I’m sorry about your raven.”

      Harken focused her gaze, body tensing at the mention of the bird. She put the graphite aside and muttered a spell. Her hand glowed, and the rock glowed too. The glow around her hand faded. The one around the rock gradually faded as well.

      She looked up at me. “Hand me one of those lasers.”

      I did so. She slipped the rock in. She was ignoring me.

      “If there’s anything I can do… I mean, I know the raven can’t be replaced. But if there’s anything I can do to make it up to you or to make things better, let me know. I am sorry.”

      Harken looked up at me. “Her name was Kiera.”

      My mouth dropped half-open. Right. The raven’s name.

      I closed my mouth. “I’m sorry about Kiera.”

      Harken scratched her head. “Look, can we agree not to talk about her?”

      I frowned. I wanted to get some closure on this front. It felt like there was a magnetic force between us, and it wasn’t a force of attraction. If we were going to be working together, we needed a way to set that aside.

      Some of what I was thinking must have shown on my face because Harken sighed. “You’re not a bad person, Smith. I know that. But I’m only here to work.”

      She shook the laser-like device. The runestone inside lit up, casting a slender beam of yellow light on the wall.

      “It works.” Harken shook the device again. The beam went off, and she slid it over to me. “I’m heading out. See you tomorrow.”

      A few moments later, the door banged shut. Pyrdian came to pick up Alexander. By the time they were gone, I was exhausted.

      I ran a hand through my hair, stressed and replaying my conversation with Harken through my head. I didn’t feel good about the way it had gone. She hadn’t forgiven me for killing Kiera, and working around her made me feel heavy in my chest. I hated that she’d shut me down and told me not to talk about the bird.

      I picked up the box with the runestone and shook it. A beam of light shot across the room, forming a yellow dot on the stone wall. I moved the light around like I was playing with a cat with a laser.

      I sighed, shook the box again, stuffed it in my inventory bag in case I wanted to fiddle with it later in my room, and stood. At least she’d said I wasn’t a bad person. I left the room, turning that thought over in my head. I tried to look on the bright side. She wasn’t giving me the cold shoulder anymore. We were talking, even if it was strictly business.

      We’d built some amazing things in the last few days! I smiled, remembering the few good memories. The lightning magic device. The moment when she’d said I wasn’t a bad person.

      On the way back to my room, I set aside my worries about her. Like the king had said, it did no good to harp on bad feelings. Best to get on with my life and enjoy this strange world while I was here. With any luck, I’d soon engineer a way back home.

      I plodded down the stony castle hallway, made a turn, and meandered up a dark set of stairs. I yawned, stumbling the rest of the way toward a wall of exposed brick and down a small, dark section of the corridor. I eventually reached an elaborate set of double doors and pushed them open.

      The inside of my room was dark. A bed was to my left, a small couch to my right, a desk and chair behind it, and to the left of that a large window.

      The drapes were open. The window too. Cool air buffeted me. I froze, looking around. I hadn’t left the window open. Suddenly, I noticed that something else was off. The floorboards and the carpet by the window were darker than the rest of the room. I stared at that spot for an awkward moment. Another cool breeze gusted in from the window. I spotted swirling tendrils of black mist there.

      The mist began to move.

      I jolted, and my hand instantly went to my side. I drew my sword out of habit, then remembered it wouldn’t work on them anyway. The wraiths stretched out, ascending into the air over my carpet. They floated past my bed, approaching fast.

      I backed up, dropping my sword. The wraiths reached out with skeletal, misty hands. I ducked, then leaped to my left. The wraiths twisted around easily enough. They followed me as I rushed toward my bed. I banged into a nightstand. A mirror fell off it, then shattered.

      I hopped up onto the bed, then ran toward my desk. My heart raced. When I looked behind me, the wraiths were closing in again. They moved without a sound and were dark on the carpet. Moonlight spilled in from the open window, illuminating the floor around their wispy bodies.

      I scrambled over a chair. With no other ideas, I threw it at them. The wraiths swam through the thing. The chair crashed into the floorboards.

      I found a candle, but there was no time to light it. Then I remembered the light box in my bag.

      The wraiths clambered along the desk. A dozen hands stretched toward my face, wavering in the cold breeze like smoke in the wind. I tugged the light box out of my inventory bag, shook it desperately, and the beam hit the one closest to me. It screeched.

      Critical hit! You are doing continuous damage. Wraith lost five health.

      The counter went up. Fast. Six, seven, nine, twelve.

      I shone the light around. The wraiths burned, writhing in the air. They screeched in pain. Smoke rose off their bodies with several hisses. The wraiths backed up toward the window.

      I kept the light trained on them, and they took more damage. I felt good about myself. The light was doing more damage than I’d expected. My inner scroll flashed with a constant readout of lost health points.

      As the shadowy creatures reached the window, one let out a final scream, clawing at the windowsill as it sank to the floor and lost its shape.

      Enemy wraith has been defeated. You gained twelve experience points.

      The rest of the wraiths poured out into the nighttime air. The window slammed shut behind them, leaving me in the dark except for the faint light from my so-called sunlight laser, which illuminated a point on the wall beside the window.

      I took a moment to catch my breath. My heart rate slowed. I tightened my grip on the laser in case any of those things came back and approached the dead wraith. It had no discernible shape anymore. Before, it had taken on a misty form that resembled the Grim Reaper. Now it was on the floor like a cloud of dust that a horse had kicked up.

      Someone knocked on the door.

      I turned, startled, and walked cautiously toward it. I was already on edge and expecting another trap, but Karl’s voice came from the other side.

      “Smith. Is everything all right? We heard several loud bangs.”

      I opened the door. To my surprise, it wasn’t only Karl. Harken was there too. She stared at a corner of the doorframe and scratched her arms, looking bored.

      I forced a smile. “Everything’s fine now. But several of those dimensional wraiths were in here.”

      Karl peered over my shoulder as his hand tightened on his blade. He looked worried.

      “They’re gone now,” I showed him the light box. “I chased them off.”

      Harken looked up, focusing her gaze. “It worked?”

      I chuckled. “Yeah. Better than expected.”

      Harken nodded.

      Karl put a hand on my shoulder. “They didn’t hurt you, did they?” he said, a note of concern in his voice.

      I smiled, thankful for his concern. I shook my head. “No. I’m fine.”

      Karl nodded, taking a step back. “Good. We should tell the king about this. And find you somewhere else to spend the night, perhaps.”

      I appreciated Karl’s concern but shook my head. “I don’t think they’ll be back. I chased them off pretty good and killed one.”

      Karl’s expression went serious. He stared at me as silence permeated the air. “Are you sure?” he asked after a moment.

      “Yes,” I answered.

      He looked reluctant but left, saying he’d be by in the morning, and we could meet with the king then. Harken eyed me as she passed. “Don’t die. I need to get my revenge first.”

      I chuckled, then shut the door. Meandering back to the window, I saw that the fallen wraith hadn’t moved. I crouched and ran my hand through its gaseous body. It parted like mist between my fingers. Cold. A bit wet.

      I wasn’t sure how to move the thing, but I pulled out my inventory bag. I opened it and tried placing it around the misty body like I was scooping it up.

      The mist moved into the bag. It went slow at first, but once it started, the rest poured in like a slinky being dragged along.

      Item acquired: Dimensional wraith body!

      I put the inventory bag away and went to sleep.
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      I met the king in my study the next morning. All the chairs were in their original configuration. When I arrived, the king and Karl were already at one end of the coffee table with Rand on a bench alongside them, Harken opposite them, and Pyrdian beside her.

      I took a seat at the other end. A basket with some pastries sat on the table. I grabbed one.

      Alfred stared at me with concern in his eyes. “We were talking about getting you some guards, Smith. Karl filled me in on the attack last night.”

      Karl narrowed his eyes. “Your Majesty, guards won’t be much use against the wraiths.”

      The king wrinkled his brow, thinking. “True.” He looked down at the table in mild distress.

      It was early morning, and there was still a chill in the room. Someone had gotten the fire going, and heat wafted out from the fireplace, mixing with the cold air. Tendrils of warmth brushed my body.

      Light poured in from two windows past the fireplace, illuminating the room.

      The king tapped the table with his fingers. “So… No guards. But it’s not good that some of those creatures got inside so easily. Smith, do you think there are any more in the castle?”

      “The ones I saw fled out the window. Hard to tell if they went back to where they came from or if they’re hanging around the castle somewhere. I’m worried about how they showed up in my room. The window was open. I didn’t leave it like that. They were waiting for me.”

      Pyrdian’s eyes widened. “They were targeting you, specifically.”

      I nodded. It only took a moment before I remembered the photos I’d dropped in the Shadow Council’s camp when I first met Harken. Was it possible the Council had shown the wraiths my face and the wraiths remembered it?

      Harken leaned forward, eyeing me. “I can make more runestones. If that device we built was effective, we can distribute the other ones and hunt down any remaining wraiths.”

      I liked the idea but was uncertain. “We don’t know how many of those things the Shadow Council has summoned. Or how many more they intend to bring over. Even if we clear the castle of them, they can always send more. If they know my face and are hunting me, they’ll keep putting everyone in danger.”

      King Alfred’s eyes widened. “You’re not putting people in danger. It’s those blasted wraiths.”

      “Those are technicalities. If I’m here, I’m worried the wraiths will keep coming. If they do, they might hurt more people.”

      The king gritted his teeth, looking upset. “What do you suggest?”

      Honestly, I wasn’t sure. How were the wraiths tracking me? Did they have orders to find me here at the castle, or did they have a sixth sense that could alert them to where I was?

      I scratched my jaw, considering some of those different possibilities.

      Pyrdian leaned forward. “If I may, perhaps we could draw the wraiths away from the duke with a decoy of some sort?”

      Rand grinned. “I like the idea.”

      Alfred grinned too. “What do we do after we lure them away?”

      Harken raised a hand. “As I said before, I can make more runestones. We can lure the wraiths into a trap and kill them.”

      I rubbed my nape. “Those lasers we built are effective, but trapping them might be easier said than done.”

      I had a feeling they had a sixth sense. After all, they were made of mist or something like it. The mist curled into eyes when they took their Grim Reaper shapes, but could they see? I doubted it.

      Alfred pursed his lips. “What do you suggest, then?”

      An idea formed in my mind as I spoke. “I think I need to leave the castle. If the Shadow Council is sending the wraiths after me, the wraiths should follow when I leave. Hopefully. If I go with a small group, we can move fast and bring the lasers along in case we run into any wraiths.

      “The problem is the lasers probably won’t be enough. We’ll need something more to take out all the wraiths and to prevent them from being summoned by the Council. That’s where the sword comes in. If we can get to the sword before all of the wraiths catch up to us, I can use it to destroy them. As long as it works like the legend says.”

      Rand sat up straighter. “That’s a big if, Duke Smith.”

      The king smiled. “I like it.”

      Karl shook his head. “I don’t.”

      “Pyrdian?” the king asked.

      Pyrdian stroked his chin. “I’m inclined to believe the texts. The book we discovered seems reliable enough. Some dates listed for other events, like the founding of Kortall and the birth of the first prince, match what has been recorded in other texts. Still, it doesn’t give us more than a vague idea where to look—”

      The king clapped, cutting him off. “That is a good place to start. With Smith on the job, I’m sure his team can find the thing somehow. Smith, we’ll send you out to the Lake of Endrasea. You grab the sword and come straight back, taking out any wraiths along the way.”

      I smiled at the king. “The only thing is, we’ll need to ensure the wraiths follow me. If they arrive at the castle, our men won’t be able to handle them. I have an idea for that, though. Before I leave, let’s publicize my departure. The wraiths are most active at night, so that’s probably the best time. Harken can use some light magic, maybe, to send me off. That might draw the wraiths’ attention. I’m not totally sure how they’re tracking me yet, but we’ll be relying on the fact that they won’t want the sword found, and they’re already after me. With any luck, we can draw enough of them to take pressure off you from the Shadow Council’s forces.”

      Rand’s lips twitched up in a faint smile. “Then we only have to deal with the mages. That’s much more doable.”

      Harken nodded, expressionless. “The Council might delay their attack. They recognize Smith’s talents. He’s part of why they started summoning the wraiths. If they don’t have them around, they’ll likely bide their time until they figure out how to get the upper hand. Malakai is especially cautious and crafty when planning these invasions.”

      Rand chuckled. “Didn’t seem too cautious or crafty last time we fought. We sent him packing.”

      King Alfred turned to me. “Sure you can handle this, Smith? All the wraiths will be after you.”

      I chuckled. “We’ll travel fast.”

      Pyrdian spoke in a lighthearted tone. “You only have to reach the sword of light first. Once you’ve got it, those things won’t be able to touch you.”

      I nodded.

      Harken raised a hand. “I’ll go too. As I said before, I can get us around the patrols undetected.”

      The king grinned. “Excellent. And we’ll put together a small group to accompany you on the journey. Karl, if you want to take care of that?”

      Karl inclined his head. “Of course, Your Majesty. Lord Pyrdian, would you assist me?”

      Pyrdian glanced at me. “I have several people in mind already.”

      Harken stretched. She looked around the table and spoke quietly. “A problem is, if we publicize the departure, the Council and the wraiths will know exactly which direction Smith is going. We need a way to keep that secret.”

      I nodded at Harken. “Agreed.”

      She frowned.

      The king leaned forward. “I’ve got this one.” He grinned. “According to my men, the dwarves should arrive tomorrow. They’re coming through an underground passage—it’s faster. I have a feeling we might be able to use that somehow.”

      The king’s comment about the underground passage being faster intrigued me. There had to be technology at work there. The image of a subway ran through my head, but I quickly dismissed it. No way they had managed anything as elaborate as that. Still, I was curious.
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      We spent the rest of the day preparing for our trip. I returned to my bedchamber, ruffling through an assortment of clothes and supplies from my desk and tossing everything into the inventory bag. My workshop wasn’t far away. There, I grabbed the telescope, the lightning bomb Harken and I had built, and a few light boxes, which I’d dubbed sunlight lasers. I tossed the small lightning generator and the laser from my lab in last.

      I left most of the sunlight lasers behind with instructions on using them. If the wraiths attacked while we were gone, Alfred would need something to fend them off.

      At the end of the day, I moved through the rapidly darkening hallways to the small lounge. The king stood near the fireplace, poking at the fire with an iron. Karl and Pyrdian were with him.

      “Duke Smith, good to see you,” Alfred greeted.

      I stepped up beside Pyrdian, opposite the two of them. The king replaced the fire iron on the stone hearth. A torch on the wall beside the fireplace illuminated our surroundings, but shadows shrouded most of the room. It felt empty here now that it was only the four of us.

      “I sent scouts to go out and monitor the enemy’s position,” the king advised. “They’ll also track how many wraiths they have.”

      I nodded. “Sounds good, Your Majesty.”

      Karl eyed the king. “Your Majesty, Pyrdian and I have nearly worked out who we should send with the duke.”

      Pyrdian glanced at the king. “I recommended Sir Rolf. He’s one of the duchy’s strongest knights. Linda should go as well. Given her skill with the old language, I don’t think we can afford to leave her behind. There’s no telling if you’ll need to decipher any writing.”

      Karl coughed. “We’ll send Sir Kellin Hayes too, and another knight. I’m currently working that out.”

      The king waved dismissively. “Eh, don’t worry about the other knight, Karl. I have someone in mind.”

      Karl narrowed his eyes. “Oh? Who?”

      The king chuckled, then put a finger to his lips. “That’s a secret.”

      Karl looked unamused. “You better not be planning something dangerous.”

      The king grinned. He was planning something dangerous. “Would I do that?”

      Karl grunted. “I don’t know. You tell me.”

      The king wiped the grin off his face. “Anyway, Karl, I’ll have you assemble the men we discussed, plus Linda. Smith, I think Pyrdian should look into the dimensional barrier and see if we can figure out what’s been causing it to weaken. What do you think?”

      I glanced at Pyrdian. “Agreed. You can invite my class to help you out.”

      Pyrdian inclined his head. “Understood. I’ll begin right away.”

      The king chuckled. “Take your time. Get some food and sleep first. That goes for you too, Smith. You have a long journey ahead.”

      The king dismissed us, and we went to dinner in the feasting hall. The next morning, the sound of a horn on the ramparts woke me up, a sign that someone was approaching the castle. I slipped out of bed, dressed, and hadn’t taken two steps out the door when Pyrdian ran up.

      “Duke Smith! The dwarves have arrived. Come on. Hurry.”

      I hustled down the hall with him. It was still early, but the sun shone through several windows as we raced through the passageway, filling the cool corridors with early morning light.

      Pyrdian and I arrived outside the castle to see hundreds of dwarves. They marched under a flag with the image of a mole, which a flagbearer out front held. The large majority of the dwarves formed neat rows. They moved as one, advancing with axes on their hips, guns in hand, and light armor on their chests and limbs.

      I followed Pyrdian as he led me through a crowd of onlookers. Soldiers, scholars, and staff congregated outside the castle, all eyes on the approaching mass of dwarves, which I could only describe as an army.

      As Pyrdian and I stepped up to the king and Karl, the king watched them with wide-eyed surprise. The horn atop the ramparts blew once more. Some of the people in attendance cheered.

      “I expected a delegation,” Alfred called. “But this! We can certainly take on the Shadow Council now.”

      The crowd roared with applause. I smiled with the king. The applause gradually died down. For a few exciting minutes, we watched as the dwarves approached. All were on foot. Two marched in the front of the group, and as they drew closer, I recognized Laurel’s face.

      The other dwarves halted. She and the dwarf with her marched up the path to us. The wind rushed over us, rustling my clothes. I didn’t recognize the dwarf beside her, but he seemed important enough. He was big for a dwarf, standing a whole head taller than Laurel, with a chiseled frame, pristine armor, and a set of rifles strapped to his back. He removed a set of gloves from his hands. The crowd parted to let him and Laurel through. They stopped in front of Alfred and me.

      “King Alfred, it’s good to see you again.” Laurel smiled and greeted him with a firm handshake. Then she glanced to his left, where Rand stood. “Sir Rand, you’re looking all serious, like usual.”

      Rand grunted. “There some hidden meaning there?”

      Laurel laughed. “Eh, take it easy, Sir Pretty Hair.”

      The other dwarf stepped forward and shook the king’s hand.

      “General Igor Greyborne, at your service, King Alfred. It’s nice to see you again.”

      Alfred smiled at the big general. “You as well, Igor.”

      Igor shook my hand next. “Nice to finally meet you, Smith. I saw your bout with Tangrim atop the mountain fort. Truly impressive, my good man.”

      I chuckled. “Thank you. It’s good to meet you as well, Igor.”

      I hadn’t seen him at the battle, but I hadn’t had time to meet all the dwarves.

      Laurel smiled at the king. “Her Majesty sends her regards. She’s currently tending to a dispute with a neighboring dwarven clan. Otherwise I’m sure she would have loved to be here.”

      The king waved dismissively. “We are more than grateful for her aid.”

      Laurel shook her head, smiling. “I haven’t had the pleasure of attending the negotiations. That’s probably for the best. I’d end up chopping someone’s head off and starting a war.”

      The king laughed. “My father had a knight like that once. He died of old age. The powerful men always live longer, it seems.”

      Laurel shrugged. “Dwarves live the longest.”

      The king looked over Laurel’s shoulder at the dwarven army. Hundreds of dwarves stood stock still on the grassy cliffside. The dirt road leading down from the castle stretched through a smattering of brick and wooden buildings, through the dwarven army, and meandered through the flat plains of land that stretched into the distance.

      The king pressed his lips together. “I’m pleasantly surprised, Laurel. You and Igor brought such a large force.”

      Igor nodded, grinning. “The queen takes her alliances very seriously. As do we all, King Alfred.”

      Alfred stepped forward and patted Igor on the shoulder. “We feel the same. We’re in your debt for providing us with military aid once more. You can both tell the queen the next time you see her.”

      Laurel laughed. “She’ll be very glad to hear it.”

      I stepped forward. “Your people are welcome to camp wherever you like. There’s a feast planned for this afternoon. Then I’m heading out with a few others on a mission once it gets dark.”

      Alfred turned to Laurel. “Speaking of that mission, Laurel, we could use your help. Why don’t you and Igor come inside and we can continue this conversation more privately.”

      Laurel nodded. “Gladly, King Alfred.”

      Karl led the way with Alfred and Laurel behind him. Rand, myself, and Igor brought up the rear. We proceeded into a small receiving room I’d set up for these things. It was Tangrim’s old receiving room, but I’d had the entire place redone.

      New mahogany wooden beams crossed the ceiling. Assorted artwork hung on the walls, which I’d bought from the townsfolk with some of Tangrim’s old funds. A seat at the front of the room occupied a raised and carpeted platform. Several archways were scattered around the room, leading out into various corridors or in one case a small alcove.

      I offered the king the seat, and the rest of us stood around while he filled Laurel in on the plan. Light poured in from two giant windows. A banner with my crest covered the wall behind him.

      Laurel nodded, taking in the king’s explanation. “Ah, you need to get into Polnar, huh? Fashionable people. Good food. Popular vacation spot. Easy to get there, Her Majesty used to import all sorts of goodies from them.”

      I grinned, intrigued by the place already.

      Igor stepped forward. “Problem is, we had to close that tunnel when the Shadow Council took control of the country.”

      Laurel shrugged. “It’s easy enough to open the passageway again, though.”

      The king raised his eyebrows in curiosity. “How far is the entrance from here?”

      Igor stroked his beard. “I’d say about half a day’s ride. To the north of here. Well, there are a few different entrances, but that’s the closest one.”

      Laurel nodded. “We used the tunnel to get here from our capital in the mountains. It’ll lead north, back to there, or south, through the rest of the country and to the border of Polnar.”

      Igor frowned. “They’ll need someone to open the passageway, though. Only a dwarf can do it.”

      The king laughed. “Oh. Well, isn't that smart?”

      Laurel grinned. “I’ll go. I could go for some Polnar cuisine, to be honest. Mm. Bread and pasta.”

      The king turned to Karl. “Excellent. Karl, let’s get everyone assembled and ready to leave tonight.”

      Karl inclined his head. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      The king continued. “Sir Rand, I expect you’ll want to make battle plans with the dwarven soldiers for whenever the Shadow Council arrives. You can fill them in on the dimensional wraiths as well.”

      Igor raised his eyebrows. “Dimensional wraiths?”

      Rand gestured for Igor to join him, and they huddled up. I watched from the corner of my eye as the king gave more orders. Pyrdian went off to research in the library. Rand and Igor headed back outside to meet with the dwarves.

      The king smiled at Karl. “Oh, and Karl, I’ve decided you should go with Smith’s party to search for the sword.”

      Karl’s eyes widened. “Your Majesty. I don’t think—”

      The king waved him off. “I’ll be perfectly safe, Karl. I want you to go because it will be dangerous in Shadow Council territory, and Smith will need another knight used to working with him to guard his back.”

      Karl frowned. “Surely another one of your guards—”

      “They will guard me. You’re not going to change my mind. Get your bag packed and get ready, eh?”

      Karl grunted like he’d been punched in the gut. Then his face went impassive. He straightened his back. “As you command, Your Majesty.”

      The king dismissed us, and I went off to prep the last of my stuff for the journey ahead.
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      Once the sun set, I exited the castle alongside the king and Karl, carrying my inventory bag slung by a strap over my shoulder. Laurel, Rolf, and Sir Kellin were already waiting for us alongside a few horses. As the king and I had planned, crowds assembled on the cliffside in front of us, a mix of villagers from the city, soldiers, scholars, and dwarves. Hundreds were packed in a tiny space, like throngs at a big concert.

      Several individuals held torches and raised them high. The fire quivered and danced in the cool wind.

      Harken and Linda stepped out of the castle a few moments later. The king grinned, looking around at the group. “Excellent.”

      As I glanced at everyone, I realized that Mauvin was there too. He stood beside Sir Hayes, only about a head taller than Laurel. Arthur was next to him and gave me a thumbs-up.

      Karl clasped my shoulder. “Two unexpected additions. When I went to get Sir Hayes earlier in the evening, they insisted on accompanying him.”

      I chuckled, glad to have my engineer buddies along.

      Karl spoke in a low voice. “Also, Arthur is from Polnar. He might be useful once we get there.”

      That surprised me until I remembered Arthur saying something like that at the mountain fort. The king’s voice boomed, interrupting my thoughts. When I turned, he spoke from a makeshift wooden platform at the front of the castle, which stood on wheels to my left.

      “Soldiers. Dwarves. Friends. And scholars,” the king began. “As you are all no doubt aware, our kingdom is again under threat. The Shadow Council has already tried to conquer this place once, and now, they’re coming again. An army with superior strength. More golems. Deadlier mages. And a new enemy, which I’m sure many of you have seen. Well, certainly, if you were around the castle recently. We’ve taken to calling them the dimensional wraiths.”

      The king paused dramatically. The crowd looked on, nearly motionless, with all eyes on the platform. The air was still and quiet.

      The king continued. “Your duke, the wonderful man known as Charles Smith, has bravely agreed to lead a quest. There’s a sword of light somewhere out there, a weapon we believe will crush the wraiths. He seeks to find it and bring it home.”

      The crowd cheered. The king smiled.

      As the cheers died down, he continued. “The sword is a thing out of legends, my people! It’s a weapon mentioned in an ancient text from when our nation was one with Polnar and others under the flag of Sundera. Back in those days, as we fought to create the kingdom of Kortall, a group summoned these same shadow creatures, and a hero appeared with that sword to vanquish them. Duke Smith will get the sword of light for us, and we’ll conquer these wraiths like our ancestors did!”

      The crowd cheered. It was a roar as loud as any I’d ever heard, no doubt audible for miles in any direction. I glanced to my side as Harken raised a hand. She snapped her fingers, and flurries of light shot into the sky, exploding overhead like fireworks.

      I laughed, surprised and amused by the display. I wouldn’t have thought Harken would use her skills to astound a crowd like that.

      The king spoke louder as the cheering died down. “Now, Duke Smith and his party will leave, heading up the road to the north, where the sword awaits. Please, everyone, make way for our group. They’re going after the sword of light now!”

      The crowd parted at the king’s command. Together with the others, I mounted my horse. We got on the road rather quickly. Harken was behind me and let forth a few blasts of fireworks, which hit the sky with a sizzle, a crackle, and several huge booms. If the wraiths were anywhere nearby, I hoped they would detect those blasts.

      We rode through the opening in the crowd. The king was still shouting, talking about how everyone should wish us good luck on our journey to find the sword of light. The soldiers in front of me urged their horses to a faster pace, galloping down the road amid loud hoofbeats. I rode in the middle of the pack. It didn’t take long for the king’s voice to fade into the distance, and shortly after that, the sounds of the crowd died down.

      The path took us over several hillsides and along grassy fields. The stars and the moon were the clearest I’d ever seen them. Cool air rushed over my face as we rode. I was thankful that I had taken a nap earlier. I yawned a few times on the road but stayed awake.

      Laurel was in the lead by the time our horses slowed. The sun was rising. We stopped by a stone structure carved into the hillside. Two dwarves stood outside a doorway, wielding rifles with axes on their hips. They raised their guns at first, wary, but both relaxed when they noticed Laurel.

      One of them, a beefier guy with a braided beard and a crooked smile, saluted Laurel.

      “Captain! Nice to see you.”

      Laurel grinned and dismounted. “Egor. Everything’s a bit too quiet ’round here. Where’s the trouble?”

      Egor laughed, then scratched his neck. “Uh. No trouble today, Captain.”

      The rest of us dismounted. Karl stepped up beside me. “I’m worried about His Majesty already,” he murmured as Laurel strode past the two dwarves, headed toward a lever in the stone doorframe.

      “He’ll be fine.” I tried to manage a soothing voice for the big fellow. “You take your job seriously, don’t you?”

      Laurel pulled a lever, and a portcullis near the doorframe rose.

      Karl stared at me with a serious expression. “His Majesty’s father saved my life once. I owe that family a great debt. I serve them now, but it will never be enough to repay them.”

      That surprised me. I glanced at the big man. “Well, I’m sure he’s thankful to have you take such good care of him.”

      Karl nodded. “He is too reckless sometimes, though.”

      Laurel motioned for us to join her. “All right, we’re heading down. Now you keep Egor in line, all right, Fodrim?”

      Fodrim, the other dwarf, was slightly shorter than Egor, less bulky, and had a more clean-shaven look and appearance. He laughed.

      Karl and I led the others toward Laurel, and we continued inside. I glanced at the big bodyguard, pursing my lips. “You ever think about other things? Like, not the king.”

      Karl narrowed his eyes. “Yes. Food.”

      I laughed.

      We passed into a large room with a tunnel at the end. Laurel had us put the horses inside my inventory bag. The tunnel sloped down, gradually heading deeper underground. A series of torches illuminated the walls. I narrowed my eyes, checking them out. These were different. They were a closed design, burning inside a glass container. Smoke rose from a few holes in the tops.

      Laurel pointed at one while eyeing me. “Halgrim’s design.”

      I smiled. It was good to hear that old dwarf’s name again.

      Karl put a hand on my shoulder, urging me forward. We followed Laurel deeper into the dark recesses of the dwarven underground.
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      The tunnels grew colder as we trod farther along. Clumps of dirt and small pebbles crunched underfoot. It didn’t take long for us to reach the end of Halgrim’s torches. Or lanterns. Whatever they were. Darkness blanketed the path ahead.

      Laurel stopped. The tunnel was narrow enough to force the rest of us to stop in single file behind her. I squinted, barely able to distinguish her shape in the dark. She dug inside a bag that shimmered silver in the low light, no doubt an inventory bag. She pulled out three items, each the size of a football, and handed two of them down the line to Karl and me. As I took one of them, I realized it was a lantern. The body was glass, but the base and handle were steel.

      A moment later, I heard a loud click. Laurel’s lantern flashed on, illuminating her surroundings with a vibrant white glow. The inside of the lantern was the brightest. An unidentified liquid glowed white at the bottom.

      Laurel raised her lantern, shining it on the path ahead. “Switch is at the bottom. Turns it on,” she remarked over her shoulder to Karl and me. Then she continued.

      I hit the switch before following her. My lantern lit up. I got a closer look at the liquid inside. With the way it was glowing, it wasn’t oil. It was so bright and hard to look at that I had to avert my eyes several times.

      I rubbed my chin as my curiosity stirred. “How does this thing work?”

      Laurel clicked her tongue but kept her gaze on the path ahead. “Liquid mana. Sort of like a runestone, but it doesn’t require as much skill to create. Halgrim designed these lamps to burn it.”

      Harken spoke up behind me rather suddenly. “Impressive. I didn’t realize the stuff could be used for anything besides replenishing one’s magic.”

      Laurel nodded.

      The path grew narrower as we continued. The ground leveled out. I casually brushed my hand along the rocky walls, rubbing dirt and dust away. My lantern illuminated the rocky underground, revealing how much work the dwarves had done to perfect this tunnel.

      Wooden beams braced the dirt on all sides. The farther we traveled, the more the ground flattened out. At first, we’d run into large portions of uneven terrain with jagged rocks, clumps of dirt, and stalactites. All of those things disappeared like someone had cleared them all away. The ground was flat like the dirt had been pounded smooth over time.

      The tunnel eventually narrowed more, and we came to a big wooden doorway on our right. Laurel shone her lantern through the opening, illuminating a larger tunnel on the other side. Two sets of metal rails ran along the length of this larger tunnel, going off into the distance in both directions.

      She grinned. “This, my friends, is what we call the good ol’ Dwarf Expressway.”

      At first, I wasn’t sure what she was talking about. Expressway made me think of a freeway, and this wasn’t that. As we passed through the doorway, I noticed a line of a hundred or more wooden and metal carts to my left. I lifted my lantern. The carts were on top of the metal rails—like mining carts.

      Meanwhile, the metal rails stretched in either direction as far as I could see, disappearing into the tunnel's darkness. Shining my light around some more, I noticed arrows painted onto the walls in a brownish-red color. It was easy to see that they were directing traffic. One set of rails ran north, the other south.

      Laurel motioned for us to follow her toward the carts. Each looked wide and long enough to fit maybe eight to ten people. All were empty, rectangular in shape, and similar in design to a mining cart back on Earth, sized for passengers.

      Linda came up alongside me, marveling at the carts with partially open lips. “Have you ever seen anything like these, Professor?”

      I bit my lip, then nodded. While Laurel messed around with one of the carts, I told Linda about how we had similar carts and rails in my world. We also had trains. Before I could mention those, a loud clunk came from Laurel’s direction. One cart rumbled away from the rest, pushed by her.

      Laurel motioned at the cart. “Get in! This’ll take us to the border.”

      Arthur and Mauvin quizzically looked at the cart, studying its features and how it worked. Sir Hayes was the first to climb in, followed by Rolf, then myself and Linda, and finally Karl and Harken.

      Laurel tapped Arthur on the shoulder. “Hey, we’re heading out. That goes for you too, little man.”

      Arthur laughed. “Wouldn’t miss this for anything!”

      We sat in rows of two each. Linda was next to me. Harken was in front of her. Karl was to Harken’s right. Arthur and Mauvin were behind us.

      Laurel climbed into the cart at the front. Her feet slid through a hole in the bottom of the cart. She made us aware that there were several more holes in the bottom. Each had a set of pedals underneath them, much like bike pedals. Karl, Arthur, and I took up pedaling along with Laurel. We soon got the cart moving.

      It sped along rather quickly. The air rushed over my face as we whipped through the tunnel. Eventually, the four of us eased up on pedaling. I leaned over, glancing at the wheels on the track as we raced along. Whoever built this had taken great care to ensure there was little friction. The rail car barely slowed as time went on. We only had to pedal lightly to keep an excellent pace.

      As we traveled, I thought about my stats and realized I hadn’t pulled them up recently. With a thought, I summoned the inner scroll. It popped up in front of me. Although we were moving quickly, it was easy to make out.

      Charles Smith, Human Engineer Level Fourteen

      Strength 15, Dexterity 16, Constitution 12, Intelligence 15, Wisdom 13, Charisma 15

      Five free stat points to spend.

      Health 60, Stamina 54, Mana 28

      Skills: Swordsmanship 12, Engineering 13, Knowledge 13, Diplomacy 2, Tactics 5, Metalcrafting 10, Woodcrafting 7, Electronics 10, Bluffing 1, Leadership 1

      Available skill slots: 1

      Powers and Spells: Invent

      I scratched my chin. Metalcrafting was up by one point. Must have been the result of me working on all those inventions, either solo or with Harken. I also had a new skill called Leadership. I focused my mind on that skill, bringing up some additional information.

      Leadership represents your ability to influence and guide other people and creatures.

      I dismissed the inner scroll, still unsure of what those skills were doing for me. I wondered if I should ask someone.

      I glanced at Linda next to me. Her hair flew backward from the wind. I pedaled a bit more. She gripped the side of the cart tightly, eyes growing wide, lips zipped shut like she was startled or even scared.

      I knitted my brows, feeling worried. “Hey, Linda, is everything all right?”

      Linda nodded. After a moment, she shrugged. “This isn’t my place. I’ve never been this far from home before.”

      I nodded in understanding. I remembered events from the first time I’d killed someone when we ran into the patrol with the mage and several golems. I felt out of place then too.

      Linda eyed me. “You ride in these all the time?”

      I chuckled. “Not exactly. We have some similar things.” I thought of the subway systems in various cities. “Most of our travel is done above ground, though.”

      Linda gritted her teeth, then suddenly put a hand on her stomach, looking like she was in pain. “Do you go this fast?”

      I leaned toward her. “Um, yes.” I didn’t think it was a smart idea to tell her we went faster. “You all right?”

      Linda nodded meekly. “I’ll be fine.”

      I frowned. “If it gets too bad, we can tell Laurel to stop.”

      Linda shook her head. “No. I’m fine. Don’t worry about it.”

      “You sure?”

      She had that carsick look.

      Linda stared at me. “Yes.” She took her hand away from her stomach.

      We rode without saying anything to each other for another few minutes. Most of the others casually chatted in low voices. Karl talked to Harken and Laurel about the king and his various worries. Arthur told Mauvin about his homeland and a delicious dish that sounded like macaroni and cheese. Rolf and Sir Hayes were silent, merely watching and listening.

      Linda put a hand to her stomach again. “I’m more of a library girl,” she told me. I pedaled some more. “I don’t even usually do carriage rides.”

      I frowned. “Having second thoughts about this trip?”

      She laughed quietly. “No. I’ve gotta get out and see the world sometime.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Is that why you came?”

      Linda nodded adamantly. “It’s the reason I joined your class.” She suddenly looked a lot better, even excited. She leaned closer.

      “I heard about everything you did to help defeat the Shadow Council. A catapult unlike anything anyone’s ever seen. Devices to render the golems useless. Different traps. You even figured out how to dispel mage lightning.

      “When they said you were coming to be our duke, I was beyond excited. Then you started a class, and I knew I had to join. I mean, learning is fun and all, but I want to put my knowledge to use.”

      I grinned. “Well, I bet your knowledge of the old language will prove useful.”

      Linda smiled and shyly looked over the edge of the speeding cart. “I hope so.” She sounded thoughtful. “I think one of the big reasons I haven’t done anything like this is because I’ve been so scared.

      “You inspired me, Duke Smith. Both when I heard about your exploits and through all of your lectures. I want to be courageous like you. Even if I’m in a little pain and feel overwhelmed and scared, I’ll push through it.” She smiled.

      I scratched my head, sheepish at the importance she put on me. “Well, thank you for saying that.” I leaned back with a sigh. “Don’t push yourself too hard. Take care of your health.”

      We traveled longer. Eventually, Laurel told us to stop pedaling—she was stopping the cart. She pulled on a couple of levers, and the cart emitted a few loud scraping noises before it finally slowed and halted.

      As Laurel disembarked, I noticed something resembling a pocket watch in her hand. The rest of us got down too.

      She tucked the pocket watch away. “It’s about midnight outside. This is as good a place as any to rest.”

      She pulled a lever that activated a switch in the rails, then Karl and Arthur pushed the cart off the main track and onto a “parking lot” track beside it. Then we followed her through a wood-framed doorway into a small room off the main tunnel. Karl took out a few of our rations and distributed them to everyone. Laurel removed several sleeping bags from her bag.

      Everyone chatted while they ate. Harken sat isolated from the rest of us. I kept an eye on her, wondering if she might come over. Maybe I should say something?

      Karl was watchful too, but with a healthy amount of distrust showing. “We’re going to have to keep watch,” he murmured. “But we can’t let her keep watch alone.”

      Kellin and Rolf mumbled their agreement. Laurel pointed her thumb at me. “My vote’s for that guy.”

      Karl grunted. “Who said anything about voting?”

      Laurel glared at the big bodyguard. “It’s the option that makes the most sense, big guy.” She grinned. “Smith’s pretty smart. He can take on mages. He’s proven it before. You or I try guarding her, and we’re likely to get roasted by a lightning bolt. I say that as someone who normally isn’t scared of a thing.”

      Karl rolled his eyes, but he didn’t argue with Laurel.

      “I don’t mind keeping watch with her,” I interjected.

      The others eventually went off to sleep. Harken and I settled down at the cavern’s entrance. She put her hands together, folding and unfolding her fingers. It almost looked like she was doing some type of meditation with her eyes open.

      My tired mind eventually went to the dimensional wraiths. I worried about them showing up, then I worried about other things too.

      Silence filled the air. By now, we’d set out our lanterns, so we had light nearby, but I couldn’t see anything past them. The darkness beyond their illumination felt absolute.

      I eyed Harken. “Once we get to the sword of light, we’ll still need to close up the dimensional barrier.”

      It was hard to see clearly, but it looked like Harken was rolling her eyes. She spoke in an annoyed tone. “We should stay focused on guard duty.”

      Discomfort twinged in my chest. I thought about her raven again. Should I say something? I’d already talked to her about it. What else was there to say?

      As the silence stretched on, Harken sighed. “Fine. If you really want to know, I have some ideas about the barrier.”

      I perked up.

      Harken continued in a low voice. “As I mentioned before, there’s a spell that allows us to see into the other worlds. I can use it, no problem. There might be a way to modify it so instead of looking into the other worlds, it looks at the barrier.”

      I traced through the dirt. Her idea was good. I cracked my jaw, staring down the dark tunnel ahead of us. It was mostly quiet, but far in the distance, something like a faint scratching noise was audible.

      I whispered, “How long would it take to modify it?”

      She pursed her lips. “I don’t know.” She rolled her eyes. “Magic isn’t like whatever it is you do. Inventing a new spell or reworking an old one is a lot about trial and error.”

      I chuckled. “Oh, there’s plenty of trial and error in my work, too.”

      Harken shot me a cold look. “Point is, I need some time and space.”

      I frowned. Was she still talking about the spell? “Okay, I think I understand,” I replied in a low voice. “Still, I’m excited to see what you come up with. If we can get a closer look at the barrier and figure out what happened, maybe we can fix it.”

      Before Harken could respond, loud rustling sounded from the cavern ahead of us. I looked over, redirecting my gaze to the tunnel we were guarding. Something in the shadows was moving. The rustling grew louder.

      Harken snapped her fingers, and a ball of light brightened the area. A horde of goblins was suddenly visible. They shielded their eyes as if momentarily disoriented and blinded. My eyes widened. I didn’t count them. They filled the tunnel like a swarm of cockroaches to water.

      “Attackers!” I shouted toward where the rest of our party slept. It sounded like there might be some movement there, but the way the tunnel curved made it difficult to know if they’d heard me well enough to rise. I stood. “We have to wake the others.”

      The goblins were already moving again, scrambling over themselves and the rocky terrain. Their weapons—clubs, swords, knives—clattered against their surroundings, scratching dirt and rock away from the walls in a haphazard fashion.

      Harken growled. “No time. They’re coming too fast.”

      She stood, taking a defensive position. Shaking with nerves, I pulled my sword out of my inventory bag and did the same.
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      The goblins were on us in seconds. The little creatures hooted and howled as they charged at us like a swarm of overgrown rats. Harken’s lightning crackled next to me, then flashed with a bright burst of light, nailing several of the buggers square in the chest.

      One charged at me, cackling. I parried his blow and launched a quick counterattack, skewering him between the ribs.

      Hit! Enemy goblin took twelve damage. You defeated the enemy goblin. You gained thirteen experience points.

      As the goblin crumpled, two more replaced it. I parried their blows, making quick work of them too, but they pushed me back. My inner scroll flashed in front of me. More experience. Two more enemies down.

      The goblins piled up, but more scrambled over their fallen comrades. A few climbed the tunnel’s walls. I glanced up, stumbling backward. There was a line of them on the ceiling. They clawed their way forward, trying to get into position above me.

      Harken backed up beside me. Lightning crackled in her hands. The goblins hooted and hollered all around us.

      Her voice trembled with exhaustion. “I don’t have enough mana for this.”

      As we continued backing up, we quickly ran into the others. The sound from the goblins must have woken them. Karl’s voice was rough. “Rolf, Kellin, to the front with me. Anyone else who can fight, get behind us, and take down any goblins that make it through our line.”

      Laurel laughed. “Fat chance. What makes you think I’m gonna let you guys have all the fun?”

      Karl and the others joined our line just in time. The goblins dropped from the ceiling, screaming as they swung their weapons down on us.

      Karl and Rolf slashed at the creatures. Their swords smashed into the small goblins, parrying the creatures’ blows and knocking them to the cavern floor with resounding thuds. Kellin was an agile fighter. He danced around the goblins’ blows, then skewered them one by one with the pointy end of his staff.

      Harken and I held our ground. The huge goblin horde was much more manageable with the help of our allies, but there still appeared to be no end to these creatures. Dozens clambered along the walls, the ceiling, and the floor, surrounding us in such a thick mass of bumpy green flesh that I couldn’t see the tunnel walls in certain places.

      My inner scroll flashed with damage readouts as I struggled to keep up with the goblins' rapid movements. They were coming at me from every angle. Individually they were easy enough to contend with. No single goblin took more than one or two strikes to defeat. The chaos of this enemy horde turned this into a whole other kind of overwhelming.

      Our group gradually took positions around a little ring of lanterns, which I noticed Arthur and Linda had turned on. The lanterns provided plenty of illumination, but the light didn’t bother the goblins. They screeched and hollered at us, banging their weapons against the rock. They scrambled around the light, climbing through the shadowy portions of the cave as far as they could go.

      I parried another goblin’s blow, then glimpsed a goblin at my side. I hadn’t known it was there. His sword flashed, headed for me. I stepped out of the way, narrowly avoiding its edge.

      I was beyond overwhelmed at this point. I fought off those two goblins, but another dropped at me from the ceiling, screaming as he swung at me with a massive bludgeon. I sidestepped, narrowly avoiding the blow.

      Laurel worked her way into the space to my left, engaging another two goblins as they dropped from the ceiling. Grunts and the sounds of blades ripping through flesh mixed with the screams and cackling of the goblins all around me. Thuds reverberated off the walls. Karl’s voice echoed in the dim light, shouting commands. I hastily parried a goblin’s strike, then went for the kill. My inner scroll gave a damage readout, but I barely paid attention. I was already looking for the next closest goblin to me. If any of them slipped behind me, I’d get my back slashed open.

      Laurel cursed while pulling her ax free from a goblin. It fell face-first into the dirt. “Devilish things. Where in the seven hells did they come from?”

      Lightning crackled from the other end of the tunnel. “I need more mana!” Harken cried. “Get me one of those lanterns!”

      Karl growled. “Don’t let up.” He stomped forward. “The enemy’s weakening.”

      Laurel shouted, “Eat ax, assholes!”

      I parried another goblin’s strike, then stabbed him above the abdomen. He choked as his eyes widened. I slid my sword out, letting him drop.

      Critical hit! Enemy goblin took seventeen damage. You defeated the enemy goblin. You gained thirteen experience points.

      I gathered my breath, taking a tenth of a second to assess the situation. Karl was right. The goblins were thinning. A few were backing away.

      “Catch!” Linda shouted.

      Harken snatched one of the lanterns out of the air. She smashed it against a goblin’s head. The glass shattered. “Take that, you little green pest.”

      The goblin looked up at her with anger in its eyes. She zapped it with a weak burst of lightning.

      Harken gritted her teeth. “I’ll get your buddies with the stronger stuff after I replenish my stupid mana.”

      Several more goblins were looking at her, their posture wary. She tilted her head back, then poured the liquid mana from the lantern down her throat.

      The goblins screeched, coming at her. She cracked her knuckles. Lightning sizzled. She zapped them all with a reinvigorated burst of electricity.

      I parried a few more goblin attacks. They were growing more cautious now, and several backed up out of the range of my sword. I followed Karl’s lead, advancing after them. The goblins screamed at us, a wild cacophony of meaningless noise.

      Then Linda screamed, which momentarily distracted me. The goblins were far enough away from me now. I glanced over my shoulder. Two of them had her pinned to a wall with bludgeons raised, ready to strike.

      There was a blur, and Mauvin slashed each of their necks with two quick strikes. The goblins fell.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. Then something slammed into me. Hard.

      I twisted my head. A goblin was on top of me. Two more scrambled across the rocky floor behind it. They cackled. One smashed its bludgeon into my sword arm. The intense pain almost made me drop my weapon.

      Enemy hit! You took six damage.

      I tried to punch them with my other hand, but they shook off the blow. They landed more hits. Dry, calloused hands tousled my clothes. My inner scroll flashed with an image of a health bar, which gradually ran down.

      Enemy hit! You took five damage.

      Enemy hit! You took seven damage.

      Enemy hit! You took nine damage.

      I closed my eyes and tucked myself into a ball, trying to protect my head as best I could. I felt sure I was a goner. Then I heard the sound of a heavy weapon thudding into the goblin bodies on top of me. A mess of rough, cold flesh, slick with blood, collapsed onto my body. I opened my eyes, sliding out from under the masses of two goblins. A third stomped on my face.

      Enemy hit! You took two damage.

      I shook my head. Laurel chased the goblin with her ax, but it dodged her blow, leaped onto a wall, and scrambled toward the ceiling.

      The goblin chattered angrily. It made a rude gesture, slamming a fist into the crook of its elbow. Then it raced off down the tunnel, passing through the wood-framed doorway that led to the tunnel with the mining carts.

      I glimpsed a silvery cloth hanging from its belt. The cloth shimmered in the low light, fluttering as the goblin dropped to the ground and raced into the dark.

      With a jolt of surprise, I realized what the silvery cloth was. My hand went to my side. My inventory bag was gone.

      Laurel fastened her ax to her belt, then offered me a hand. I took it and pulled myself off the ground. My whole body was sore.

      Laurel snorted. “You all right, Smith?”

      I nodded, feeling worried. I could still walk. The goblins hadn’t given me anything besides bruises.

      Laurel and I huddled with the rest of the group. Arthur looked worried. “They got some of our food and water,” he reported.

      Karl grunted, eyeing the bags next to Arthur. “Only one bag, from the look of things. We can manage without it. Just ration a bit more carefully.”

      I frowned. “They got my inventory bag too.”

      Laurel’s eyes widened in surprise and worry.

      Karl peered at me. “Can we go on without it?”

      I didn’t feel good about that idea. “All my inventions were in it. The laser. The power supply. The sunlight lasers. Without those, most of us are useless against the dimensional wraiths.”

      Karl’s gaze went to Harken. He chewed the inside of his cheek, looking thoughtful. “Everyone except the lady mage.”

      I sighed. “That’s right. She’d be our only defense against them.”

      Karl’s gaze darkened. “We still don’t know if we can trust her.”

      Harken snorted. “You can trust me. You’d be dead by now if I were a threat, idiot.”

      Karl stared at Harken. Hard. “So you say. But only a fool trusts a traitor not to turn sides again.”

      Harken rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Those wraiths are strong. It would probably be better if I’m not your only defense against them, anyway.”

      Karl grunted. “On that we can agree.”

      He glanced at me. I nodded. “We’ll have to go after them.”

      Laurel chuckled. “Sounds like fun!”
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      The strongest of us, which included Rolf, Karl, Kellin, Laurel, Arthur, and I, lifted the cart and placed it on the opposite track. I’d seen the goblins rush down the tunnel the way we’d come, so we’d need to backtrack to catch up to them.

      Laurel locked the cart into place on the new track, and we climbed in. A few of us started peddling. The cart moved forward. It was slow at first, but our speed gradually increased.

      The tunnel was silent. Cool air rushed over my face. Linda and Arthur held the two remaining lanterns, which granted us an aura of light. We sped forward. I pedaled for a while, then stopped, resting my arms on a metal handrail as my feet relaxed on the pedals.

      It only took a minute or two to come within earshot of the goblins. Their sharp fingers scrabbled on rock, followed by hoots and hollers in the darkness. Laurel flipped a lever, dropping one of the brakes. We slowed.

      She glanced back at us, gritting her teeth. Her hair fluttered in the wind. “Get ready, we’re almost on ’em. Gods below, I don’t understand how they got in this tunnel, though.”

      Linda raised one of the lanterns. As we sped forward, the sounds of the goblins skittering across rock and dirt grew louder. They eventually came into view, and when the light from the lanterns hit them, the goblins screeched.

      Laurel flipped the rest of the brake levers. The cart ground to a halt. Karl hopped out of it, landing with a resounding thud. He unsheathed his sword. “Get them!”

      Karl rushed at the goblins. The rest of us followed. Laurel and Rolf shouted with excitement. The goblins screeched, racing down the tunnel on all fours as fast as they could. We rapidly closed the distance. A few creatures recognized this because they spun, snarled, and engaged us.

      Karl led the assault. He smashed into a goblin with the full force of his body, cutting it in two below the neck. I attacked one with a feint, then skewered it between the ribs.

      Hit! Enemy goblin took eight damage. Enemy goblin was defeated. You gained ten experience points.

      Harken’s hands crackled with lightning, and she zapped two of them. Laurel whacked one with her ax.

      The other goblins had put some distance between us and them. By the time we’d worked through the few that had stayed to fight, I could barely make out two or three in the shadowy part of the tunnel ahead. Karl motioned us forward, and we charged. As we closed on the goblins, I noticed there were fewer of them than before. A lot fewer.

      Then I saw the goblins were scrambling toward a breach in the tunnel wall. A narrower, cruder tunnel wound down. The goblins chattered like a raucous bunch of schoolchildren as they piled into the smaller passage. The last of them looked back at us, put his thumb to his nose with his fingers out in front, then stuck out his tongue and wiggled his fingers. “Nah!”

      Laurel cursed. “Rotten pests. They broke into our tunnel!”

      The last of the goblins disappeared into the smaller tunnel. I stepped forward, then tightened my grip on my sword—the lone weapon that hadn’t been in my inventory bag when they’d stolen it. “No choice but to chase them.”

      Karl stomped after me. “Agreed. Let’s hurry before they gain too much ground.”

      We hustled down the dark tunnel, navigating the narrow sliver of rocky ground between the two rail tracks. The lanterns shone on the path ahead. Kellin cautioned as we neared the goblin hole, “Some of us should stay behind.”

      I saw his reasoning. “In case they circle back.”

      Kellin nodded. “Yes.”

      Karl looked over the group. “Kellin, Mauvin, Arthur, Linda. You four stay up here. Holler if you see them return.”

      Kellin inclined his head. “Done.”

      Laurel was the first to enter the goblin tunnel. It was incredibly narrow, and it had a low ceiling. She braced herself with her hands to the walls, then skidded into the darkness below. I followed, having a harder time of it. I wasn’t as short as her, so I had to crouch with my butt on the ground, feet facing forward. I pulled myself along with my sword in my lap like I was sledding down a hill in the wintertime.

      The others scooted down the passageway after me. Karl cursed loudly. Rolf kept saying, “Ow!” Harken was quiet as a spider. Laurel had one of the lanterns, which provided enough light to see by. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing because seeing how tight these tunnels were made me more nervous. Dust and dirt crumbled off the ground, walls, and ceiling with every movement. The tunnel seemed to strain with the force of my hands as I pushed myself along as if threatening to cave in around me.

      Luckily, I soon entered a larger room with stone walls. I bent my knees, put my feet down, and pushed myself up to stand.

      Laurel was in front of me. Her gaze was on a tunnel ahead of us, where a group of goblins fled. The rest of our side party exited the tunnel behind me. We were in a large chamber, maybe as big as an average-sized living room, with a ceiling several feet above my head and five or six tunnels that spider-webbed off of it. The room was roughly the shape of an ellipsoid. A couple of crude wooden benches were scattered around like this was a meeting room.

      I fished a piece of chalk out of my pocket and marked the wall by the tunnel we’d come through. Otherwise, I had no doubt we would have difficulty finding our way back.

      Laurel hurried toward the tunnel with the goblins. One tossed a club at her. It hit her in the nose.

      Laurel gritted her teeth in anger. She hefted her ax and pushed forward. “You’re dead!”

      I hurried after her with the others behind me. This tunnel sloped up. I clambered along on all fours. The ground leveled off after a bit. Then it sloped down. I braced myself against the sides of the passageway as I descended headfirst. It was a struggle to keep rocks, dirt, and dust from getting in my face.

      Goblins screeched ahead of me. Laurel cursed. Her ax rang as it made contact with their weapons and thunked as it bit into enemy flesh.

      Behind me, Karl exhaled loudly. “Damn tunnels. Way too small.”

      The passageway leveled off again. I got on my hands and knees. Laurel was ahead of me, standing at the end of the tunnel in another large chamber. The bodies of two goblins lay on the ground. I crawled around them, kicking them to the side as I moved past.

      The chamber on the other side of the tunnel was nearly identical to the last one. The only difference was that a pack of goblins occupied the room, babbling at each other. They froze as we rushed in.

      Laurel tightened the grip on her ax. I stood. The goblins all looked at us. Their eyes widened.

      “Let’s get them, Smith,” Laurel snarled.

      She raced after the goblins. I raised my sword, then followed. They jumped out of their seats, eyes bulging out of their heads with fear and panic. They were a scrambled mess. Screeching, zigzagging across the rocky chamber, thudding against rocky obstacles as they entered a nearby tunnel.

      Laurel and I reached the center of the room, where they’d been. We watched several of them pile into the tunnel. One looked back at me. My inventory bag was strapped to its chest with several buckles, like a shirt.

      The goblin ducked into the tunnel. I raced after it.

      Karl’s voice rumbled from across the room. “Smith! Stop!”

      I froze. The big guy marched toward the passage entrance, looking concerned. “Something is fishy here.”

      Laurel snorted. “Can’t be fishy if there’s no water.”

      Karl side-eyed her. “What?”

      Laurel smiled. “It’s a joke.”

      Karl shook his head. “I don’t know how you got along with General Rand.”

      Laurel smirked. She was enjoying the conversation. “Oh. I didn’t. We fought all the time.”

      Karl grunted. He stepped up beside me. Rolf and Harken were near Laurel. Karl pointed at the ground. “Notice how it’s undisturbed right here, in front of the tunnel?”

      I narrowed my eyes, trying to focus on the spot. The ground seemed level there. Unlike the rest of the room, scattered dust and debris didn’t fill it.

      Karl pointed at different parts of the room as he spoke. “The goblins clambered around the side, then down into the tunnel. They didn’t take a direct path out of here. See how the ground is disturbed all around this area? There are footprints if you look hard enough. They all avoid this small area in front of the tunnel.”

      My mouth opened in surprise. Now that I thought back on how they had fled, I realized Karl was right. I hadn’t noticed it because the goblins constantly moved in random directions. When we had first encountered them, they’d come at us from all sides, overwhelming us. They hadn’t hesitated to clamber along the walls or the roof.

      I frowned. It seemed like they were moving around their caverns in the same chaotic fashion. “Why not take the shortest route?”

      Karl reached down and picked up a bench. “We’re about to find out. Remember, this is their domain. We need to proceed with caution.”

      Karl tossed the bench toward the undisturbed portion of earth. It landed where he’d aimed, striking the smooth space end-on. It didn’t stop when it hit. Instead, the ground swiftly crumbled apart as the bench struck it and kept falling—into a giant pit!

      I jumped, not expecting that! After a moment, I stepped up to the pit's edge alongside Karl. I couldn’t see the bottom. If we’d fallen in that, getting out might have been impossible.

      Karl motioned for me to follow him around the edge. I did so, stepping slowly and carefully.
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      We made our way around the trap and entered the tunnel the goblin with my inventory bag had gone through. The path started fairly level but gradually sloped up as we traveled. Laurel was behind Karl and I. The light from her lantern illuminated the ground some, but she was too far behind me for it to light much of the path ahead.

      I crawled on my hands and knees, bracing myself against the sides of the tunnel as I followed the passage. The faint sound of goblins chattering came from somewhere ahead of us. There was a clamoring sound too, no doubt the sound of their limbs kicking around the rocky passageways.

      We pushed cautiously ahead, watching for more traps, and soon reached another large chamber. As I scrambled to my feet, a quick thwick sounded before something sharp impaled itself in my neck.

      Enemy hit! You took three damage. Warning: status condition afflicted.

      I immediately looked around and located a lone goblin who stood on top of a boulder with a blowgun to his mouth. The goblin blew again. Thwick.

      I stepped to my left, and the dart sailed harmlessly past. I pulled the one in my neck out.

      I raised my sword, but the room spun as I started after the goblin. I could barely manage a straight line toward the guy. Several more thwicks sounded. I stumbled around, and somehow all the blowdarts missed me.

      The others neared the tunnel’s mouth, scrabbling over dirt and stone.

      “Careful!” I called and took cover behind a large rock. “There’s a goblin with a blowgun here.”

      The goblin cackled. Thwick. Thwick. Thwick.

      Laurel growled. “Them and their blowguns. I’ll show ’em a real gun.”

      I glanced back at the tunnel in time to see Laurel’s rifle barrel poking out. She pulled the trigger, and the rifle roared, kicking back and releasing a cloud of smoke.

      The goblin with the blowgun fell off the boulder. The bullet had impaled him in the middle of the forehead. The ground crumbled away as he hit, revealing yet another pit trap.

      I was still dizzy. I stumbled forward, struggling to travel in a straight line. Karl joined me. He tapped the ground with his sword in several spots, revealing more pit traps. They surrounded the boulder the goblin had stood on. If we had tried to approach, we would’ve fallen in.

      We skirted the traps. Then arrows whooshed from above. Karl pulled me toward a wall, and the arrows rained past us. Glancing up, I spotted four tunnels near the ceiling. Two goblins stood in the mouth of each tunnel with bows and arrows trained on us.

      The goblins chattered angrily, punching the air with their fists. They fired off another volley.

      Lightning crackled across the room. Harken. The bolts zapped the arrows, burning them in the air before they reached their targets.

      The goblins stepped backward with wide eyes, looking startled. Harken’s lightning flashed again, aimed at two sets of goblins in the tunnels above.

      They backed away from the mouths of the tunnels, disappearing into the darkness. The lightning died in the dirt and rock. Angry chattering came from the darkness.

      Anger surged within me. I was still dizzy and disoriented due to that damned goblin with the blowgun.

      Harken shot lightning bolts at the other goblins above, but they backed away, dodging the attacks as easily as their comrades. More angry chattering erupted.

      Then a clamor sounded behind us. I turned. The room spun. I saw double.

      A crowd of goblins rushed into the room. Coming out of two tunnels? One? Everything was blurry, and it was hard to tell.

      The goblins each held metal pots and pans. They threw them at us. One nailed Laurel in the face. Harken blasted another with lightning before it could do the same to her. Karl batted one back with his sword. I tried to catch one aimed at my head, but I missed badly due to my dizziness, and the pan flattened my nose. Ow.

      Then a goblin tossed a small, spherical object at us. It released purple smoke as it hit the ground, filling the room quickly.

      I coughed. Karl covered his mouth. Laurel shouted, “Go! We have to get out of here.”

      The goblins hooted and hollered. I couldn’t see them past the thick clouds of smoke. Karl pulled me along, helping me into the tunnel the goblins had come from.

      He crawled in after me. We went on our hands and knees. The tunnel led upward at a steep incline.

      I coughed some more, struggling to escape the gas. Whatever it was, it gave me a headache. I had enough trouble climbing through this tunnel because it constantly spun.

      The goblins scrambled along ahead of us. They gleefully cackled as if they’d won some childish game.

      As we continued through the tunnel, I spotted a goblin standing at the end with his back to me. There was another large chamber on the other side of him. My vision blurred, and for a moment I saw double. The goblin was holding onto a rope. He leaped forward.

      As I reached the end of the tunnel, the rope swung back toward me. I looked down. Water filled the bottom of this chamber. Sludge and debris floated on top—animal carcasses, dirty clothing, odd bits of wood and metal. The stench rising from the mess was fouler than anything I’d ever smelled.

      Across the chamber was another tunnel with several goblins in the mouth, including the one with my inventory bag.

      He grinned at me, cackled, and punched the air as if he were a boxer ready to enter the ring with me.

      Karl came up beside me on a small landing outside the tunnel.

      I pointed. “He’s there! The damned thief.”

      My gaze went to the rope. It was attached to a stalactite on the ceiling above. The rope was for swinging across and led to the tunnel where the goblins were.

      I reached for it. Karl grabbed it first. “Careful, Smith.”

      I ground my teeth, glancing at the water. Other than this rope, the only way across would be to swim. No way we were doing that.

      The goblin across from me stuck out his tongue. “Nah!”

      He showed me his rear end, smacking it. “Nah! Nah! Nah!”

      I growled. My head hurt from the gas and the walls were still moving some from whatever was on that dart. We were in the middle of an important—no, vital!—mission, and these stupid creatures were wasting our time messing with us. I’d never been so annoyed. I gripped my sword with one hand and went for the rope with the other.

      Karl pulled it out of my reach. “They’re goading us, and you’re in no shape for this. I’ll go across first.”

      I balled my hand into a fist in anger but released it and shook my head. “You’re right. Nail them for me, would you?”

      Karl nodded as a thin smile crossed his face. Then he grabbed the rope and leaped.

      As he traveled across, Laurel clambered out of the tunnel onto the landing. The goblins immediately stopped with their funny business, hustling around anxiously. They backed away from the edge, heading deeper into the tunnel and disappearing. Karl lifted his sword, aiming it toward the nearest goblins.

      He was about to land when one of the goblins rushed forward and doused the ground with a bucket of slimy water.

      Karl landed but immediately slipped. One goblin tossed a club at him, and Karl flailed, arms spinning as he tried and failed to regain his balance.

      The goblins hooted and hollered, the sounds of victory. Karl fell backward off the landing, splashing into the trashy water below. A few moments later, the rope swung back toward Laurel and me.

      Laurel clenched her fist. “Those rotten little pea-brained vermin.”

      I was equally upset. Luckily, the dizziness was subsiding.

      The goblin with my inventory bag stepped forward out of the dark and smacked his butt again. “Nah! Eeheeheehee. Nah!”

      He pulled down the lid of his right eye, then stuck out his tongue, laughing.

      I grabbed the rope. “That’s it. I’m gonna end this.”

      I swung across. The goblins chattered and scurried backward. The ground was still wet. I knew that and oriented my body to land leaning forward, to maintain my balance better.

      As soon as I landed, the goblins unleashed a barrage, throwing all sorts of metal and wooden things at me. Pots, pans, chairs, clubs. I fell backward, then slipped. I grasped for the edge of the landing but couldn’t get a firm grip and plummeted into the water below.

      Moments later, I came up alongside Karl. I spat up trashy water that had accidentally gone down my throat. It tasted sour and rotten. Karl took hold of me, helping me to a shattered piece of an old wooden chair. I used it to float.

      Karl looked at me with concern, but I only had eyes for the goblins above. They cackled and continued goading the others. I tensed. “Damn things. I can’t believe them. I almost had them.”

      Karl clenched his jaw. “I know.”

      The roar of gunfire sounded from above, and I figured Laurel must have decided to use her rifle. Lightning crackled too. Harken. The goblins screeched, sounding scared, and disappeared down the tunnel. I watched the landing for a moment. Silence. The goblins didn’t appear to be there anymore.

      Then Laurel swung over onto the landing, and nobody attacked her. Harken joined her a few minutes later, followed by Rolf.

      Karl and I kicked through the pool of water. I eyed the rock walls around the landing above, but none provided good handholds. Karl grunted, swimming back over to me.

      Lightning crackled above. I looked up and saw that the rope had burned near the stalactite. Harken’s finger sizzled with electrical power. She pulled on the rope, and it broke. The burned end fell, splashing into the water between me and Karl.

      “Climb up!” she shouted.

      Harken, Laurel, and Rolf all held the rope while I climbed. As soon as I reached the landing, Karl began his ascent. I collapsed onto the ground for a few moments. My head still throbbed.

      Laurel handed me a small vial from her inventory bag. “Drink this. You look pretty beat. It’ll give your health points a little boost.”

      I pulled the cork out of the vial, then downed the contents and returned the empty vial.

      You drank a healing potion! You regained twenty-five health points and all status conditions have been healed.

      I shook my head. My headache was disappearing already. I stood, then continued with the others. This time, Harken led the way.

      The path through the next tunnel took us down at nearly a forty-five-degree angle. For a few moments, everything was quiet. We clambered along through the rocky passageway. The air grew colder as we passed deeper and deeper.

      Eventually, the ground leveled off, and we ascended. I reoriented myself so I was on all fours and crawled up. Then rumbling sounded above. Harken cursed.

      There was a loud thud. Harken shouted angrily. Several more rumbling sounds followed.

      Harken sounded like she was in pain. “Blasted creatures! How the hell? What in the name of… Darn it, ow! Ugh. Stupid. Ow.” She cursed several times.

      I bit my lip in worry. “What’s going on?”

      Harken seethed. “I’ll murder those idiots!”

      More rumbling. Laurel shouted from ahead of me, “They’re closing off the passageway. Throwing rocks down at us.”

      Harken growled. “I’ll teach them a thing or two about rocks.”

      More rumbling came from the cavern ahead. Laurel was at a standstill, and I stopped behind her. Harken was at the front. Rocks piled up in front of her. Harken banged her fist on the ground once, twice, three times. Her hand glowed with an orange aura. Magic.

      The earth gave way, and a crater formed in the middle of the tunnel.

      She slammed her fist against the ground one more time, forming a giant hole like a subterranean trash chute.

      She shoved the rocks into the hole. They tumbled into the darkness.

      She grabbed the last of the rocks, then threw it. The rock glowed orange with the aura of magic. It sailed up the tunnel and smacked into something.

      A goblin chattered angrily. Harken pulled herself over the pit she’d created, gritting her teeth with unabashed anger.

      “Come here, you little demons!” she shouted. “I’ll fry you.”

      Laurel and I clambered out of the passageway with Harken. The goblins threw more rocks down.

      They rumbled toward Harken, but this time she stuck out a hand and sent them back the way they’d come with a blast of magic. The goblins cried out and threw more stuff down the tunnel.

      Harken reached the exit, and they all fled with frantic cries. Laurel and I stepped into another open chamber. As I stood, I noticed that this room differed from the rest. It was larger, with a high ceiling, sloped walls, and a stream that ran through the middle, rushing past a patch of ground with animal bones and pelts.

      A tall, throne-like chair occupied the ground at the other end of the stream. The goblins all congregated around it. I had trouble counting them all. There must have been a hundred or more.

      A massive goblin as tall as me with beefy legs and a big belly occupied the chair. He wore tattered white clothing and a red cape. His gold crown barely fit on his oversized lima-bean-colored head. His teeth were crooked. His neck bulged with layers of fat.

      He glared at our group, looking disgusted. The other goblins cowered near him. His pudgy arms shifted, resting on the armrests of his chair. He leaned forward.
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      The big goblin fumbled his words, speaking with a frantic voice. “What is this?” he shouted. “Who are you? H-humans? A dwarf? You dare come in here and threaten my people!”

      Harken seethed. I put a hand in front of her, stepping forward. “Your people are—”

      The big goblin cut me off. “We’re what? Weaklings? You think we can’t defend this place? Is that why you come seeking our treasure? Rotten human. Humph, we’ll squash you like the vermin you are.”

      Laurel shouted, “You’re the vermin, doofus-head!”

      The big goblin fumed, lips quivering with rage. “How dare you! You come into my kingdom and spew such insults. You rotten dwarf. We’ll crush you. Do you know who I am? I could slay a thousand of your kind.”

      The big goblin stood and immediately fell back into his chair. “Oof. I’ll tell you who I am! You’ll learn to fear me. My name is King Pug Crumbcake the Second. My father before me was King Razz Crumbcake, and my great-great-grandfather was the first Pug Crumbcake. As soon as I get out of this chair, I’ll show you the might of the Crumbcakes.”

      King Pug tried to stand again. He fell into his chair.

      Laurel rolled her eyes. “Oh, by the gods below.”

      Pug’s eyes widened. “D-don’t look at me like that, dwarf!” he shouted. “Don’t try to act tough in my presence. This chair is the only thing keeping you alive. Do you know what I’m capable of? I’ve slain all manners of beasts. I killed a hundred dwarves with one swing of my blade. I have climbed the tallest mountains, wrestled bears, and tamed dragons.”

      Laurel laughed.

      Pug gritted his teeth. “Don’t laugh at me. I’ll teach you your place!”

      Pug tried to stand again and fell backward. A goblin climbed into his chair and tried to push him to his feet. For a moment, it seemed like it might work. Pug rocked back and forth, struggling to get his balance.

      Then he collapsed into his chair, landing on the goblin who had assisted him with a splat!

      The goblin’s eyes bulged out of his head. He wheezed, gasping for air. Pug continued blubbering.

      “You’re lucky, you stupid dwarf! I was this close to showing you my fearsome move, the full-body-slam-tackle. It’s never failed to kill my enemies. You better run now, or I’ll make you hurt.”

      The goblin underneath Pug’s butt flailed. His face was turning red.

      Laurel stared at the king in puzzlement. Our group of five huddled up.

      Karl gripped the pommel of his sword. “This guy talks tough, but he is weak and pathetic.”

      Laurel nodded. “Agreed. The rest of his posse is hiding behind him. I say we mow through them and take what we came for.”

      Harken cracked her knuckles. “I’ve got no problem with that. These little green monsters are annoying as hell.”

      Rolf smiled. “A fight sounds like fun.”

      I frowned. As much as I was irritated at the goblins, I had trouble agreeing with the rest of the group. I glanced at the enemy on the other side of the creek, feeling hesitant. There were a lot of them. “We might be able to take them, but with these numbers, it’s dangerous. I don’t want any casualties.”

      Rolf snorted. “Casualties? From these buggers? Karl and I are trained warriors, Laurel the same, and the mage can defend herself.”

      Harken nodded. “I’ll take the green menaces out with one hand if you want,” she added in a threatening tone.

      I sighed. “Let me try to reason with him first. Please. Better not to spill blood on either side if we can help it.”

      Laurel rolled her eyes. “You want to avoid killing goblins?” She sounded judgmental. “What makes you think he’ll reason with you?”

      I glanced at King Pug. “If he won’t, you can have at him. Listen, I’m as mad as you are—and stink worse than most of you! But if we can save time talking here instead of fighting and inevitably chasing them down more dark, trapped passages for hours, doesn’t that make sense?”

      The others accepted that answer well enough.

      Pug raised his voice. “What are you talking about over there?” he shouted. “If you have something to say, say it to my face!”

      I faced the king of the goblins and stepped to the edge of the small stream. The goblin underneath Pug had given up flailing for now. His eyes were popping out of his skull, his face was beet-red, and his mouth hung open, but he didn’t make a sound.

      “King Pug, we came here to retrieve my bag. It’s a silver-colored bag with several important inventions in it. One of your goblins took it. If you return it to us, we’ll leave and apologize for everything today.”

      King Pug narrowed his eyes. “What?” He raised his voice. “What? How dare you make such an accusation! You come into my home and accuse one of my people of stealing! You say you’ll apologize. You should apologize for that blistering insult!”

      I took a step back, feeling concerned. I opened my mouth. What could I say?

      Laurel glanced at me with an amused smile. She spoke in a whisper. “What did I tell ya?”

      The king slammed a fist down on his armrest. “You can’t get away with these kinds of things. Now I’ll see you all apologize and leave, or we’ll kill you and dump you in the wastewater room.”

      The goblins around King Pug hooted and hollered.

      King Pug tried to stand again. The goblin who had been underneath him coughed, finally able to breathe. He drew several deep breaths.

      I sighed. “King Pug, I swear to you I’m telling the truth. We were sleeping in one of the dwarven tunnels above here when your goblins tunneled into it, then attacked us and stole some of our supplies.”

      The king’s eyes widened in fury. He fell into his chair.

      Splat! The goblin underneath him started flailing again.

      “Lies!” King Pug shouted. “We won’t fall for your trickery.”

      The goblins around Pug cheered in agreement.

      I frowned. “Just ask your men, see if any of them has a silver bag. Or, alternately, I can let this dwarf here do what she would really like to…”

      A vein pulsed in the king’s temple. He stood again.

      The goblin beneath him gasped for breath and clambered over the edge of the chair, slow and weary.

      The king clenched his fist. “You’re trying to sow distrust in our ranks. I won’t fall for it!”

      The king fell onto his chair, landing on the goblin’s legs this time.

      The goblin hung there with his chest over the chair’s armrest and his face hanging down like a kid on the monkey bars. Except this goblin wasn’t having fun. He looked disappointed. He’d nearly gotten away. Almost.

      Laurel stepped forward with her hand on her ax. “This is enough. If he wants a fight, we’ll give him a fight.”

      The goblin king gritted his teeth, fuming. “Oh, we’ll be the ones giving you the fight, puny dwarf!”

      Laurel took out her ax. “Bring it on, meathead.”

      Harken stepped forward. Her hands crackled with lightning. “Who wants to die first?”

      Karl stepped forward too, unsheathing his sword. I sighed, preparing mentally for a fight.

      An older female goblin in a crude dress ambled out of the tunnel behind the king.

      When the other goblins saw her, their eyes got very wide, very fast. They parted, clearing a path for her to approach the king. As she came closer, I realized she carried a big metal frypan in one hand. The king’s eyes remained on us, unaware of this approaching goblin.

      Bam!

      The sound of the frypan slamming into the king’s head reverberated throughout the cavern. As the sound died, I heard the king and the female goblin arguing. She wasn’t tall like him, but she was plump. Dark red hair fell to the back of her shoulder blades. She wore wrappings around her ankles and wrists. Her ears were long and pointy. Her teeth were crooked, and two jutted out like boar tusks.

      Pug leaned toward the female goblin, speaking with a desperate tone. She cut him off, raising her voice.

      “Now I hear you’re out here, talking smack with a bunch of warriors and getting our people all riled up. You’re always making trouble, Pug. Why? You got something to prove? To who? Who are you trying to prove yourself to?”

      The king put a hand to his head, looking stressed. “Nobody. I’m standing up for our tribe.”

      “Oh yeah? How’s that? Because it sure looked like you were about to start a fight you couldn’t win.” The female goblin glanced at the goblin under the king’s rear. “Look at poor Lenny. You squashed him again. Get up.”

      The king groaned. “That’s what I’ve been trying to do.”

      The queen took his hands and pulled him to his feet. The goblin underneath crawled off the chair, landing on the ground on his belly. I hurt just looking at him.

      The king focused his gaze, looking at me. “Look, they’re the ones who came in here and invaded our lands.”

      The female goblin sighed. “Yeah. And why’s that? Did ya even bother to ask ’em?”

      She glanced at me. The king held on to the female goblin’s arm, steadying himself.

      The king spat. “They’re a bunch of liars.”

      The female goblin shook her head, looking disappointed. “All right. What did my husband do this time? I’m Queen Bolta, by the way.”

      I opened my mouth, trying to hide an inappropriate smile. “Well, it wasn’t him exactly. One of your goblins took my bag with several important supplies. It’s a silver bag, hard to miss.”

      Queen Bolta glared at the king. “See? All they want is their bag back. Give ’em that, and they’ll go. If you don’t, we’re looking at a fight, and who knows how many more goblins we’ll have to bury? Maybe the whole stinkin’ tribe. I got lady friends, and if I have to listen to one more cry about how they lost their husband, I swear I’ll cut out your warmongering tongue.” She glanced at me. “Sorry. This has happened before.”

      The king moaned. “Please, Bolta. I’m telling you, they’re lying.”

      “If you’re so sure of that, tell me ya checked our guys to find the bag.”

      The king groaned. “I don’t have to check—”

      The queen rolled her eyes. “You’re a moron, Pug. A bloody moron.”

      The queen continued to chastise King Pug while I and the rest of my group watched. Laurel was chuckling, having fun with this. At least she didn’t look like she would bloody anyone up anymore. Karl and Rolf looked confused. Harken was as attentive as before, watching the enemy with her hands in front of her in a fighter’s stance.

      I was as confused as Karl looked, but I was also partly in Laurel’s camp. Deadly as they might sometimes be, these goblins were also funny as hell. They seemed to have calmed down at last. They were all watching the king and queen with a healthy dose of fear on their faces.

      The queen had said this kind of thing had happened before. Did she have the power to get my bag back without more bloodshed? I’d be a fan of that. I felt a pang of hope as the king continued to look sheepish beside her.

      He spoke, growing upset. “I am not a child, Bolta! I know what I’m doing. I’m king, goddamnit. Besides, we could beat them in a fight. Look at how many of us there are compared to them. Even they know we would win.”

      He glanced at me, Laurel, and the rest of our crew. The queen followed his gaze. Laurel chuckled at the idea of the goblins winning. She shook her head.

      The queen smacked Pug upside the head again with her frypan. The sound of the blow reverberated throughout the cavern. “Stop all your tough talk and start living in reality,” she ordered.

      Pug cringed, protecting his face with his hands. He looked scared of more blows. Queen Bolta glared at him. “Where’s that stupid bag? You better find it before I hit you again.”

      Pug quivered. “All right. Okay. I’m gonna try to find it. Um, who has it? Anyone seen the silver bag? Bolta’s asking, guys. We can’t hide it, so come on.”

      The goblins chattered to each other, all looking scared of Bolta. She glared at them, and someone among their ranks tossed the silver bag so it landed in King Pug’s face.

      He pulled the thing off his face.

      Queen Bolta rolled her eyes and snatched it out of his hands. “All right. Here it is. Who wants it?”

      I stepped forward. Queen Bolta crossed the creek and shoved the bag at me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Bolta accompanied our group as we traveled back the way we’d come, out of the goblin tunnels and toward the dwarven one. We were led by a handful of goblins who confidently scurried from one tunnel to the next, directing us across the familiar terrain. We passed scattered arrows, pit traps, and fallen blow darts. I glanced at a white chalk mark I’d made. We didn’t need it.

      Bolta said goodbye to us at the last of the large chambers. “Again, sorry about my idiot husband. I’ll make sure he learns his lesson. Someday. For now, we’ll seal off the passage after you leave so you don’t have to worry about us getting up in your business anymore.”

      Laurel smiled. “That would be great.”

      Bolta extended a hand, and she shook it. The rest of us all shook hands with Bolta after that. I was grateful. “Thanks again,” I told her. “We really didn’t want to fight your people.”

      Bolta laughed. “I should be the one thanking you. We might all be dead if you had fought us.”

      Laurel smirked. “Only the ones who didn’t give us our stuff.”

      Harken chuckled. “Which looked like it was gonna be all of them.”

      Bolta backed away. “As I said, I’ll make sure my husband is properly punished. Now go on. Get moving. No need to dawdle around here anymore.”

      We nodded our agreement and climbed back into the tunnel. I made the journey on my hands and knees. We had to climb a steep incline.

      Laurel was in front of me. She muttered as we made our way through the dark tunnels. “Surprised a goblin like her exists.”

      “Why’s that?” I asked.

      Laurel took a moment to respond. Little pebbles fell past me as she climbed, clattering along the rocky tunnel.

      “Well, she’s not stupid. That’s a first.”

      I laughed.

      We soon reached the top of the tunnel and reunited with Kellin, Mauvin, Arthur, and Linda. I relayed what had happened with the goblins and showed them the inventory bag.

      By now, everyone agreed that we ought to continue. According to Laurel’s timepiece, it was daytime on the surface, and none of us were particularly keen on delaying the journey any longer, although we were all tired. I felt the pressure of knowing how much the king was counting on us and how essential it was to retrieve the sword of light as soon as possible.

      Still, I hadn’t slept the night before, and most of the others had slept very little. I yawned and settled into a different seat in the cart when Linda offered to pedal for me. I quickly fell asleep.

      It was hard to say how long I was out. I woke to the feeling of the cart going over some rough bumps. I shook my head, blinking away my tiredness. The cart rumbled. Laurel glanced back at me.

      “Sorry,” she apologized in a low voice.

      Harken’s head drooped in front of me. Her eyes were shut. I wasn’t sure how she stayed asleep through this rickety portion of the track. Glancing to my rear, I saw Mauvin leaning against Sir Hayes with his mouth half-open and eyes shut. The rest of our group was up and alert.

      The cart lurched again. Laurel grimaced. “This part’s a bit rough and needs some improvement. We don’t come down here very often.”

      Over the next few minutes, the track got worse. Soon the cart shook so badly that Harken and Mauvin woke up. Harken rubbed her eyes, looking confused and disoriented. Mauvin yawned, leaning over and glancing down at the side of the cart.

      Laurel sounded worried. “Better stop pedaling so we can slow down.”

      She pulled one of the brake levers near her. The cart slowed, rumbling over more uneven parts of the track.

      Harken frowned. “Are you sure this is safe?”

      Laurel bit her lip and shrugged. “Nope.”

      The cart rumbled some more, slowing further. Laurel drew a deep breath. “All right, let’s pedal a little more.”

      Linda and the others pedaled again. Then the cart hit a bump in the tracks and abruptly stopped.

      It threw me forward into Harken’s back. She nearly flew off the rail cart. Karl shook his head and righted himself. He’d lurched forward as well.

      “Everyone all right?” Karl asked.

      The group all murmured that they were.

      Laurel climbed out of the cart. I got out too.

      She leaned down, looking at the cart and rails. I followed her gaze. It quickly became apparent why we had stopped. The tracks in front of the cart had cracked, and the metal around the crack was warped.

      Laurel stared at the damage with a worried expression. “We can lift the cart over the cracked portion of the track,” she suggested hopefully.

      I frowned, gazing farther down the track. I leaned down, tracing the rail’s state as it continued. The metal was warped, and it wasn’t only around the crack. It was in pretty bad shape as far as I could see in this dimly lit tunnel.

      I gazed at Laurel and shook my head. “I don’t know.” Then I explained what I’d noticed. It was hard to tell if the warping had played a role in all the rumbling and the rough journey for the last few minutes. Still, I didn’t feel good about our chances of continuing on the railway.

      Laurel sighed. “No, you’re right. We’ll continue on foot then.”

      We told the others. Everyone got out of the cart, and Laurel led the way down the tunnel. I fell into line alongside Mauvin and Sir Hayes. The two of them hung in the back. Their silent footsteps were a stark contrast to the heavy footfalls coming from Laurel, Karl, and Rolf up front.

      I glanced at them. “How are you two doing so far?”

      Mauvin snorted. “Fine.”

      Kellin narrowed his eyes. “I suspect the journey will get harder. For now, everything is simple.”

      I nodded. “That’s true.”

      We continued at a steady pace. Laurel and Karl had the only lanterns. The ground back here was mostly shrouded in shadows. I stepped along the worn-down tracks, thinking of the enemy. “For now, it seems like we’re safe from the wraiths. But we’ll have to contend with them again before long. As well as mages and who knows what else.”

      Kellin lifted his staff slightly. “I’m ready.”

      Mauvin pointed at his uncle. “Same.”

      I was glad they were confident. I only hoped they weren’t being overconfident. These wraiths were a deadly foe. If we couldn’t find this sword of light, we would have a terrible time fighting them. Then there was the idea of the dimensional barrier weakening, which had me on edge. Despite King Alfred’s insistence that it wasn’t my fault, I felt guilty whenever I thought about it.

      Somehow, I knew I needed to go home. I didn’t belong here. Still, it seemed I had some things to set right before I could depart.

      Kellin raised an eyebrow. “You don’t look ready, Duke,” he murmured.

      I sighed, then confessed how I felt. Kellin pursed his lips, listening as I described my struggles to come to terms with the role I might have played in weakening the dimensional barrier. He used his staff as a walking stick, plowing across the rocky terrain with even steps.

      He leveled his gaze. “You’re not wrong.” He looked straight ahead. “You don’t belong. You’re too smart for this world, Duke Smith.”

      That didn’t make me feel so good.

      Kellin snorted. “Still, that doesn’t mean you haven’t done some good while you’re here. And, correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t the reason behind the weakness in the barrier still unknown?”

      I had to nod and agree with him. I suspected I was responsible and felt strongly about it, but there was no proof. I chuckled. “I guess I should remember that. A hypothesis is just that until you prove it.” I scratched my head. “Guess that’s why I’m an engineer, not a scientist.”

      Kellin wrinkled his nose. We walked in silence for a while.

      “Duke Smith,” he continued after a moment. “Will you go back to your home world?”

      I hesitated, then nodded. A lot of people probably missed me. My students, and also my family and friends. “I don’t have any way to get back right now. But yeah, when I can go back, I will.”

      Kellin stared at me. He looked like he wanted to say something, but no words came out.

      I reached over to pat him on the back. He shied away.

      I didn’t expect him to move and awkwardly patted the air instead. Embarrassment flushed my cheeks, and I shoved my hand into my pocket. “Um…” I’d forgotten what I planned to say.

      Kellin waved his walking stick at me. “Hands off me. I should have warned you of that rule before.”

      I nodded. “I’ll remember.” Curiosity overcame me. “Is there a reason for that?”

      Kellin looked away from me. “There is, but it’s private. Best not to get into it.”

      It left me wondering, but I accepted his answer with good grace. As we marched on, I remembered what I had been about to say. I lowered my voice. “It’s good to be here, Sir Hayes. And to have met you.”

      Kellin forced an awkward smile. “Likewise, Duke Smith.”
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        * * *

      

      The journey to the end of the tunnel took us the rest of the day and most of the day after. The lanterns burned through their liquid mana, and when we asked Harken for some light, she shook her head.

      “I used a lot of it fighting the goblins,” she said. “If I use the rest now, I won’t be able to fight later.”

      Karl gritted his teeth. “Of course we have healing potions, but no liquid mana.”

      I eyed Harken hopefully. “Could we make some?”

      She frowned. “You could. Could use some of the drinking water. Except none of you are mages. I doubt whatever you can make would last me very long.”

      Karl grunted. “True. I don’t have much mana in the first place. No need for it.”

      Laurel motioned us forward. “We can keep moving in the dark. It’s a straight shot, and I’ve been down this way before.”

      The rest of us followed. There was no choice but to travel without light. By the time we reached the end of the tunnel, we were all pretty tired.

      Laurel insisted we follow her up and out, though. “This will come up right by the border.” We squeezed through some narrow passageways, meandering up along the rocky corridors. “It’s night right now. There won’t be as many guards at the border, and it will be easier to sneak past. If we wait until morning, we’ll likely get caught.”

      Harken yawned. “She’s right.”

      “Sorry about the exit point. We closed it off and camouflaged it when the Council took over the kingdom. It’s a little tricky getting out,” Laurel added.

      Karl stomped through the tunnel ahead of me. Most of the group was behind me.

      The tunnel eventually narrowed even more, becoming smaller than the goblin tunnels. Laurel put her arms before her, wrestling through the dirt and pulling herself forward. Harken did the same thing, followed by Karl, then me. It felt like wiggling under the bed to get something you’d dropped. Except this was a tighter space that stretched for several feet. I was thankful I wasn’t claustrophobic.

      Linda came out of the tunnel last. From the ground outside, it looked like a fox den. I brushed the dirt off my clothes and looked around. The tops of trees obscured the sky above, but several stars and the moon shone through. The air was quiet. The wind was still. Laurel led us on a short jaunt around several trees, and we landed on a small dirt path. We followed it until the forest around us ended.

      Beyond the forest, the ground grew hilly. Clean beds of grass stretched for as far as I could see.

      We went down one hill, then came up another. Lights in the distance illuminated several figures in black cloaks. Mages.

      Karl walked up beside me, warily eyeing the path ahead. “If we continue this route, we’ll run into the enemy.”

      Harken walked quickly, looking confident. She didn’t react to Karl’s concern as if she hadn’t heard him.

      Karl snorted. “Smith. Tell her we need to go around the enemy.”

      I sighed. “Harken,” I prompted in concern.

      She snapped, “I know, Smith. Just trust me.”

      Karl narrowed his eyes. “She’s leading us into a trap.”

      Harken kept walking, not caring what Karl said. The big bodyguard grabbed my arm. “Smith, this way.” He pulled me off the road.

      I glanced back at the rest of the party. Gradually, everyone left Harken. Laurel was the last of the group to chase Karl and me. We veered across the grass, up a slope, and between a couple of trees. Karl and I eventually slowed down, moving silently to the edge of the forest. Each set of footsteps behind us stopped, except one.

      Harken spoke in a low voice. She must have decided to follow us after all. “This is the edge of enemy territory now. You need to listen to me.”

      Karl stared at her with cold eyes. “Not if you’re leading us straight to the enemy.”

      Harken rolled her eyes. “I’m not.”

      Karl growled. I put my hands up and stepped forward before he could say anything else. “All right, we all get the concerns. Harken, maybe you should share the plan with us.”

      Harken opened her mouth, but before she could speak, hoofbeats sounded in the distance. Her eyes widened. “Get back!”

      Karl and I obeyed her. Two mages on horseback rode past the woods concealing us. A large contingent of golems lumbered after them. There must have been nearly twenty. They rumbled by like a train. I watched, fearful that they would spot us, but the trees did a good job of obscuring our location.

      Harken glared at us. “At the border, the patrol routes are more unpredictable. The only place they don’t patrol much? Near the main road. Now do you get it? We stick to the main road and veer off when we need to.”

      Karl snorted. Harken spun away from us and stomped back the way we’d come, making for the main road again. The rest of the group followed. Karl and I brought up the rear. “I still don’t trust her,” he muttered.

      I frowned. “I know. I’m going to talk to her. We need her to communicate better.”

      We made our way back onto the road. I left Karl and went to the front of the pack alongside Harken.

      “Thanks for sharing your reasoning with us,” I told her.

      She glared at me. “I only did that because I had to. Better if you trust me next time.”

      I smiled, then nodded. “I’ll try. If you can trust me, too.”

      Harken looked away from me. For a few moments, we walked in silence. I knew she still had strong feelings about what I had done to her raven.

      After a while, Harken spoke in an annoyed tone. “Never mind.”
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      We made our way past the border safely and camped in a shadowy forested area for the day. Laurel’s sleeping bags provided plenty of darkness to fall asleep. When night fell again, Harken led our group out of the forested area. We continued south, weaving along an unbeaten track and over rolling green hills. We traveled on foot instead of horseback because the darkness that enveloped the land made it hard to see what lay ahead. Harken stopped now and then. Her legs pulsed with the aura of blue magic.

      I looked at her, curious. Karl also stared, his narrowed eyes full of distrust.

      Harken pursed her lips. The glow of blue magic faded. “It’s just earth sense magic,” she offered, as if by way of explanation. “I’m using it to make sure we’re going the right way.”

      Karl frowned.

      Laurel looked curious. “How does that work?”

      Harken motioned us forward, explaining as we continued through the shadowy countryside. Earth sense magic sent out tiny vibrations into the surrounding area, which provided the caster with an accurate picture of what the land around them looked like. Slopes, forested areas, bodies of water, and roads were all detectable with the magic. Harken claimed to know the layout of this country well enough that she could make sense of the data and keep us on the right path.

      Karl came up beside me, speaking in a low voice. “Question is, what does she mean by the right path?”

      I peered at him, feeling worried. “We should try to trust her.”

      Karl’s dark gaze told me that he found that difficult. “Duke Smith, I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t stay suspicious. We’re in enemy territory now. If she’s going to cross us, it’ll happen soon.”

      I glanced at Harken. She led us down a small hill between two patches of brush. Her black cloak fluttered around her as she moved. There was a couple of feet between her and the nearest of our party—Laurel. Arthur, Linda, and Rolf traveled alongside the dwarf, and the rest of our group slinked silently behind Karl and me.

      I rubbed my nose. Karl was nothing if not serious about his job. “Just try,” I repeated. Karl looked skeptical. “I don’t think she’s the type to double-cross us like that. She’s very open about how she feels.”

      Karl snorted. “The Shadow Council is more deceptive than you realize. Keep your distance, Smith. We don’t want to lose you.”

      I frowned. The path eventually sloped upward, and we climbed. I ruminated over what Karl had said, watching Harken’s dark figure as she plodded up the hill. We were nearing another patch of trees. They were coming up on my right.

      We skirted the edge of the trees, and I was about to steer the conversation in another direction. Then everyone stopped. Laurel held up a hand as if warning us to stay back. Harken’s gaze stayed glued to the ground. I followed her gaze. Near the tree line, the shadows on the grass quivered like ripples in a pool of water that had been disturbed.

      My eyes widened in surprise. The shadows were moving around, shifting in odd ways to form shapes that ought not to be there. Everything was silent. An eerie feeling came over me. The temperature dropped. Harken, Laurel, Arthur, and Linda all stepped backward.

      In a few short seconds, the shadows peeled away from the ground. Their dark forms rose from the shadowy beds of grass, like creatures coming to life off the pages of a book. Mist-like bodies coalesced into familiar ghostlike, tattered black forms and glowing white eyes.

      Dimensional wraiths.

      Harken’s fingers crackled with electricity. I reached into my inventory bag and pulled out my laser and the power supply that went with it.

      As I struggled to get these things hooked up, electricity crackled from Harken’s direction. There was a sizzle and a faint burning smell. The wraiths screeched. Then a gunshot reverberated in the air. I looked up in time to spot Laurel with a smoking rifle. The wraiths glanced at her in curiosity. One reached toward her, its bony hand quivering in the cold night air.

      A bolt of lightning pierced the hand with a crackle and a sizzle. The wraith screeched, pulling back. Laurel lowered her weapon. She stumbled a few steps backward, her eyes widening in surprise. Harken shouted, “Normal weapons are useless! Let Smith and me take care of this.”

      I shook my head, refocusing on the enemy ahead of us. It occurred to me that I had another weapon. I reached into my inventory bag and pulled out the sunlight laser with the runestone. I had more sunlight lasers, but only one had a runestone.

      I searched around, then locked eyes with Mauvin. “Mauvin. Catch!” I tossed him the thing. “Shake it!”

      Mauvin followed my instructions. The wraiths fanned out, and like a pack of wolves, they slowly advanced on Harken from every direction. I hooked the last wires to the power generator and turned the laser on. A dim red dot appeared on the ground in front of me. I shook, struggling to keep my hand steady.

      The wraiths were eerily silent, and fear struck since I couldn’t be sure where they all were. They wove in and out of the shadows, visible for a spell, then gone. I steadied my hand, aiming the laser forward. The lightning runestone would run out of power soon. I bit my lip and drew a deep breath, hoping I could take down a few of these shadow creatures before it did.

      I hurried toward Harken and Mauvin, who were already battling back several of the creatures. The wraiths moved in and out of the shadows around the two of them, nearly upon them by the time I reached them. Their misty bodies dissipated in the air.

      Lightning crackled from Harken’s general direction. They pulled back from the magical attack, floating over her as she continued to throw blasts their way. Mauvin aimed the sunlight laser up, hitting several of them. They screeched and smoked, then retreated higher.

      I tightened my grip on my laser and shone it toward them along with Mauvin. I hit one, then a second.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took three damage.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took four damage.

      The wraiths screeched as soon as my laser hit them. They drew back into the shadows, then coalesced near the tree line, eyeing Harken, Mauvin, and me with glowing eyes.

      Harken advanced on them with lightning crackling at her fingertips, and I followed her lead. Mauvin hustled along behind us. We charged along the slope, each aiming for a different section of the enemy shadow monsters. Due to their ambiguous shapes, it was hard to tell exactly how many there were. With the way their bodies quivered and glided around, intertwining with each other at times, counting them was an effort in futility.

      I pointed my laser at the chest of one. It sizzled, screeching as it tried to pull away from the faint red light. I followed it with the laser beam, tracking it as it raced across the sky.

      Hit! Enemy wraith is taking continuous damage. Enemy wraith lost five health.

      Another wraith advanced on me, and I flipped the laser downward, blasting it in a skeleton face.

      Its misty body retreated. More screeching. Sizzling.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took four damage.

      Harken’s lightning magic crackled to my left. I glanced her way and saw that she was holding her own against a horde of wraiths nearly the size of those I was fighting against. Mauvin was past her, beating back three wraiths.

      I returned my attention to my foes as another two wraiths came at me. My hands shook, but I held them steady long enough to bounce the laser back and forth between each shadowy creature, dealing them enough damage to force their retreat.

      Hit! Enemy wraith is taking continuous damage. Enemy wraith lost four health.

      Hit! Enemy wraith is taking continuous damage. Enemy wraith lost three health.

      Wraiths screeched from all sides of the field as we continued our assault. My nerves gradually calmed down. We were winning this. It didn’t take long for me to get the hang of using the laser light, and the wraiths steadily found things getting harder and harder. Soon, they gained virtually no ground. I tilted my laser light upward, blasting another of the creatures in the chest as it tried to descend on me.

      Hit! Enemy wraith is taking continuous damage. Enemy wraith lost four health.

      The wraith retreated like a gust of smoke blown away by the wind. Applause sounded behind me. Karl, Rolf, Arthur, Laurel, and Linda cheered. I laughed with a surge of confidence from their support. I would miss them when I went back to my world. I really would.

      The laser light grew fainter, but it was still doing damage against the shadow monsters. I gritted my teeth, praying it would hold out a little longer. Good thing I’d gone after my inventory bag when the goblins had taken it.

      The red light bounced from one wispy wraith to the next. They sizzled and screeched. The pop and crackle of electricity accompanied those sounds like some sort of deadly fireworks display on the Fourth of July.

      Then I nailed one in the chest, and the wraith emitted a rasping screech like it was dying. Something in the wraith cracked, and its misty essence fell out of the air, landing on the ground in a nebulous form.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took five damage. You destroyed the enemy wraith. You gained seven experience points.

      Level up! You reached level fifteen.

      Strength +1, Intelligence +2, Charisma +1, Health +4, Stamina +5, Mana +2.

      The dead wraith went still. The others drew back and floated up with wispy hands raised in front of their faces. There was fear in those glowing white eyes.

      Then my laser went out.

      My heart raced. The wraiths lowered their hands, floating a bit closer. Their fear turned to curiosity.

      Behind me, Karl and the others shouted.

      “Smith, get out of there!”

      “Duke Smith!”

      “Harken! Help him!”

      I glanced at Harken. She was busy contending with her band of wraiths, but her eyes widened as she realized what was happening.

      There were too many of them and not enough time. Her fingers crackled with electricity, zapping two shadowy creatures in her vicinity. They drew back, and another came at her. She stepped away, eyes going from my end of the grassy knoll and back to the wraiths she was contending with.

      I stumbled backward.

      The wraiths sped through the air toward me. They’d realized I was without a weapon. Their wispy fingers reached out, arms stretching beyond the limits of what would have been humanly possible.

      I dropped the laser and power pack, then reached into my inventory bag. What could help? Mauvin already had my sunlight laser. We only had one sunlight runestone. My mind went to the spherical lightning-based device I’d made with Harken.

      I pulled it out, and the wraiths slowed down immediately, hovering in place as they stared, looking cautious. I raised it higher, holding it in a threatening fashion, and shot them all a hard look.

      “Get back,” I growled in my most menacing voice.

      The wraiths didn’t move. I glanced at Harken. She looked at me.

      “Harken. Help!” I called.

      Then I tossed the device at the wraiths.

      They backed away, scared. The device flew through one of their bodies, and when it didn’t hurt them, the others advanced again. Misty fingers curled around tendrils of air, closing in on me.

      Then a lightning bolt zipped through the air, hitting the spherical device head-on. It lit up. The bolt diverged, the device crackled, and ten more bolts spewed out of the mechanical sphere, emitting a blast of radiant light.

      The light was so strong I had to look away. I heard several more crackles of electricity. I opened my eyes, and my inner scroll floated before me.

      Multiple hits! Seven enemy wraiths took five to seven damage.

      The wraiths screeched. As the light died down, I searched them out. My inner scroll hadn’t recorded them as defeated, but I didn’t see them anywhere. I glanced at Harken and Mauvin. The wraiths that they had been fighting were gone too. They’d all fled during the burst of light.

      We approached each other, then reunited with the others. I was exhausted.

      Karl looked at Harken, then at me. His mouth was half-open in shock. “By the stars! Thank goodness you’re okay, Duke Smith. I thought for a second, well…”

      “So did I, to be honest,” I replied.

      Karl shook his head. “I couldn’t do anything against them. I’ve never felt so helpless in my life.”

      “I know. We need to get more weapons built to combat these things.”

      Karl drew a deep breath and turned to Harken. “And you. You saved him.”

      Harken snorted. “Yeah. Well, I only did it because he’s so important to the mission.”

      Karl stuck out a hand, offering it to Harken. “Thank you.”

      Harken hesitated but took his hand. They shook.

      Karl forced a smile. “I owe you an apology for my suspicions up to this point. I see you’re truly on our side now.”

      Harken rolled her eyes. “You don’t have to apologize for anything.” She pulled her hand away. A small smile formed on her lips, but she quickly hid it. “Anyway, let’s keep going. It seems like they’ve added some new patrol routes for the wraiths. We’d best be extra careful from here on out.”

      The rest of us followed Harken as she led us along the knoll. We eventually crested the hill and began our descent. There was another reason why we ought to move quickly. I hadn’t seen what happened to the rest of the wraiths, and when I asked Mauvin, he said he hadn’t seen where they’d gone either. I felt sure some of them had survived the fight, so between that and our pyrotechnics, the Shadow Council would soon know where we were.
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      We continued our trek across the countryside for another few hours. The land seemed to go on forever, and I couldn’t see far ahead in the dark. Harken walked quickly with abundant energy. My legs were growing sore.

      The sky was clear. I looked up, marveling at how easy it was to see the stars. I’d looked at the ones back home often enough to get a good feel for the constellations, but as I gazed upon this planet’s celestial configurations, I realized that none of them were present. The night sky was completely different here.

      Eventually, I remembered that I had leveled up in the last battle and opted to pull up my inner scroll to check on my stats.

      
        
        Charles Smith, Human Engineer Level Fifteen

      

        

      
        Strength 16, Dexterity 16, Constitution 12, Intelligence 17, Wisdom 13, Charisma 16

      

        

      
        Six free stat points to spend.

      

        

      
        Health 64, Stamina 59, Mana 30

      

        

      
        Skills: Swordsmanship 12, Engineering 13, Knowledge 13, Diplomacy 2, Tactics 5, Metalcrafting 9, Woodcrafting 7, Electronics 10, Bluffing 1, Leadership 1

      

        

      
        Available skill slots: 1

      

        

      
        Powers and Spells: Invent.

      

      

      Not much had changed, only a few stats boosts. Still, I appreciated the gains. Seeing some concrete rewards for my hard work made me feel good. Hopefully, the increases helped in the long run.

      I dismissed the inner scroll. As our group continued marching, I fell into line alongside Arthur.

      He smiled and told me how great it was to be back in his homeland. “So many wonderful memories. Running through the streets, playing hop-skip-and-freeze with my friends, and all the wonderful food. Mmhmm, yes. My mother used to make the most marvelous pasta sauce. You should have tasted it, Duke Smith.”

      I smiled at Arthur. “What part of Polnar are you from?”

      Arthur spoke excitedly. “A small town not far from here. It’s called Ruyo. We’re known for our tomatoes. The Ruyo tomato. Biggest, brightest one you’ll ever see.” He laughed.

      His description made my mouth water. It had been a while since I’d eaten anything with tomato. Memories of tastes from Earth assailed me. Pizza. Pasta sauce. Ketchup. “I’ll have to introduce you to some of the tomato-based dishes we have back in my world.”

      His smile widened. “Yes! I will do the same. Our country of Polnar does amazing things with tomatoes. We have sauces, soups, even tomato bread.”

      “Tomato bread?” That made me curious.

      “Yes, we flavor the bread by adding some tomato sauce to the dough, as well as some garlic, then sprinkle olive oil and salt on the finished slices. Some people add cheese on top.”

      I grinned. “Sounds something like pizza.”

      “What’s that? Something from your world?”

      As we continued across the land, I explained how we made pizza. The ground leveled out as I gave him as detailed a picture of the dish as possible. Flat, crispy bread. Melted cheese. A tomato-based sauce thick with flavor.

      A dirt road became visible on our left. It wound into the distance, disappearing under the moonlit sky. Arthur looked surprised and intrigued by my description of pizza. We passed between patches of trees, and I explained the idea of toppings. Pepperoni. Sausage. Vegetables. I told him about pineapple on pizza and how controversial it was. Arthur had never heard of pineapple, but he marveled at the idea when I told him it was sweet.

      “We have a sweet tomato dish too. We combine them with fruit in the morning, sometimes,” he said. Then he chuckled as if remembering something. “One time, when I was eight, I played a prank on my dad. I put a tomato on his chair in the morning, and when he sat, he squashed it. Funny thing is, he didn’t notice. He walked around the whole morning with a big red wet spot on his bum.”

      I laughed, shaking my head. “What happened when he did notice?”

      Arthur rolled his eyes. “Oh, he was embarrassed. Went and changed his pants. He knew it was me—he knew I was that kind of kid. He looked at me and said I'd be in trouble if I did it again. I knew he was serious. He was a good dad, usually really easygoing, but he could be strict when he had to be.”

      Arthur went on about his mom and dad for a while, and I realized he had a lively family. The grass gradually grew thinner. Some of it was brown out here. Harken led us on a winding route farther from the road.

      I glanced at Arthur, feeling a sort of nostalgia at his stories. “I never knew my dad,” I admitted. “Passed away before I was born.”

      Arthur looked sympathetic. “I’m sorry, my friend.”

      “I had a good mom.” I forced a smile. “Lots of friends as well.”

      As I told Arthur about some of my friends, the grass disappeared around us. I frowned, gazing across the empty, dirt landscape in confusion. Harken stopped, and the rest of us halted too.

      Arthur followed my gaze, his eyes widening in response to the strange landscape. His surprise told me that whatever had stripped the grass away from this portion of land wasn’t normal.

      Karl stepped up alongside us. “Something’s wrong. You’d better stick near me, Duke Smith.”

      I nodded. Harken headed toward us. “Harken, do you know what happened here?”

      She frowned, looking at the ground. Her eyes darkened. “My guess? The wraiths.”

      My stomach sank. I looked out across the land again, remembering how Harken had once told us that the wraiths ate anything alive. It wasn’t only the grass that was gone here. The forests were no more, either. When I squinted, I realized I saw traces of trees—deadwood devoid of leaves, lifeless husks drooping in the shadows of the night.

      Harken drew a deep breath. “Let’s keep going. We have to go through here to get to the Lake of Endrasea.”

      I marched across the dead land alongside Arthur, but for a long while we didn’t talk. We looked, taking in the carnage and despairing. The dirt road to our left was gone. The terrain was dusty, and the air was growing hot. What had once been vibrant forests around us turned skeletal. Gnarled branches curled up toward the sky, illuminated by faint strands of moonlight.

      The tone among our group grew more somber as time passed. Eventually, Harken stopped to try and use earth sense magic, but after casting her spell, she gritted her teeth in frustration.

      She kicked the ground. Then shook her head.

      I walked up beside her. “What’s going on?”

      “Earth sense magic is useless. Can’t see a damn thing. Stupid wraiths. Everything’s the same. It’s all just… All dead.”

      I glanced at Arthur. He was from here. Part of me hoped maybe he’d provide some guidance. He shrugged. “I don’t recognize a thing.”

      Harken grunted. “We’ll keep heading this way. It’s the right general direction, at least.”

      The dreary landscape continued, and for a long while it seemed like there was no end to it. I kicked the dirt, sand, and pebbles along the ground as we walked. There were no birds out here. No insects. No animals of any kind.

      The air radiated with the silence of death. The only sound was our gentle footfalls as we walked. On we went until something came into view ahead of us. A small collection of stone, brick, and wooden structures lay ahead.

      As we trudged closer to them, a village emerged from the wasteland before us. A sign near the front drooped like it was about to fall over. The writing was faded, but something came up on my inner scroll when I looked at it.

      Ruyo. Population: Zero.

      I sucked in a breath, surprised and hurting for Arthur. I exhaled, then looked at him.

      Arthur stared at the village with his eyes wide and mouth open in utter shock.

      Harken motioned for us to follow her. “Come on. We have to go through here.”

      Everyone else followed. I watched Arthur, but he didn’t move. Tears rolled down his cheeks.

      Karl eventually came back to us. I explained the situation, and Karl whispered something in Arthur’s ear. The big man nodded as tears tracked down his face. Wordlessly, he followed Karl into the dead village.

      Arthur didn’t talk for the whole trek through town. No one tried to cheer him up, either. How could we? This was his home…and it was gone.

      We traveled down an abandoned row of buildings, past quiet homes and deserted shops. Clouds of dust rolled across the empty streets. Doors creaked, left open, and no one was inside. For a while, I took in the desolate feeling. My comrades shuffled along the street in front of me. I gazed into a few buildings. There was no light—no candles, torches, or lanterns. Only moonlight illuminated the wreckage of Ruyo.

      As we reached the center of the village, we came across an assortment of supplies. Purses, wheelbarrows stocked with dirt, rocks, vegetables, tools, and weapons. These things lay haphazardly abandoned by villagers who no doubt had their life force sucked out of them by the dimensional wraiths.

      We hiked along, traveling down a large cobblestone road. I glanced at Arthur again, worried about him. He was still a shadow of his former self. I hurt for him. This had to be hard. He probably recognized these streets. He probably had fond memories of this place, each one being wiped out one after another and replaced by this horror.

      It was the same from one end of the town to the next. I peeked into one house and saw moldy food on the table. There were no flies though. The stench made me plug my nose and shut the door. By another shop, a bag with several pieces of clothing had spilled out at the doorway. Those clothes lay scattered along the path to the street. A gentle breeze rustled them, threatening to carry them away, but they stayed put.

      As we came to the edge of the town, it occurred to me that this must be what Harken had been talking about when she said the world the wraiths came from was a lifeless, barren wasteland. Whether the Shadow Council fed these villages and this land to the wraiths or the wraiths took it for themselves didn’t matter. I hardened my resolve. We needed to stop the dimensional wraiths before their carnage spread and wiped all life from this world.

      I came up alongside Karl. “I never imagined they were capable of this.”

      Karl nodded with a solemn expression. “I don’t think any of us did.”

      I gritted my teeth. “Whatever happens, we have to get to the sword of light.”

      I’d forged so many bonds in this world. I couldn’t and wouldn’t let these shadow creatures take these people from me. Nobody deserved to go through what Arthur was going through right now.

      Karl muttered, “Agreed.”

      The others also looked more determined. There was a certain urgency in the way all of us walked now. Harken’s long strides suddenly didn’t seem so hard to keep up with. We needed to reach the sword of light as quickly as possible.
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      We continued our march through the night, moving quickly across the somber landscape. Arthur continued walking, but he still didn’t look well. His eyes were wet. His mouth was stuck in a frown. He moved listlessly. Even in the dark, a shadow hung over him. He quickly fell to the rear of our group.

      The land was flat. We passed fallen trees and rock formations that jutted out of the otherwise boring terrain. Everything looked the same. Occasional gusts of wind blew dust and dirt by us. A few clouds rolled overhead, eventually obscuring the stars and a portion of the glowing white moon.

      Mauvin came up alongside Arthur. He peered at his engineering buddy, brows knitting in concern. “Arthur, are you gonna be all right?”

      Arthur kept walking for a heavy moment, eyes on the ground in front of him. I slid closer to the two of them. Arthur eventually looked up at Mauvin. He opened his mouth as if to speak, then shut it.

      Mauvin sighed. “Arthur. I’m sorry.”

      The big guy looked away. Mauvin turned away from him a moment later. I rubbed my head, hurting inside. Frustration welled up in me. What could anyone say to a man going through something as horrible as this? I didn’t have the answer, but I had to try.

      “Arthur,” I murmured. He didn’t look at me. “We’re here for you.” I rubbed his back gently.

      Arthur eventually looked at me. Tears ran from his eyes. He opened his mouth as if to say something, then it shut. No words came out.

      “Arthur?” I prompted in confusion.

      He repeated the action, opening and closing his mouth, which surprised me. Mauvin was watching us.

      “Arthur,” I repeated, growing worried.

      He opened his mouth.

      “Can you talk?”

      Arthur’s mouth shut. The tears intensified. He shook his head, and my heart dropped.
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        * * *

      

      As dawn arrived, Harken led us toward a small group of gnarled, leafless trees. We settled down near the skeletal husks of the once verdant life. A few of us sat on fallen logs, others on the sandy ground. Harken gazed out toward the horizon, looking worried.

      “Stupid wraiths. Ideally, we wouldn’t camp out in the open like this, but this group of dead trees seems like the best cover we’ll get.”

      Laurel shrugged. “I feel like we’ve got the entire country to ourselves, anyway.”

      Harken shook her head. “No. Although I wouldn’t be surprised if the Council is steering clear of this wasteland.”

      Karl leaned forward. “How long does the wasteland go on for, exactly?”

      I was curious too. Everyone looked at Harken. She shrugged. “Hard to say. The capital is about half a day’s walk south of here, and last I checked, the Shadow Council had a base set up there. Several of the top mages are working out of it. I doubt they’d have let the wraiths swallow the land around the capital.”

      I nodded. “So in at least half a day, we should be out of this wasteland.”

      Harken snorted. “One would hope. The Lake of Endrasea is only about an hour west of the capital.”

      Several people in the group perked up. Karl dug out some rations from his bag and distributed them among the others. Smoked sausage. Hard bread. Cheese. Various root vegetables.

      Laurel grinned. “So we’re almost to the sword. I wonder which one of us will get to wield it.”

      Harken snorted. “You’re right, but don’t let your guard down, dwarf. This next patch of the journey will be much more dangerous. More patrols around these parts.”

      Laurel laughed. “Long as they’re not creepy shadow things, I can handle them.”

      I pursed my lips. “If there are more wraiths, Harken and I will deal with them.”

      The lightning runestone in my bag might be out of power, but I still had that sunlight runestone Harken had made.

      We ate quietly. Light touched the land, and we all watched the sunrise. Illuminated by its rays, the land looked even more desolate and dreary. Silence fell upon the group as we watched everything grow brighter until Mauvin spoke, his voice tinged with anger and frustration.

      “Screw this,” he spat. “Screw the Shadow Council and screw those stupid shadows.”

      Kellin offered his nephew a sympathetic look. Arthur put his face into his hands.

      Laurel abruptly slammed her ax into the ground with a loud thud. “Agreed. Screw this.”

      Karl grunted. “Screw them all.”

      I put a hand to my face, feeling stressed.

      Mauvin continued speaking in a hard voice. “It’s so stupid. They want to take everything from me. All the good things. Just like what always happens.

      “My cousin. My best friend. My grandfather. Whenever I get close to someone, I end up losing them. The Shadow Council doesn’t care. They just kill, kill, kill.”

      Kellin made eye contact with Mauvin. “I won’t let them kill me,” he promised.

      Mauvin gritted his teeth. “I know, Uncle.” He paused, then sucked in a deep breath. “Duke Smith, you better survive too. And make sure Arthur stays safe.”

      Karl leaned toward Mauvin. “I will guard them both with my life,” he promised.

      Mauvin snorted. “Don’t be stupid. Guard them without giving your life.”

      Karl chuckled and flashed the young man a rare smile. “That is the general idea, yes.”

      Harken nervously scratched her arm. “I have people I want to protect, too.” All eyes went to her. She continued in a strained voice. “My mother. My brother. My hometown, on the island of Callia.”

      Karl’s eyes widened. “I’ve heard of Callia. You were one of the Shadow Council’s first conquests.”

      Harken nodded. “I joined the Shadow Council very early on. One of the Council’s nine visionaries, Elka Lightheart, was an instructor of mine at the magic school on our island. She saw my potential. She recruited me and others. We banded together to help the Shadow Council overthrow the elders who governed our island.”

      Harken paused with a strained look as she struggled to go on. Nobody stirred.

      “We killed them,” she admitted. “I thought it was the right thing. Elka, I trusted her. Completely. She told me they wouldn’t accept the Shadow Council if the elders lived. They were already nearing the end of their lives, anyway. The benefits from Council magic would save more lives and help the country prosper. It was a worthy sacrifice.”

      Harken drew a deep breath, shaking her head. “Only it wasn’t. I was glad to be part of the Shadow Council for a long time. I told my family that I was helping to make the world a better place. Bring it into a period of renaissance, if you will.

      “More advanced forms of magic seemed destined to usher in a new age of prosperity, and I felt great about being at the head of that. But even before the Council began summoning the wraiths, I was butting heads with them. Every new country we conquered led to more deaths, many of which could have been prevented. The people at the top of the Council didn’t seem to care.

      “Elka seemed like she was the only one in my corner. She’d fight for me, making sure they heard my viewpoint, but it was always the same at the end of the day. More important that the Council presented a united front than that we did the right thing.”

      Harken seethed. There was real anger in her eyes. “Then the Shadow Council began summoning the wraiths. I saw the damage they were doing, not only to people but to the land. The doubts I’d held before about our methods grew.

      “Suddenly, it wasn’t only that we were going about things the wrong way. It was that our end goal had shifted. Or maybe it had always been this way. Maybe I’d refused to see it before.”

      Harken’s anger turned to sadness. This was about as much emotion as I’d ever seen her display. Her normally cold, stoic exterior was fading. I didn’t know what to say, and I wasn’t the only one.

      Harken wiped her face. “I thought I could trust Elka. I was a damned fool for trusting anyone.”

      Linda offered Harken a handkerchief. She took it and wiped her face once more.

      The mage drew a deep breath. “I talked to Elka about what the others on the Council were doing. She was normally receptive to my concerns, but for some reason it was different. She got angry at me and refused to bring up my concerns to the others. She kept telling me that this was what needed to be done.

      “Eventually, it became clear that she wasn’t on my side. Maybe she never was. Looking back, she gave up so easily every time the Council rejected my proposals. Not once did she really fight for what I thought was right.”

      She shook her head. “Anyway, I did what I had to do. I left the Council, and now I’ll do everything in my power to stop them from killing more people and destroying the land. I can’t change what I let happen in the past. But I won’t let them keep doing this.”

      Harken’s gaze went to Arthur. “I can see how their actions have affected people. I can’t imagine what it would be like to lose my family. Losing Kiera…that was the hardest thing I’ve ever been through. If I can spare even one family the pain of that, turning against the Shadow Council would have been worth it.”

      There was a moment of silence in the camp since none of us were sure if she had finished speaking. When she reached for her canteen and drank, I reasoned she must be.

      I exhaled, looking at her in a different way. The rays from the sun illuminated her hair from behind. It looked almost golden. A stark contrast with the dark cloak wrapped around the rest of her body.

      Karl leaned forward, looking sympathetic. “I never knew any of that,” he told Harken. “I’m…I might have said this already, but I’m sorry for how I treated you before, Harken.”

      She chuckled. “It’s fine.”

      Karl shook his head. “You’ve been against the Shadow Council from the very beginning. You were just lured into their ranks. You were deceived, doing what you thought was best.”

      I nodded, forcing a smile. “It’s good that you opened up.”

      She shrugged and looked away. When she gazed at Karl and me, it was with cold eyes, and her voice was guarded again. “I didn’t do it for you, Smith.”

      I leaned back, resting my elbows on the ground. “Fair enough.”

      Karl spoke earnestly. “It takes a lot of strength to turn against everything you believed in. More to admit you were wrong. You have guts, Harken. I can see how hard you work, how determined you are. It’s clearer now that I know your story.”

      Karl reached into a small pouch on his belt. He dug around inside it and pulled out a thin ring. For a moment, Karl looked at the ring, twirling it between his fingers. It was bright gold with a red jewel embedded in it. Looking at it carefully, I also saw engravings on the side of the ring, although I couldn’t tell what they were.

      Karl bit his lip, looking nervous. “I might be overreaching here, Harken, but I’d like to give you this. A while ago, the king entrusted me with it. It’s called the spirit ring. It has a long history in Kortall.

      “For years, it has been passed down from one king’s head mage to the next until our most recent head mage passed away in the first year of King Alfred’s reign. Needless to say, with the Shadow Council’s influence, His Majesty has not been able to find a replacement for the position. I won’t ask you to fill that position, though. Obviously, His Majesty would need to make that decision.”

      Karl leaned forward, offering the ring. Harken flushed red. She tentatively reached out, and he dropped it in her hand. “Are you sure?”

      Karl smiled at her. “His Majesty seemed rather fond of you, even before I was. I think he’d be happy for you to have it. At least for now.”

      Harken admired the ring. She stuck it on her finger.

      Karl leaned back. “That ring will give your mana a boost. As long as you wear it, your mana is increased by seven points.”

      Harken smiled. She stared at the air in front of her. Somehow, I knew she was checking out her inner scroll. “Thank you.”

      As she continued to look at the ring, the others opened up as well. Laurel spoke of how she fought for a peaceful land. She enjoyed fighting but didn’t enjoy everything else that came with war. Being able to travel freely, take in the world, and share joy with others. That was what she wanted.

      Linda agreed with Laurel about fighting for peace. Unlike Laurel, fighting scared her. There was also a soft spot in her heart for those who lost loved ones. “I want to follow in Duke Smith’s footsteps. I want to make the world a better place.”

      I leaned forward, echoing that sentiment. Even when I’d been fighting Tangrim, I’d known that was something I was fighting for. He used science for his gain, but I used it to take the world in a better direction. Or at least, that was always the way I intended it.

      “I never expected any of this when I first landed in this world. I was confused, I wanted to go home, and I knew only one real thing—how to be an engineer. I’ve seen so much now. I’ve made friendships I never thought were possible with everyone here. Even Harken, although I know she doesn’t consider me a friend quite yet.”

      Harken snorted, looking away from me.

      I sighed and continued. “It made me realize I’ll really miss all of you when I’m gone. Heck, some part of me doesn’t even want to go home. It feels like I found a home here.

      “I also feel guilty. My family and friends must all think I’m dead. I know I have to go home eventually. Still, I’ve grown a lot since being here. I’m no longer just an engineer.”

      Karl smiled at me. “We’re happy to have you here, Duke Smith.”

      As our conversation grew lighter, Laurel pulled out some of the dwarven sleeping bags.

      Karl stood, stretched, and grabbed his bag. “Well, we should get some rest. Tonight, we continue the rest of the way to the Endrasea.”

      Laurel pumped her fist. “To our success!”

      Karl grinned. “Agreed. To our success!”

      Harken stood, emotionless. “I’ll take first watch.”

      The rest of us grabbed our sleeping bags, and this time, nobody said anything about me keeping watch alongside Harken. Everyone trusted her now.
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      The next night’s journey took us along more of Polnar’s wasteland. Eventually the dreary landscape let up. It was a slow progression that started with patches of grass here and there. Withered trees gradually began to mix with leafy shrubs and tangled vines. We passed through a forest half-eaten by the dimensional wraiths but half-alive.

      Harken led our crew along a dirt path through the patchy grass, but logs and gray ash obscured much of the trail. Eventually, the fallen and withered trees grew fewer. By the time we reached the other end of the forest, the grass grew in bunches, and the trees were all tall, verdant, and healthy.

      We stepped out of the forest onto a large hill. Leagues of green grass filled the landscape in front of us again. A small river was visible in the distance, illuminated by moonlight. It flowed downhill from a mountainside to our left. We followed Harken at a slow pace. Everyone was in awe of the greenery.

      Karl smiled as we descended the hill. “Feels good to be back among nature again, doesn’t it, Duke Smith?”

      Harken led us toward the river. We followed it downstream, where it ran roughly parallel to the mountainside. It wound around the landscape in front of us. We followed it as it veered between two jagged peaks. Shadows were more rampant here, making me keep a sharp lookout for the enemy. Any pool of shadow might be a waiting wraith.

      The grass became patchy with dirt and stones mingled along the river’s shore.

      Karl eyed the river. “His Majesty always did like Polnar for its fishing opportunities.”

      I followed his gaze, trying to see if I could spot any fish, but it was too dark to see. “Did you ever come here with him?”

      Karl nodded. “I go everywhere with him. Or at least, I usually do. He’s never sent me away like this before.”

      I studied Karl’s expression. “You’re still nervous about his safety.”

      Karl nodded. “How can I not be?”

      I tried to reassure him. “He’s in good hands with Rand and Pyrdian.”

      Karl sounded frustrated. “It’s reckless, that’s what this is. I should be with him, by his side, instead of traipsing around enemy territory.”

      I tentatively tapped the back of his shoulder. “I’m sure he wouldn’t have sent you here if he didn’t feel he was safe. My castle is safe as can be.”

      Karl sighed deeply and nodded. “I know. I still don’t like it.”

      I could tell he needed to get his mind off the king, but distraction would be hard to come by as long as we were doing nothing but walking. We ambled along the river’s shores. The mountains bunched closer together, faces of dirt and rock rising around us like we were passing into the mouth of some giant beast.

      “I should tell you about the time I first arrived at the castle and met Pyrdian.” I hoped a story might distract him.

      Karl eyed me curiously. “Why?”

      “Well, it’s a funny story. You see, I’d gotten to the castle, and he came to greet me along with a few knights. We went inside, and he was showing me around when we ran into his son Alexander sitting in one of the lounges, drinking milk and playing a puzzle game.

      “Alexander looked up at me, said he was very excited to meet the new duke, and had heard about my exploits. He offered me some of the milk. Well, I didn’t want to be rude and was thirsty, so I said yes. He poured me a glass, and I drank it. Pyrdian kept showing me around. He was looking at me funny, though, and I didn’t know why.

      “Then some servants came by and said it was time for my speech. They wanted me to speak to the townsfolk so Pyrdian and I went. As we walked down the hall, I noticed the servants looking at me funny, too. I wondered if I should say something, but then I was nervous as hell about talking in front of the crowd, and my mind went elsewhere.

      “My heart raced. My forehead was sweaty. One of the servants gave me a handkerchief. I’m pretty sure he said something, but I was a bundle of nerves, and it went in one ear and out the other. I figured he saw how nervous I was so I reassured him I was fine even though I wasn’t.

      “I stepped up, wiped my forehead with the handkerchief ’cause it was sweaty, and gave my speech. At the end of it, Pyrdian pulled me aside and finally told me I had a big milk mustache. I gave the speech in front of the entire duchy with it.”

      Karl laughed. I stood there, smiling with a twinge of embarrassment. For a long while, the big bodyguard didn’t let up.

      We continued along the river. Only slivers of moonlight reached this part of the mountain pass. Karl finally stopped, out of breath from all the laughter. "My God, Smith. That's hilarious. Milk mustache."

      I cringed. Maybe I shouldn't have shared that particular story. Something less out there would have probably entertained him too. I scratched my head. Too late now.

      I was thinking about changing the subject to something else when the others in front of us suddenly halted. Looking at the path ahead, I saw several figures shrouded in darkness on either side of the river. The figures paced toward us, stepping from shadows across slivers of moonlight.

      Several golems led the pack. Mages hiked forward between their ranks. Dark mist flowed over the river, coalescing into misshapen, skeletal wraiths and advancing with the others. A gentle breeze flew over the river. The mages’ robes fluttered in the wind.

      My hand slid down toward my inventory bag. Harken’s hands closed into fists at her side.

      Between two golems in the front, a mage with red trim adorning his black cloak held up a hand. Electricity crackled in his palm, illuminating the area around him. His hood was drawn over his head, obscuring most of his features. With the light from his hand, I made out his sharp jawline, big nose, and wicked smile. I walked up alongside Harken.

      The mage wiggled his fingers. He stopped in front of us with a booming laugh. “This is the end of the road for you, Harken. Oh, I will enjoy killing you.”

      Harken gritted her teeth. “Moros.”

      Karl stepped up beside me, drawing his sword. “The wraiths from earlier must have given us away.”

      I nodded.

      Harken growled, “So, the Council sent you after me? They must be desperate if they think you’re up to the task.”

      The enemy mage’s eyes narrowed. “You always were my rival. Even if you didn’t know it.”

      Harken snorted. “I was always better than you, plain and simple. Still am.”

      Moros pulled his hand back. “You only think you’re better. Today I will prove otherwise.”

      He thrust his hand forward, blasting lightning toward Harken. In a flash, her hand went up. Lightning shot out of her palm, meeting his in the air. The two bolts collided, illuminating the ground around the river with a crackle and hiss.

      Moros’ voice rang out over the noise. “Charge! Kill them all!”

      Rolf, Laurel, and Sir Hayes joined Karl on the front lines. The group of them met the golems as they lumbered toward our team. Metal clanged against the giant beasts’ iron claws. Weapons thudded into the golems’ wooden torsos. At first, our knights made some progress. Then the mages caught up to the golems and released lightning bolts that forced our troops back. One came dangerously close to frying Rolf in his armor.

      The dimensional wraiths glided around the warriors and came at us from the side, but I had my sunlight laser out. I aimed the weapon at the wraiths. They screeched, forced back by the light, sizzling from the damage as I bounced the light from one to the next.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took nine damage.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took seven damage.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took seven damage.

      Karl’s voice rang out over the cacophony of battle. “Fall back! They’re too strong.”

      As I fought the wraiths, retreating wildly, I spotted Harken. She and Moros stood against the mountainside with some twenty feet between them. Moros unleashed another blast of lightning. She dodged, then returned fire. He deflected the blow. He smirked and threw another lightning bolt at her left side, forcing her right, where a golem waited with a sword held high.

      The golem brought the sword down, but Harken rolled out of the way of the blade. She skipped backward as Moros launched more lightning at her.

      Linda called behind us, “Over here!”

      I was distracted by a flood of incoming wraiths. With no time to look back, I flashed my laser on the creatures, stumbling toward Linda’s voice. The wraiths screeched, thinning, but it was hard to get them all. My heart raced as a wraith scraped the air before my face. I stumbled backward, blasting the damn thing in the mouth with my laser.

      Critical hit! Enemy wraith took fourteen damage.

      I was exhausted. Our group continued to back up toward Linda’s voice. Karl, Laurel, Rolf, and Sir Hayes made progress with the golems. A trail of dead ones lined the riverside ahead of us, but their forces seemed to know no end.

      The wraiths were equally defiant. They fanned out, then swarmed closer, coming from all sides. I twisted the laser around, gritting my teeth. At this point, I was blasting whichever ones were in the lead. There were too many for me to make any real progress against them.

      We eventually backed into a narrow, cliff-flanked valley. The valley widened at the end. We came up against a wall of stone—a dead end.

      Moros laughed. “Now it’s the end of the road!”

      Harken growled, “Watch your head.”

      A bolt of lightning zipped through the air. Moros ducked, and it sailed over his head.

      He grinned. “What was it you always used to say, Harken? Oh, yeah! Don’t be an idiot. Maybe you should take your advice and lie down. Finish them off, men!”

      The golems roared forward, followed by the mages, who let out sizzling blasts of lightning. Our group somehow maneuvered around the attacking creatures. Karl, Rolf, Laurel, and Hayes formed a wall. Harken countered the mage lightning, dancing around Moros’ blasts. The wraiths flew overhead, and I intercepted them with the sunlight laser as they descended.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took seven damage.

      Hit Enemy wraith took eight damage.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took eight damage.

      The wraiths screamed, falling backward.

      The enemy was closing the gap between us, and things were getting too close. I glanced down, watching as Laurel slammed her ax into a golem. Karl slashed one across the chest. Hayes poked one in the face. All three went down.

      Suddenly there was a big hole in the enemy forces. Even with only the moonlight to see by, it was clear that the path ran straight down the valley, back the way we’d come.

      Harken shouted, “Forward! Into the gap!”

      Karl raised his sword in a gesture of solidarity. We charged.

      There were only a few golems left. They lumbered toward us, but Karl and the others easily batted them back. Lightning flashed around us, and Harken countered the blasts as she ran. She was breathing hard and probably low on mana, even with the spirit ring. The enemy mages and the golems were turning. The wraiths circled back.

      Harken pointed at one cliff face, reaching back as far as her arm would go, and unleashed a strong blast of lightning.

      Overhead, the rock rumbled. Echoes of thunder reverberated around the cliffside. The enemy shouted. They realized what was happening around the same time I did.

      With a monstrous roar, boulders of all sizes and other rocky debris tumbled down. The rubble crashed with a final boom, cutting off the enemy forces. A cloud of dust went up, briefly hiding the enormous pile blocking the path. Harken’s plan had worked. The enemy was stuck on the other side, at least for now.

      A few shadows became visible on the other side of the dust cloud, cresting the mounds of boulders and rocks. I flashed my laser at them, and as they took damage, they retreated to the other side of the rubble.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took seven damage.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took six damage.

      Harken picked up the pace, heading toward the river. “Quickly! That won’t hold them for long. We have to put some distance between us.”

      We moved as fast as our exhausted bodies would carry us, knowing the enemy would be on our heels soon enough.
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      It wasn’t long before the mountains surrounding us eased into rolling hills. The river flowed down into a large, hilly valley. We hustled over a slope, and there it was. The lake below us was our destination.

      The Endrasea wasn’t a huge lake, but it wasn’t small either. A forest flanked one side, and soft grass beds covered the rest of the Endrasea’s shores. A few ducks floated in the water. The water was dark and tinged blue. It was completely still, illuminated by moonlight. We followed Harken down the hill and along the shore.

      She bit her lip. “We’re going to have to do this quickly. Linda, you know the most about this legend. The sword’s supposed to be in the depths of the Endrasea, right? Any other clues, or do we have to scour the lake floor?”

      Linda shook her head. “I don’t… That’s all the text said. Well, it mentioned a citadel.”

      Harken frowned. “A citadel at the bottom of the lake?”

      Karl spoke in an equally confused voice. “That sounds odd.”

      Harken sighed. “Well, no time to question it. We need to hurry. This will go fastest if we all search. Get ready. We’re diving into the lake.”

      “Harken, you can probably make light underwater, right?” I asked.

      Harken had already pulled off her robe. Under that, she wore a mail shirt, which she also shrugged out of, leaving her with a padded jacket and trousers. She glanced up at me as she folded her gear on the ground and nodded. “Yes, sure.”

      “Well, none of the rest of us can.”

      I waved my arm at the rest of the expedition, all as magicless as me.

      “Your sunlight device will, though.”

      I gaped, then closed my mouth. Damn it, she was right. The old device used a lightning runestone to generate electricity. The laser wasn’t waterproof and would fry if it got wet. The sunlight device was all magic. It ought to work fine underwater.

      Getting soaking wet in a cold lake in the middle of the night while deep behind enemy lines was not my idea of a good time, but there we were.

      “Are we really doing this?” I asked, stripping off enough of my gear to make swimming possible.

      “Do you have a better idea?” Harken replied. “Or do you want to wait for daylight, by which time Moros and his minions will surely have located us and brought reinforcements?”

      There wasn’t much I could say to that. A few minutes later we splashed into the water. It was as freezing as it looked from the shore. We waded out as far as we could stand, and I switched on the sunlight device. The water refracted the light enough to scatter it, making it useless as a weapon down there but pretty effective as a flashlight.

      I held my breath, swimming as far down as I could go. The lake was deeper than I’d expected. I surfaced and drew a deep breath. Harken surfaced a moment later, treading water not far from me. I swam toward her.

      “Any luck?” Harken asked.

      I shook my head, and we dove again. I kicked hard with my feet, driving myself deeper. This time, I got far enough down to see the lake floor. Everything outside my beam of sunlight was still shrouded in darkness. I saw sand. That was it.

      I twisted my body around, then kicked and headed for the surface. When I got there, I took a few deep breaths. I was shivering now. My whole body felt like it was turning into a popsicle.

      Harken broke the surface, sputtering. “This isn’t working. It’s too cold, dark, and big a lake to search like this.”

      “This was your idea,” I reminded her, treading water with limbs growing more leaden by the moment. I wasn’t about to give up if she wasn’t. If she called off the search, even for a bit, I would be the last person to complain.

      “I know it was,” she snapped. “I’m saying it wasn’t one of my better ones. Come on, you can make it to shore, right?”

      “Yeah, I can make the swim back. We’ll brainstorm a better plan when we get there.”

      The return to shore took much less time than the trip out had. As tired as we were, Harken and I put everything we had into getting out of the water as quickly as possible.

      As we waded to shore, Harken saw Linda standing outside the water. “Linda! Don’t you remember anything else? Did it say what side of the lake it was on?”

      Linda stood there looking terrified. I couldn’t tell what was wrong, but something was up. I pushed ahead and reached the shore before Harken. Both of us were drenched, shivering, and utterly miserable, but I set all that aside and went to see what was wrong with Linda.

      Linda murmured when I reached her side, “Oh, by the stars, I am so sorry. Your Grace, please don’t let her kill me.”

      “Kill you? Who?” I was confused. There didn’t seem to be any threats nearby.

      “Lady Harken! She’s going to be so angry!”

      “What? Why?”

      “I think I realized what’s wrong.”

      I glanced at her. “What?”

      “With my translation.”

      She bit her lip. I followed her gaze. She was looking at the trees. “In the old language, the word for depths is similar to the word for trees.” She looked nervous. “There’s a little caret symbol over the top, but it’s possible, well, if that got removed, or I missed it somehow.”

      Harken reached the shore and stumbled over to join us. I could see where Linda was going with this. She wasn’t going to be thrilled.

      “What’s going on?” Harken asked.

      “Linda figured it out,” I replied.

      “Figured out what?”

      Linda ducked her head and spoke so softly I almost didn’t hear it. “I don’t think it’s in the lake. It’s hidden in the trees.”

      There was a moment of silence. Then Harken barked out an angry laugh. “You’d better be joking! What do you mean it’s not in the lake?”

      Linda took a step back, shivering. “It’s, um, the word for trees is a lot like the word for depths. I think maybe I read it wrong, or maybe the little caret was missing.”

      Harken tossed on her robe. She rolled her eyes. “I’m half-frozen because Miss Librarian here can’t read the language she’s only here because she can read. Right. Argh!”

      I stepped in between the two women. “All right, ease off, Harken. You’re scaring her. It was an honest mistake. Let’s go to the trees and see if we can find it.”

      Harken frowned, turning to Linda. “Scared?”

      Linda nodded, barely moving a muscle aside from that motion.

      All of a sudden, Harken melted some. I saw it and I still barely believed it. Her face got a soft look. She reached out and touched Linda’s arm. “Oh, honey. I’m not going to hurt you. It’s annoying, and I’d rather you led us to the correct place next time. But I’d never hurt you for being wrong. Only idiots like Moros do things like that.”

      “You have the ‘evil sorceress’ shtick down pretty well,” I interjected.

      “Only around those who’ve earned my anger,” Harken snapped, her gaze frosty again. She made a gesture, and I felt warm air flow from her. Whatever spell she’d cast was drying her hair, her clothes… Soon she’d be as dry as she was before.

      Meanwhile, I was still soaking wet. I didn’t complain. As she said, I’d earned her anger. I didn’t feel guilt over killing her bird. It was trying to kill me at the time. Still, I couldn’t fault her for hating me over it.

      I turned, shivering. We gathered the others and headed around the lake toward the evergreen trees on the other side. The nine of us wandered through the sparse forest.

      As we stepped deeper into the brush, the forest grew thicker. Long grass sprouted on either side of us. Patches of rocks and dirt mixed with the greenery. Needles and narrow pine cones littered the ground.

      Karl stepped up alongside her. “I have an idea. Follow me.”

      Without another word he went onward, veering sharply to the left. I wasn’t sure what he’d seen, but I trusted his gut. I followed on his heels with the others right behind me. We went maybe fifty meters before I spotted what we had to be going toward—a road. More of a path since it cut through the woods.

      “How did you see that?” I whispered.

      Karl chuckled. “I didn’t. Think about it. This close to the capitol, any ruins would be well-explored and probably historical landmarks. With a path leading to them.”

      I blinked. It made sense. On Earth, if there was a hidden citadel somewhere an hour’s drive from Washington, DC, people would likely have discovered it and turned it into either an amusement park or a movie set.

      We followed the path deeper into the forest. I soon spotted a white glow ahead of us. We hurried toward the light. As we drew close, we entered a small clearing.

      Fallen branches decorated the edge of the tree line, accompanied by narrow pinecones and patches of weeds. The clearing wasn’t big. It was only large enough for a single building, which came into view as we reached the edge of the tree line.

      The ancient structure looked like something out of Roman times. It sat in the open, grassy field. The entire thing was stone, with a small staircase leading up to an elaborate front entrance. Thick walls, darkened by time, stood slightly shorter on the sides than at the front. Wild vines and ivy snaked over the stone, making it seem like part of the forest. Several trees crowded the land around the structure, looming over it like watchdogs and dulling its light.

      The light came from the top of the massive front gate. I squinted, unsure where it emanated from. A magic stone? Some manner of science? Impossible to say. The glow was so bright that I had to look away after a few seconds. It appeared to come from a roughly spherical object on top of the stone gate, but beyond that, it was hard to make out.

      We paced toward the structure. Karl spoke in a low voice. “Ladies and gentlemen, I present the Kelnar Fortress. A ruin from ancient times, this monument has stood here as a reminder of past glories for hundreds of years.”

      He gestured at the front gates, which had been bricked up. “It’s probably also the citadel we’re looking for, or at least connected to it somehow. This is the biggest historic site in the area, as far as I know.”

      “Assuming we’re in the right place, how do we get in?” I looked around for other openings, but everything was bricked up solidly, even the windows. Someone had gone to a great deal of trouble to ensure people didn’t wander inside. I continued examining the exterior.

      The light gave this magnificent structure a sacred feel. A spire sat at each corner of the building, rising into the sky. This had once been a place of some importance.

      “I can get us in,” Harken said. “If you’re okay with a little property damage?”

      Karl nodded. “Make it happen.”

      Harken went to where the front doors should be, examining the stones mortared together and barring our way. Then she pulled something out of a pocket, a grease pencil or something similar, and began scrawling runes on the stones. It took her a fair while, maybe as much as an hour to get everything in place. She double-checked her work when she finished, then ordered us all back to the cover of the trees.

      “This will be loud, and rock will fly. I don’t want anyone hurt,” Harken said. Once we were all behind cover, she cast a spell. The runes flared with red light, and the front door was too bright to stare at. The explosion was bright, loud, and effective. I ducked behind a tree as small shards of stone pelted the ground around me.

      When the dust cleared, Harken’s magic had cleared the way with little additional damage to the structure. I was impressed by how precise she made the blast. The original stonework was scorched and had a few chips removed, but the damage was largely to the newer stones blocking the entrance and the door on the other side—it was in splinters.

      Inside was a small open space with a single set of stairs leading down. I’d more or less figured there had to be an underground complex here. It was the only thing that made sense if the sword was hidden here.

      We descended the small staircase into the dark. When we reached the bottom, it opened into a large, empty room. We entered the space slowly and carefully, passing through a huge archway. Our footsteps echoed and bounced off the ceilings. Our group paused for a moment, gazing around. A steady silence fell upon us.

      Harken motioned us toward a doorway on the far wall.

      We continued, passing into a labyrinth of shadowy corridors thick with dust and spiderwebs and faded from age. I wasn’t sure where we were going, and except for Harken, none of the others seemed confident either. She directed us this way and that, but we eventually retraced our steps when we passed through the same scraggly hallway.

      I pointed at a series of stone decorations on the walls. “We’ve been here before. Remember these?”

      Harken gritted her teeth. “Let’s choose another path, then.”

      We continued forward. We came to another fork and went left instead of right. The stone decorations continued on the wall to my left. They looked like a series of small pillars, and there were slabs of stone with carvings of the sun above them. We came to yet another fork, and Linda stepped forward as if she wanted to take the lead.

      “It’s this way,” she stated. “Look, the stone pillars form a path. The sun above represents light. That means this is the path of light.”

      This surprised me. She was right. We followed her down the hall. Harken spoke quietly. “Impressive, Linda. Good work.”

      Even in the dark corridor, I saw Linda blush.

      We followed the path, heading deeper into the citadel through increasingly grand halls and corridors. Eventually, we came upon a large room with a vaulted ceiling. Two rotting wooden doors had collapsed around the entryway. We filed through the opening between them, one at a time.

      The room on the other side was enormous. Six stone pillars stood along the edges. Magnificent carvings adorned the ceiling, depicting battles between various groups of warriors, mages, and wild beasts. A statue of a warrior in roughly Romanesque armor sat at the far end of the room. In the center, a solitary stone pedestal carried a pile of small, round stones of various colors. Many were glossy like semi-precious mineral rocks.

      As we approached the stone pedestal, I saw a rectangular grid carved into it, with five small cubby holes. Laurel picked up one of the stones, turning it over in her fingers.

      “Look,” she said. “They have some type of lettering on them.”

      Harken picked up another of the stones, pursing her lips with curiosity. “Looks sort of like a G.”

      Laurel picked up another of the stones. “This one is an E.”

      Karl picked up a stone next. It had a T on it. I picked one up with the letter U. There were more than five stones, but only five spaces in the cubby hole. It seemed clear that we needed to place the stones in the slots, but the question was, which ones went where?

      Laurel stuck her stone into a slot. “Maybe we need to spell light. Harken, try putting your stone there, in the middle.”

      Harken did so. Karl stuck his stone on the end. We rustled through the rest of the pile of stones. I dug out the letter I. Linda found the letter H.

      We put those stones in the appropriate slot. I frowned, waiting a moment. Nothing happened.

      Karl scratched his chin. “Laurel, what about the dwarven language?”

      She shook her head. “The word for light in dwarven is six letters. There’s not enough slots.”

      Linda removed the middle stone. “The old language shares our alphabet. I bet that’s the key.”

      Karl smacked his head. “Of course!”

      Harken leaned forward. “How many letters is the word for light in the old language?”

      Linda scoured the stones. “Five. It’s similar to the English word. Spelled L-i-c-h-t. We only need to replace the G with a C.”

      Karl and I both stepped forward to help Linda search through the stones. After a moment, Karl looked up, grinning, with a sky blue stone in his right hand. It had the letter C on it.

      Karl placed the stone in the empty slot. For a moment, everything was still. Then the stones shook. They lit up, glowing white against the aura of their respective colors. Amber, silver, light blue, dark green, and black.

      I stepped back warily. The stones shook more wildly, clattering around inside the cubby holes. The others stepped back with me. A beam of white light suddenly shot out from each stone, colliding above the pedestal.

      There was a flash of white, almost blinding light, and I covered my eyes. When I looked again, a glowing figure of an old woman hovered over the pedestal.

      She yawned. The old lady was small, like a fairy, but she was also full-figured, with short, curly gray hair and a crooked smile. She wore a long white dress adorned with blue trim. She cracked her neck.

      “Good morning, visitors.” She smiled. “Come for the sword, have you? Well, I wish you good luck. Those who fail face certain doom, and let me tell you, everyone’s failed so far. It’s not too late to turn back yet. Up to you.”
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      The old lady smirked at us. I wasn’t sure what to say, but Harken stepped forward with an angry look and quickly spoke up.

      “We’re not interested in your threats,” she said.

      The old lady glowed with a blueish-white light. She shrugged. The smile didn’t leave her face. “It’s not a threat. I actually can’t hurt you. Watch.”

      The lady stuck her arm out in front of her and abruptly shot forward, past the pedestal, and went through Harken’s chest.

      Harken stumbled back, surprised. She wasn’t hurt, but it was a shock. The lady circled back and floated down onto the pedestal. She was like a ghost. Or something.

      “I’m a magical guide, a spirit being of sorts. I can’t touch anything in this world. The only thing I can do is talk to you. The ones who built this citadel created me to guide visitors who want to go after the sword of light. I have to admit, it’s nice to have visitors again! It’s been such a long time.”

      I looked around at the others. Like me, I expected they were wondering what she meant about facing certain doom. The others whispered among each other. I tried to tell myself we would be different from those who had visited here. After all, I doubted others had been motivated by trying to stop dimensional wraiths.

      The spirit continued speaking in a cheery voice. “Listen up, everyone! If you wish to try for the sword, there are three tests you’ll need to pass.”

      She paced. “First, a test to prove your courage. Second, one that will gauge your wisdom. Third, a test of your teamwork. Pass all of these, and you get the sword.

      “If you fail, you’ll meet your doom. Oh, and by the way, there’s no magic allowed. If you try it, a big rock will drop from the ceiling and squash you like a little spider. There’s no avoiding it. Oh, and once you begin the tests, you must continue.

      “If any of you want to leave now, however, you can do so safely. Let me know when you’ve made your decision. I’ll be here, floating around.”

      The old lady leaned back like she was reclining in a chair and floated up and around, making circles in the air.

      The rest of us huddled close. Harken spoke first. “We’re not backing out now.”

      Karl grunted. “Agreed.”

      I bit my lip. I was nervous about the stakes, but life-and-death scenarios weren’t anything I hadn’t faced before. I’d put my life on the line more than a few times. However, I drew the line at demanding other people do the same. “I agree too. But if anyone wants to back out, we should let them.”

      My gaze naturally went to Arthur, Mauvin, and Linda. They were the most nervous of the group. None of them moved toward the doorway.

      Mauvin snorted. “Let’s go already.”

      Arthur and Linda nodded.

      The rest of us turned back toward the spirit.

      I stepped forward. “We choose to proceed. All of us.”

      The spirit lady floated down from near the ceiling. “Great! Follow me.”

      We followed, stepping around the pedestal and along the stone tiles. Our footsteps were the only sound as the spirit led us toward the back of the room, where the statue of the warrior loomed over a small set of stairs. We climbed the stairs. Karl led our group with Harken and Laurel behind him.

      As we walked past the warrior’s statue, we came upon a fifty-foot-wide chasm. A couple of torches were scattered along the walls, providing a faint glimmer of light, but it wasn’t enough to see to the bottom of the abyss. The spirit woman pointed at a narrow stone bridge that spanned the gap. It was the only way across.

      “For the first test, you must cross the rift. If you reach the other side, the tunnel will take you to the second test. Getting there will test your courage deeply, so you must be strong.”

      The spirit floated over the chasm, easily reaching the other side. Torchlight illuminated a small landing at the other end of the bridge, and with the light from the spirit lady, it was easier to see back there. I stepped up to the bridge. It looked sturdy enough. It was only about two feet wide and didn’t have handrails or things to hold onto. As long as we were careful and kept our balance, I hoped we would be all right.

      I swallowed nervously. As far as I could see, that was all there was to it, but I got a sinking feeling in my chest as I thought about the warning the spirit had given us. She’d said it would test our courage deeply and that we would need to be strong. I was immensely curious about what that meant and worried there must be more to this challenge than I could see.

      I stepped up to the edge. “I’ll go first. Be careful. I think there’s more to this than crossing a bridge.”

      I took a step forward. A few small stones crunched underfoot, and pebbles fell into the abyss. I tried not to look at the darkness below and fixed my gaze on the cobblestones. They stretched into the distance, a straight path forward.

      I stepped onto the bridge. It was steady underfoot. It was hard not to look down. I needed to look at where I was going. I tried to focus on one step at a time. Careful. Slow. I put out my hands, stepping lightly.

      Nerves assailed me as I fought to maintain my balance. It was a sharp drop to either side. Various stone columns supported the bridge. How far it was to the bottom, I could only guess. I kept walking, fighting to calm my racing mind.
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      The others followed me out onto the bridge. Their footsteps sounded behind me, although I had no clue what order they were coming in and wasn’t about to look back to check!

      I glanced up momentarily. The spirit woman was relaxing in midair. Her head nodded rhythmically. She floated up a few feet. Her body rotated toward me, and I noticed her eyes were closed. Her head rotated down. Was she sleeping?

      She floated around in the air, moving slowly, almost like she was unaffected by gravity. Soon she was upside down. She still didn’t wake up.

      The bridge curved up in the middle. I stepped along it carefully, balancing myself as near to the center of the cobblestones as I could. I soon reached the apex and saw the end of it. A steady decline led to a small, semicircular landing. I stepped lightly forward, finding the flat spots with a good amount of friction, and began the descent.

      “Everyone all right back there?” I called over my shoulder.

      As I continued, they all assured me that they were doing fine. However, with another few steps forward, I noticed a light mist rising from the bottom of the cavern. This wasn’t like the mist the dimensional wraiths were made of. This stuff was much brighter and grew denser as it rose toward us.

      Soon, I could barely see the stone bridge in front of me. I stepped forward even more slowly, carefully feeling the bumpy cobblestones. I had to keep reminding myself that the path was straight. That much I knew. I tried to keep my toes pointed in a straight line.

      A sudden scream interrupted me. Harken. The sound of Linda babbling accompanied it. “No. Get back. Stay away!”

      Laurel roared—a war cry if I’d ever heard one. It sounded like they were fighting something back there. Mauvin cursed. I wasn’t sure if I should look back. I wanted to, but I got a nervous feeling in my stomach. What if I slipped?

      Then Karl shouted, “Your Majesty! No!”

      I frowned. Alfred wasn’t here. That didn’t make any sense. “Karl?”

      Another scream from Harken. Then everything went silent.

      I took another step forward. Why weren’t any of them speaking? Not a peep from behind me. Karl had seen things that weren’t there. For all I knew, the magic of this place was making me unable to hear them. I needed to remember to trust logic, not necessarily my senses.

      I opened my mouth, about to call to Karl again.

      Before I could, rocks crashed in front of me. It sounded like a giant landslide, and I froze. The crashing sound roared forward, getting louder and louder until I spotted the bridge crumbling in front of me. It fell away, a storm of falling debris. My heart raced as the rocks rapidly tumbled into the abyss. I stumbled backward, reaching for anything to keep me from tumbling down with them. My hands found no purchase. Then I slipped, gasping as I fell to my knees.

      It was too late. The bridge was collapsing under me. I grabbed a rock—any rock. It was pointless. They were all falling, and I was about to fall with them. I closed my eyes.

      I stayed like that, scared out of my mind for several moments before I finally realized that I wasn’t falling. My stomach wasn’t lurching. I wasn’t rushing through the air. I was still where I’d been before.

      I opened my eyes. The rock was still in my hand. The bridge was gone. Only darkness existed below me. For a moment, it seemed like I was floating in the air.

      Then the mist shifted around me, and I realized the bridge was still there. Cobblestones appeared beneath and in front of me as the floods of mist curled off them, swirling through the air. As far as I could see, none of the rocks had crumbled away.

      I got up on shaky feet, doing my best to find my balance again. I gritted my teeth. This had all been an illusion. It had felt real.

      Suddenly, I heard the others again. Karl was crying loudly. Laurel was screaming desperately.

      “Anyone! Is anyone out there?” Harken shouted angrily.

      I drew a few deep breaths. “It’s an illusion! It’s not real!”

      The screams and the shouting behind me didn’t let up. I wondered if I should turn back. The mist collected around me, growing thicker, and suddenly everything went silent again.

      Another illusion?

      This time, the darkness around me grew. The stone walls faded to reveal an empty expanse of sky and land. I was looking down from the top of my castle.

      At first, everything seemed peaceful. Then several figures in black cloaks scurried toward the castle from the moonlit fields. Hundreds. No, thousands. They swarmed the cliff leading up to my castle, pouring over empty land.

      No, the land was not empty. Shadows moved amongst them, the dimensional wraiths. The enemy army left a flood of corpses in its wake. Some bloody. Others withered, ashen, and gray. Bursts of lightning slammed into the front gate. The castle rumbled, and the gate collapsed with a loud crash.

      A gust of wind blew over me, carrying a message in Karl’s voice. “His Majesty is dead.”

      A horrible feeling came over me. The scene shifted, castle walls rising higher all around me. I looked up. A roof blocked out the starlight above me. Everything was still dark, though. I glanced at the ground and saw we were in a throne room. Not just any throne room. King Alfred’s.

      The king sat on the throne in the same position he’d been in when I first met him. He was dead, a withered gray corpse that looked like it might crumble away at any moment. The dimensional wraiths whooshed through the air around him. Karl materialized beside me.

      The big bodyguard cried, “You killed him, Smith! Your failure killed them all.”

      I froze, racked with guilt. I’d gone so far, tried so hard, for nothing! Something niggled at the edge of my brain, something I’d forgotten in seeing my failures laid before me.

      More wraiths materialized around the room. I realized with horror that they were hovering over the bodies of my friends. Arthur, Mauvin, Gomes, and Sam were all withered, ashen husks lying against the wall. Laurel and Halgrim were face-down in the center of the room. Sir Otto and Adam Odd, along with Rand, Hayes, and Rolf.

      Linda was reaching toward the window, where hundreds more bodies littered the ground in the courtyard. Wraiths hovered over them, sucking on withered skin, trying to draw out what last vestiges of life force remained.

      I lowered my gaze, struggling with all the death around me. It hurt. As I gazed out the window, I realized with horror that I recognized a group of those in the field. It was the rest of the students I’d taught, along with Linda. They were all dead.

      I turned back to the king. Karl was at his side. The wraiths sucked on his face. My heart pounded in my chest.

      “Karl, no! Get out of there!”

      Karl looked at me as his face withered away. “You’re the reason they’re all dead, Smith. We should never have trusted you. I knew it was a bad—”

      His face turned white, then gray. The wraiths pulled away from him, circling through the air. Karl collapsed.

      I stumbled backward. Two wraiths started on me. I bumped into something. It thudded to the ground. I looked behind me. Harken lay on her side, cracked, withered, and gray like the rest. I screamed.

      Suddenly, I was back in my classroom on Earth. My heart was still racing, but it gradually slowed down. I was staring now at a group of students in my lecture hall. I looked at the board behind me, where some equations were written down.

      I scratched my head. The students stared at me, waiting.

      One in the back row raised her hand. I recognized Triss.

      I pointed at her. “Yes, Triss, uh, go ahead.”

      She stood, speaking in a hurt, angry tone. “Why did you abandon us?”

      I was taken aback. My jaw dropped. Silence came over the room for a split second while I tried to think what to say. I hadn’t abandoned her. I’d never meant to leave Earth.

      Triss teared up. It got to me. “You left us here, all alone, and they’re coming for us! Look! They’re right behind you!”

      I looked. The wraiths were emerging from my chalkboard. They zoomed over my head, ignoring me, and headed for my class.

      Screams rang out. They latched onto the students' faces, sucking up their souls. As in Kortall, I’d failed them.

      The classroom grew foggy, and out of the fog stumbled a man in full fencing gear. He dropped his épée. It clattered on the floor.

      As things came into focus, I saw a wraith sucking the life out of him. We were in the gym now. More fencers came into focus. Wraiths had latched onto each of them.

      One stumbled to his knees. Another slumped against the wall. I backed up. Not again. I didn’t want to see this again. The fencer closest to me took a step, then collapsed onto his side. His helmet rolled off him. It was Adam. I shed a tear.

      The wraith looked up, and its luminous eyes bored into me, making me look away. When I looked back, I was in the kitchen of my childhood home. A pot boiled on the stove to my left. Music played.

      I looked around. No one was in the kitchen. A sliding door was a few feet in front of me. I wanted to leave. I didn’t want to see this. I approached the sliding door and pushed it open.

      A wraith looked up at me. It hovered over my mother’s withered body, sucking on her like a demonic monster. I stumbled back a few steps. No. No!

      The spirit’s voice came from my left. When I looked, it hovered over the boiling water.

      “Why don’t you stop feeling guilty?” she said. “It’s okay to give up and run away. You’re destined to fail, you know? In so many ways, you’ve already failed.”

      I got a sinking feeling in my stomach. The spirit was right. Whether it was an illusion or not, all this stuff I saw was destined to happen.

      The spirit smiled. “It’s your fault the wraiths are here in the first place. Everything is your fault. You can’t save them. You can’t save anybody. Better run, Smith.”

      Dread overcame me. Emotions stronger than any I recalled feeling rolled over me like breakers in a storm.

      The spirit continued. “There’s a door behind you. If you hurry, maybe you can get out of this house before the wraith finishes off your mother and comes for you.”

      I looked behind me and spotted the door she was talking about. When I looked at my mother, she had gone still. She was already dead. Tears flowed down my cheeks. There was nothing I could do for her. The wraith had killed her. It was sucking out the last vestiges of life from her husk and turning everything grayer.

      I ran my hands through my hair, feeling stressed and horrible about myself. Why? I’d never wanted this. I couldn’t save anybody. I probably wouldn’t be able to save myself.

      I dropped to the ground. There was no point in running. The wraith was still sucking on my mother. I cried harder. Why wouldn’t it stop? Why couldn’t this all stop?

      I clenched my fist and slammed it down so hard it hurt.

      It hurt a lot. Not like the wood floor should have. More like stone.

      I reached out, felt cobbles under my fingers, and my memory rushed back. I wasn’t on Earth! No, this was an illusion. My mother wasn’t dead. Nor were King Alfred, Harken, my fencing team, or my students at the university. If I didn’t get through this test and retrieve the sword of light, many of them might die. There was still a chance I could save them.

      I wiped the tears away, steadied my breath, stood, and gritted my teeth.

      Instead of heading backward, I continued toward the doorway and the wraith. Its gaze bored into me. It let go of my mother and rose toward me, reaching out with gnarled fingers.

      I lifted a hand. “This is my illusion. Now get out!”

      My laser materialized in my hand, aimed at the wraith. It screeched, floating backward. The room dissolved around me. Mist curled away from the stone bridge. I was only a few steps from the end of it.

      I gasped, struggling not to start sobbing again. I stepped forward, less cautious this time, driven more by an urge to avoid the mist’s illusions than to avoid the abyss below.

      My left foot came down on the last stone before the landing, and I slipped.

      I fell forward, arms flailing. For a moment I was scared I might be heading for the abyss, but I landed like a cat on the stone landing. My racing heart slowed as I leaned against a stone pillar and looked back to see how my companions fared.
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      It took some time, but I collected myself. I got up and wiped away tears with the sleeve of my tunic. The old spirit lady floated down next to me, still sleeping. She snored too. She flipped upside down, then floated back up toward the ceiling.

      I gazed at the stone bridge, trying to see the others through the mist. It was hard. The fogginess was dense around the structure. I could maybe make out some shadows within the whitish glow, but that was all.

      Their voices echoed throughout the large room, though. They were all stuck in the illusion’s grip.

      Harken angrily shouted, “It’s all gone! Why? Why? Why?”

      Karl’s voice trembled with despair. “I have failed in my duty to the kingdom. I’m so sorry.”

      Linda’s screams punctured the air in between the others’ cries. It sounded as if she was being torn limb from limb.

      Laurel was sobbing. “Please. Anybody! I just want somebody. I don’t want to be alone.”

      I stepped closer to the stone bridge. My voice trembled. “Laurel! It’s okay! You’re not alone. It’s an illusion!”

      Linda’s screams interrupted me. I looked down, squeezing my eyes shut. It hurt to hear this. I looked up again, steeling myself. “Linda! It’s not real!”

      She kept screaming. She didn’t hear me. Laurel continued calling, desperate for someone to come to her.

      Then Kellin’s voice broke through the darkness. He shouted, “Get away from me! Stay back! Hands off!”

      I gritted my teeth. “Kellin, it’s not real!” I tried again.

      He kept talking. “Back! Back! No. There are too many. Help! I can’t breathe!”

      I stumbled back a few steps, running my hands through my hair again. No use. None of them could hear me. I rested against a wall, trying to block out my companions’ screams, filled with terror as their worst nightmares came to life.

      A figure stepped closer toward the landing with her hands clenched at her sides. She was almost to the end of the bridge. I approached to get a better look. Her legs were shaking. “No! This isn’t over. I’ll save them. Now get out of here, you bastards!”

      The mist parted around Harken. She stumbled over the last bit of the cobblestone bridge, then abruptly slipped on the same spot I had. Unlike me, she went flying backward. Her arms flailed as she fell. I raced forward. She was tumbling headfirst into the darkness below.

      I grabbed for her, trying to catch her before she dropped—and snagged her ankle as I went to my knees on the landing.

      I stayed there for a moment, struggling to hold her. My heart raced. Harken swung dangerously over the precipice.

      “Don’t drop me.” Her voice shook. I’d never heard her voice quake like that before. She was usually so stolid. “Oh, by the stars, don’t drop me, please.”

      “I’ve got you.” I did my best to sound confident, although I knew full well I didn’t have great control of the situation. My arm throbbed from the weight of holding her.

      The others were still screaming farther back on the bridge. If they reached Harken and me while still in their illusions, or if the mist should take either of us again… I shook my head. We both had to get to the landing. There was no way I could pull her up on this narrow stone bridge.

      Harken spoke in a fearful voice. “Smith? Is that really you?”

      I sighed. “Yeah, it’s me. I’m going to try to swing you up toward the landing.”

      Harken’s voice cracked. “No! I’ll use my magic. I can move myself telekinetically.”

      I frowned. “You can’t. The spirit said—”

      Harken growled. “A giant rock’s not going to fall on me! That’s crazy.”

      “Crazier than mist that makes us see things?”

      Harken went quiet. “Point made. Okay, just don’t drop me.”

      I reassured her again. “There’s no way I can crawl back on this bridge or pull you up here. There’s not enough room. You’re going to have to grab the ledge with your hands.”

      It felt like it took all my strength to maintain a grip on her. I was on my knees. She muttered back to me in a fearful voice. “Okay. Go ahead. Swing me toward it.”

      I nervously started swinging her. At first she moved slowly, like a pendulum gathering energy. Eventually I got her to swing higher and higher.

      Harken yelled, “I’m too close to the edge. I’ll hit my head!”

      I sprawled out and reached forward, trying to get more space between her and the landing. She swung back and forth, largely controlling her movements. Each swing added kinetic energy to her motion, making her harder to hold onto. My arms strained with the effort, but I was not letting her go!

      “Almost there!” she shouted. Her fingers scraped the ledge. She swung backward again, then latched onto it on the next swing forward.

      I drew several deep breaths. “You good?”

      Harken took a moment to respond. “I think so! You better let go of my feet.”

      I did so. Harken’s body slammed into the edge of the landing. Somehow, she kept her grip. “Smith! Help me up!”

      There was a note of desperation in her voice. I got up and hurried back to the landing. I grabbed her wrists and pulled her the rest of the way up.

      She collapsed and sobbed. I watched her for a moment or two. She abruptly hugged me but pulled away almost as soon as she had.

      The mage shuffled to the wall and pulled her legs against her chest, looking more vulnerable than I’d ever witnessed. What had she seen in the mist? Whatever it was had shaken her, along with that precarious near-drop into the abyss.

      Karl stumbled off the bridge next. Laurel followed him. Neither slipped as Harken and I had. Then there was a shout. A deep voice belonging to Rolf echoed off the stone walls. “Get away!”

      I glimpsed the big guy flying out of the mist. He’d jumped off the stone bridge. He looked around suddenly as if coming to his senses in the air. It was already too late.

      Fear needled me. “Rolf!”

      He fell, screaming my name as the darkness swallowed him.

      Karl put a comforting hand on my shoulder. The death shook me up. I barely paid attention as the others stumbled off the stone bridge. Soon, almost everyone was across. I looked up, spotting Arthur as he stumbled toward the edge of the mist. He was the last one on the bridge.

      “You can’t break me!” he suddenly shouted. “I’ve already been broken. I’ll keep going, no matter what you say!”

      Arthur stormed out of the mist, then marched over the rest of the cobblestones onto the landing. He put a hand on Mauvin’s back. “Buddy, I’m sorry I worried you.”

      I smiled, feeling a surge of optimism that Arthur had regained his voice. It seemed those illusions hadn’t been bad news for all of us.

      A rumble came from behind Arthur, and the bridge abruptly collapsed, falling into the chasm below. Now there was no way back.

      The spirit lady floated down into the middle of our group. She yawned, and her eyes blinked open. “Oh, you’re done. Looks like one of you didn’t make it. That’s too bad. Come on then, this way.”

      We entered a doorway, passing under an arch into a narrow passageway. The passage soon let out into a large, circular room with a domed ceiling. As the last of us stepped inside, there was a rumble behind us. I looked backward and saw a stone sliding into place outside the doorway, sealing off the passage.

      There was another doorway at the other side of the room, but it too was sealed with a large stone. The spirit woman drifted along, and we followed her across the room.

      A small wheel sat on a pedestal near the other end of the room. A colorful assortment of sparkling stones covered the ceiling. Curved white lines that seemed drawn with chalk decorated the ground. We stepped over them, casually following the old lady as she moved to the other door. The rest of the room was empty. It felt cold and hollow.

      The spirit woman glided toward the ceiling. “Here we go. Are you ready for round two?” She laughed and didn’t wait for an answer. “See these stones up here? These represent the stars, and if you look carefully, you’ll see that it matches up with what the sky looks like during one month of the year.”

      The spirit floated back toward the ground, then drifted to the wheel.

      “This here is the Wheel of Constellations. Your job is to determine what month the night sky above is from. Look here, and you’ll see a little red pin sticking out of the wheel. There are twelve different months along the wheel, like a clock. January at one o'clock. February at two o’clock, all the way to December at midnight.

      “Right now the pin is on December, see? Turn the wheel to the right month, then push it in. If you’re right, the stone blocking the doorway will roll away. Then you can proceed. If you’re wrong, you won’t ever be able to escape this room. There’s no way to pull the wheel back to its starting position after it's locked. Got it?”

      I nodded. It seemed clear enough, but as I looked up at the stones in the ceiling above, I realized I knew nothing about this world’s constellations. The night sky was foreign to me. I looked at the others. All were gazing up at the sky with frowns all around. Harken gritted her teeth.

      “I don’t know,” she said, then shook her head. “Somebody else is gonna have to figure this out.”

      Laurel clenched her jaw. “Don’t look at me. I spend all my time below ground.”

      I glanced at the others, hopeful that someone could help. Arthur shook his head. Mauvin did too. Kellin shrugged. Linda seemed as good a bet as any. She was one of my brightest students.

      “It’s… I mean, I recognize the constellations. There’s the Grand Ladle, the Lady Blowing Wind, the, um, Long Spear.”

      Harken looked at Linda with hope in her eyes. “Do you know the month?”

      Linda shrugged. “I never really studied that.”

      Karl sighed. “I might be able to help.”

      We all looked at him. I felt surprised. Karl scratched his chin. “Truth is, I got into stargazing a few years back. There’s not exactly much to do when standing guard at night. I keep track of all the little things I see each time I look upward. Some of it’s always there, like that little bowl there.”

      He pointed. Linda frowned. “That’s the scoop of the Grand Ladle,” she said.

      Karl shrugged. “I call it the Little Bowl.” He pointed at another section of the sky. “That there is Mr. Fishy.”

      Linda squinted. “Hm. I never heard of it before.”

      Karl pursed his lips. “Mr. Fishy looks different throughout the year. Sometimes he has a stripe. Other times he has an extra fin. Sometimes he’s not there. But look, right now he has an extra fin.”

      Harken snorted. “Can we skip all this Mr. Fishy nonsense and get to the part where you tell us the month?”

      Laurel shot Harken a cold glare. “Whoa, there. Easy, Harken. What did Mr. Fishy ever do to you?”

      Harken snarled.

      I sighed. “Let’s focus on this thing. Karl, what does it mean when the fish has an extra fin?”

      Karl nodded. “I usually notice that sometime after the winter. It’s probably one of the spring months. Maybe March. April. Could be May. June’s too late. The fish is gone by the summer. I think he’s still got the stripe in February, but I could be wrong. Maybe the answer’s February. I doubt it. January is not it.”

      Harken sighed. “All right. So it’s probably March, April, or May. Maybe February. That leaves us with four choices. Can you narrow it down any further?”

      Karl scratched his chin again. Silence fell upon the room as he considered Harken’s question.

      Loud rumbling came from the other end of the room. I turned as several stone tiles fell, creating a black pit near the doorway we’d entered from.

      The spirit woman floated down in front of me, asleep. She yawned, blinking as she woke up. “What’s that racket?” She looked at the other end of the room, and her mouth curved into an O. “Oops. I forgot to mention there’s a time limit. That’s what the chalk is for. Every few minutes, the floor will crumble away, one line of chalk at a time, until eventually it reaches you. Unless you get out in time, that is.”

      The spirit yawned again, her eyes drooping. I glanced at the others. Suddenly, it seemed like we all felt the urgency.
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      Karl stared at the night sky, wide eyes scanning the various constellations. Linda conversed with him, pointing at different parts of the sky. Karl kept shaking his head. He replied to her questions with a note of uncertainty.

      He scratched the right side of his face, cocking his head as he studied the constellations with an intense focus. “Maybe that little corner over there.” He pointed. “It’s like a circle, but sometimes it becomes spiky, or sometimes it becomes a pentagon. Think that’s the word.”

      I frowned. One of these days, I would have to study why the constellations here changed from month to month. Appearing and disappearing made sense to me. Constellations on Earth did that, thanks to the planet’s tilt. But changing? Adding “stripes?” Seasonal variations in the stars themselves implied something up there was very different from the space I was used to.

      I yanked myself out of my rambling thoughts. Time for that later! “A pentagon has five sides. Is that what you mean?”

      Karl scratched his head. “Not sure. I never counted the sides. I liked the spiky thing but never could work out when it was supposed to appear. One night it’s the circle. The next night it’s spiky. Then the pentagon or something like that, in all sorts of orders. Never made sense.”

      Harken frowned in worry. “Well, we know it’s in the spring sometime. Did you notice any patterns in the spring?”

      Karl smiled. “Ah! Yes. I distinctly remember seeing the spiky version of it last May.”

      Linda smiled broadly. “Okay. So right now it’s the circle. That rules out May.”

      Laurel nodded. “So it’s either March, April, or maybe February.”

      Karl chuckled. “Not February either. It was spiky then too.”

      I brightened. “That’s great! So we’ve narrowed it down to March or April, then.”

      The ground rumbled again. Another section of the floor collapsed, and the pit widened.

      Karl scratched his beard, trying to work through the choice of March versus April. He’d kept track of when it was spiky because he thought that formation looked cool, but when we asked about the pentagon versus the ball, he kept drawing a blank. Meanwhile, section after section of the floor collapsed, until eventually there were only two sections left. The last one before us fell away, and I realized we were out of time.

      “Karl, just guess,” I said, my heart rate increasing. I didn’t want to get caught with the floor.

      Karl bit his lip. “March. No, April. No wait, March. Yes, let’s go with March.”

      Harken rotated the wheel so the red pin was at three o’clock and pushed it in.

      We waited. The silence was deafening. Eventually, the boulder rolled away. Somehow, Karl had gotten it right.

      Laurel pumped her fist. “Aw, yeah! Nice job, Karl.”

      She fist-bumped him. We hurried through the doorway. Karl laughed as he hiked over to the next room with us. “Wow. That was kinda fun.”

      Laurel grinned. “Makes your heart race, huh?”

      Karl nodded.

      The lady spirit floated overhead. Eventually, we all reached yet another doorway.

      This time, the room on the other side was much smaller. We all barely fit inside. It felt like an overcrowded meeting room. My gaze went to a doorway at the end of the room, but a big stone slab blocked it. A hook was embedded in it, along with a chain that disappeared above the doorway. A simple stone lever was in the ground to the left of the doorway. The spirit floated down over the stone lever, blinking as she woke up.

      “Ah, oooh, eeeeh, ooohh.” She stretched. “Wow. We’re in the third room already. Time flies. Or maybe that’s just me. Hahaha. You like that one, huh?”

      None of us laughed. The spirit smirked. “Tough audience. All right. Well, this is the final room, and it will determine your worth. Basically, only one of you can have the sword of light, so you’ll have to choose. Other than that, I think you can figure out the rest of this by yourself, can’t you? I hope so. I’m going back to bed.”

      The spirit yawned, then closed her eyes, rapidly falling asleep.

      A rumble sounded behind us, and a stone rolled into the doorway we’d come from, blocking us in.

      That was it. With the spirit sleeping, we approached the doorway on the other side. There wasn’t much in this room. A low ceiling made of stone. Four stone walls. Stone tiles on the floor. It was like a maximum security prison. Except there was a lever by the doorway.

      Laurel pulled the lever, and the stone in the doorway rumbled. As she pulled it all the way back, the stone rose, until there was easily enough room to pass to the next chamber.

      She grinned. “Well. That was easy.”

      She let go of the lever. It flew back to its starting position, and the stone dropped, slamming into the ground with a huge bang.

      The spirit spoke in a startled voice. “Oh! What’s that? Shh, be quiet, I’m trying to sleep here.” She glared at us.

      Harken glowered at her. “We’re trying to solve your stupid test.”

      The spirit sighed. “All right, fine, just try to be quiet, please. You don’t have to make noise on this test.”

      Harken rolled her eyes. I stepped forward, checking out the door. Laurel lightly pulled on the lever. The stone slab crept a few inches off the ground.

      I frowned, looking at the lever. “The only way to get to the other side is if one of us holds the lever, is that right?”

      Laurel nodded. “Seems like it.”

      Linda stepped forward. “I’ll do it.”

      Sir Hayes stepped forward. “Allow me, Duke Smith. You might need her to decipher something later on.”

      I pursed my lips, thinking. I didn’t like the idea of leaving someone in this room. I had a few things in my inventory bag, but nothing capable of bracing the lever or holding up the stone.

      Laurel spoke, seeming to read my mind. “With the right tools and enough time, we could hold the lever in place. Maybe. Except we don’t have the tools, and I’m not sure we have the time, either.”

      I agreed. The floor might start collapsing on us. “The spirit said only one of us can have the sword, and we’d need to choose. Maybe this is how they weed the rest of us out.”

      Karl nodded. “We’ll have to leave one behind, then. Sir Hayes, thank you for volunteering.”

      Kellin bowed slightly. “Just doing my duty.” He reached for the lever, pulling on it. The stone rose.

      The rest of us proceeded under it to the next room. This was an identical chamber to the first one. We stepped across the small room, reaching the lever, and this time Mauvin took hold and pulled it to the open position. The stone slab in front of the door rumbled, lifting off the ground.

      “Don’t screw this up,” Mauvin told us.

      “We won’t,” I promised.

      What followed was a sequence of more identical rooms. With each new room, our group grew smaller by one. After Mauvin, Arthur volunteered to hold the lever, and Laurel after that. Linda eventually insisted on taking the next lever. By now, all of us felt relatively certain that there wouldn’t be any writing we needed to decipher.

      After that, it came down to Harken, Karl, and me. We traipsed across the room to the next lever, then huddled up.

      “I’m not holding it. It’s between the two of you.” Harken sounded annoyed.

      Karl looked at her, then narrowed his eyes. “Why not?”

      Harken rolled her eyes. “Too much at stake. I’m going on ahead.”

      Karl opened his mouth, but I cut him off. “Maybe we should pick at random,” I suggested.

      Karl and Harken glared at each other. The mistrust they’d set aside sparked anew, and I wondered if that was the point of this test. Set us against each other and see who wanted the sword for themselves.

      Karl slowly nodded. “Fine. What do you have in mind, Smith?”

      Harken sighed. “Two-to-one odds I move on. Fine. I’ll take it.”

      I reached into my inventory bag and retrieved my toolkit. There was some electrical wire in there, and I cut three small pieces, one shorter than the rest. I put the toolkit away.

      “We’ll draw straws for it.” I showed them the three strands of wire. “One is shorter than the rest. I put them in my hand like this, shuffle them around, then we each pick one strand. Shortest strand holds the lever.”

      Karl gestured at Harken. “Ladies first.”

      She picked the one on the left. As soon as she pulled it out, I could tell it wasn’t the short piece of wire. That meant it was between Karl and me.

      I offered Karl the other two, and he picked the next one in the row, pulling out the short strand. I unveiled the last one in my hand.

      Karl sighed in disappointment but stepped up to the lever. “Be careful, Smith.”

      I nodded. “I will.”

      Karl pulled the lever. He watched as we proceeded underneath the stone into the next room. I could tell that he was worried about my safety. The king had asked him to stay by my side, to guard me as Karl guarded His Majesty. We had no choice here.

      Harken and I stepped into the next room together, which I assumed would be our last before the sword.
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      The next room was identical to all the others before it. Harken and I proceeded toward the lever. I was nervous about this situation. I bit my lip, ruminating on what the spirit had told us. Whoever made it out of this room would get the sword. I glanced at Harken. She was studying the lever. Her head tilted up, and she made eye contact with me.

      I frowned, studying her guarded expression. It was hard to know if I could trust her. I’d put my trust in her enough times before, but this was different. We were talking about the sword of light. Maybe the only thing that could defeat the dimensional wraiths. I would much prefer to proceed to the next room myself, but I had a bad feeling she wasn’t going to allow that.

      Harken opened her mouth, ready to say something, but I spoke first. “You can go.”

      She narrowed her eyes, suddenly suspicious. “What?”

      I shrugged. “I’ll hold the lever for you. I still feel bad about taking Kiera from you. You saved my life back in that fight against the wraiths. Most of all, after the story you told us about your past, I believe in you. I know you’ll fight the wraiths with your dying breath.”

      Harken frowned. “You saved my life too.”

      I bit my lip. “True. Maybe we’re even on that count, then. I still need to make up for what I did when we first met, though.”

      Harken sighed. “Holding the lever for me won’t make up for that, Smith.”

      I frowned. She had a fair point. Letting her get the sword of light wasn’t exactly equivalent to taking her familiar from her. I doubted I could hope to understand what that connection had meant to Harken.

      She scratched her arm, looking nervous. “Look, I’ve had Kiera since I was a child. My people in Callia have lived alongside the ravens for many centuries. The ravens of Callia live longer than most birds. Some have outlived their human partners, reaching a hundred years of age or more.

      “They’re supposed to be with us for life. It’s a big event in our childhoods when we trek to their nest and choose an egg. Over the next couple of years, we travel frequently to the nest, and when the egg hatches, we help the mother ravens with feeding and raising the young birds. Eventually, they come to live with us. Kiera and I had that kind of bond. I don’t think you could do anything to make up for breaking it, Smith.”

      When she put it that way, it took everything in me to keep from looking away in shame. Harken gritted her teeth. “Look, Smith, you can’t do anything to make up for that. But… I, well, I’ll forgive you.”

      Harken stepped forward and put a comforting hand on my arm. Suddenly, it felt like a weight had lifted from my chest. I didn’t know what to say. I stared at her in surprise for a few moments.

      She forced an awkward smile. “You’ve done enough to deserve my forgiveness, I think. I’ll try to stop treating you like a creepy asshole.”

      I chuckled. “Does that mean we’re friends?”

      Harken pulled away as her guarded expression returned. “It means you can quit feeling guilty,” she snapped. “We have the lever to worry about right now.”

      “Right.” I reached for it.

      Harken spoke in a loud, commanding voice. “Wait just a moment.”

      I pulled my hand back, glancing at her again.

      Harken shook her head. “No. I’ll hold the lever for you.”

      Now it was my turn to be surprised. Harken took a step closer to the lever. I hadn’t seen this coming. A few minutes ago, she had refused to step aside for Karl or me.

      Harken spoke in a low voice with her back to me. “I wasn’t going to volunteer. To be honest, I wanted the sword for myself. Part of me still doubts you have what it takes. That sword will require a good amount of mana. Skill too. But you’re willing to let me have it that easily? You trust me that much?”

      Harken looked back at me. She was making me doubt my decision, but I nodded all the same.

      Harken glanced at the lever. “Honestly, you’re a better choice for the sword than I am. I’ve seen your swordplay at work. I don’t have those same skills. And mana is something that can be acquired.”

      She pulled the lever back, and the stone in the doorway rumbled, rising to reveal a final room on the other side.

      My gaze fell on the doorway. “Are you sure?”

      Harken nodded. “Yeah. Like I said, I hate to admit it, but you’re the better choice. Now go on before I change my mind.”

      I took a few steps toward the doorway, then looked back at her. “Thank you.” I passed through.

      The room on the other side led into a long, simple hallway. I proceeded down the passage. It was dark at first, but magical torches flickered on as I walked past them. The newfound light guided me along. Stone arches hung overhead. The floor was stone polished flat with exquisite craftsmanship.

      The narrow passageway eventually led into a wider hall. Balls of yellow light floated overhead, illuminating everything with a brilliant glow. In this room, statues of different warriors ran along the walls to my right and left. Chiseled from stone, they depicted all manners of people including men, women, dwarves, and a goblin near the end of the hall.

      All wore armor and helmets that seemed almost Roman, perhaps remnants from this world’s Bronze Age. They wore capes and carried spears and bucklers. Metal armor covered their shoulders and chests. Helmets were of varying styles, some plain and some adorned with decorative embellishments.

      As I reached the end of the hall, the room widened into a circular chamber much smaller than the one where we’d undergone the astronomy test. This room had a low roof. Embellished arches decorated the edges, granting passage to several alcoves with more statues of warriors in them. These statues seemed bigger than the others. The attention to detail was magnificent.

      I paced the edge of the room, stepping over the stone tiles. I looked down, noticing artwork on the floor. Several stone columns stood between the archways. I knew enough to recognize the design of a Corinthian column. This world was more similar to Earth than I gave it credit for.

      The ceiling contained more artwork that featured dragons, monstrous towers, and some things that faintly resembled angels.

      Soon, I reached the end of the room, where a wooden pedestal sat, illuminated by torchlight. I stood a few feet from the pedestal, gazing at the hilt of a sword, which was upside down. It looked rather like the blade was stuck in the pedestal. This world’s sword in the stone?

      I allowed myself a few moments to take it in. The hilt was a simple cross with various symbols carved into the handle. Heavily marked leather wrapped the grip. It looked like a legendary sword and nothing like what I’d imagined. I marched the rest of the way toward it.
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      As I approached the sword, the spirit woman glided into the room, hovering over a colorful, circular mosaic that adorned the center of the chamber. She stopped between me and the sword. Her glowing body quivered in the low light.

      She yawned. “Aha! Smith, I caught up with you.”

      I stopped in front of the spirit. “I wondered when you’d show up again. How was the nap?”

      The spirit smiled. “Great, thanks for asking!”

      I glanced at the sword again, which sat behind the woman. The centerpiece of this exquisite room. “Am I right to assume that’s the sword of light?”

      The spirit nodded. “That’s right. Boy, you’re one smart cookie.”

      I laughed. She floated backward through the air and settled above the sword. I approached both of them.

      The spirit smiled. “You know, I like you. You’re much easier to get along with than the rest.”

      I shrugged.

      The spirit shrugged too. “Good choice, sending you in here. Anyway, there are a few things I’ve gotta tell you before you can pick up the sword of light. Number one, once you pick it up, it will be bound to your soul. That means until you die, nobody else will be able to use it. Now, in the past, some people have had a problem with this. Word spreads, enemies come after the sword, they’re gonna try to kill you because they can’t use it otherwise.”

      I nodded. “I’m okay with that risk.”

      The spirit laughed. “That was quick. You must have a death wish or something.”

      I frowned. At least this old woman was having fun. How old was she really? Her glowing body resembled a grandma, but this structure seemed ancient. Had she been around since it was built?

      The spirit waved dismissively. “Aw, don’t look so bothered. It was a joke.”

      I forced a smile. “What else should I know?”

      The spirit lady gestured at the hilt. “It might look like the sword is stuck in the pedestal, but once you pick up the hilt, you’ll find there’s no blade. That’s because there’s magic in the hilt—a highly concentrated form of ancient liquid mana, which the sword draws on. This means you can control when the blade extends and retracts, and all you need to do is use your mind.” She tapped her head.

      I pursed my lips. “Kind of like summoning the inner scroll.”

      “Yep! That’s right.” She floated away from the hilt, grinning. “Now go ahead, try to pick it up.”

      I proceeded closer. This seemed like it would be straightforward enough. The hilt was right there, easy to take hold of. I grabbed it with my right hand.

      When I tried to pull it off the pedestal, it wouldn’t budge. It was stuck there like it was glued to the wood, or maybe a blade was embedded down there. I tried pulling harder, but no luck. I put my whole back into it. Even the pedestal wouldn’t budge.

      The old woman floated down, rolling her eyes. “Oh, how stupid of me. I forgot to mention the stat requirements. You’ll need at least twenty strength and thirty mana to wield the sword. If you don’t have that, you’ll need to leave, level up some more, and come back later.”

      I gaped. Seriously? I felt more than a little annoyed. I let go of the sword, stepping back from the pedestal. “Why are you just now telling me this?”

      The old lady laughed nervously. I brought up my inner scroll and scanned my stats.

      
        
        Charles Smith, Human Engineer Level Fifteen

      

        

      
        Strength 16, Dexterity 16, Constitution 12, Intelligence 17, Wisdom 13, Charisma 16

      

        

      
        Six free stat points to spend.

      

        

      
        Health 64, Stamina 59, Mana 30

      

        

      
        Skills: Swordsmanship 12, Engineering 13, Knowledge 13, Diplomacy 2, Tactics 5, Metalcrafting 9, Woodcrafting 7, Electronics 10, Bluffing 1, Leadership 1

      

        

      
        Available skill slots: 1

      

        

      
        Powers and Spells: Invent.

      

      

      My gaze immediately went to the strength and mana sections. At least my mana was at the minimum required amount of thirty. My strength was only sixteen. I needed four more points before I could wield the sword.

      I ground my teeth, glaring at the spirit.

      She smiled nervously. “I can’t do anything about the stat requirements. Sorry.”

      I ran a hand through my hair. My body was tense from all this emotion. It felt like we’d gone through hell and back to get here. One of my companions had died on that stupid bridge during the first test. Now she was going to tell me my stats weren’t high enough?

      I sighed, calming myself, and drew a few deep breaths.

      The old woman pursed her lips. “I’d be frustrated too. Came all the way here and now you have to leave without the sword. Too bad you didn’t save up some of those free stat points people get once in a while.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      The old woman looked at me with a curious expression. “Free stat points. You’ve never heard of those before?”

      “No, I’ve heard of them. I have some on my scroll. I just never knew what they were for.” I checked my inner scroll again. There it was, on the third line. I had six free stat points to spend. I glanced at my strength again. At sixteen, I was only four short of the minimum requirement to pick up the sword.

      The old lady shook her head. “Really? You never heard of them before? Your parents didn’t show you how they worked?”

      I sighed, then explained how I’d come here from another world. I hadn’t been born with the ability to use the inner scroll system. I’d only learned a little about it from King Alfred and Karl that first day I arrived.

      The old lady laughed. “I can’t believe it. You really should use those points.”

      “Yeah, I can’t believe it either.” At least now I could get the sword. “How do I use the points, though?”

      The old lady chuckled some more. “Just like anything else. Think about where you want them to go.”

      I did so, willing four of the points to go to strength. A moment later, the appropriate change took place on my inner scroll. I checked the screen again.

      
        
        Charles Smith, Human Engineer Level Fifteen

      

        

      
        Strength 20, Dexterity 16, Constitution 12, Intelligence 17, Wisdom 13, Charisma 16

      

        

      
        Two free stat points to spend.

      

        

      
        Health 64, Stamina 59, Mana 30

      

        

      
        Skills: Swordsmanship 12, Engineering 13, Knowledge 13, Diplomacy 2, Tactics 5, Metalcrafting 9, Woodcrafting 7, Electronics 10, Bluffing 1, Leadership 1

      

        

      
        Available skill slots: 1

      

        

      
        Powers and Spells: Invent.

      

      

      I briefly considered using the remaining two points. What if I needed them for something else like this in the future? Instead, I dismissed the inner scroll. “I used four points on strength. I think I’ll save the rest for later.”

      The spirit shrugged. “Not a bad idea. How many have you got?”

      “Two.”

      I tried the sword again, and this time it lifted off the pedestal easily.

      Item acquired: Sword of light!

      I examined the hilt more closely. The spirit had been right. There was no blade.

      The spirit spoke in an amused tone. “You know, I was impressed by how you and that mage handled the last room. You stayed calm.”

      Carvings of the sun decorated the hilt. I looked at the spirit woman. “You were watching us.” I wasn’t surprised.

      She smiled. “Yep! I thought she would whoop your butt for sure.”

      I laughed. “So did I. Kinda.” The spirit floated across the room. “What would have happened if we’d fought over the sword?”

      She glanced back at me, smiling. “If you had, it would’ve been the end of the test. That third trial was all about teamwork. You would be fine if you kept working as a team. If things had ever broken down into outright fighting, the floor would’ve opened, and you’d all have fallen into a pit filled with spikes.”

      I swallowed hard. Good thing Harken and I had finally learned to get along. Sorta.

      The spirit woman yawned and stretched. “All right. It’s almost time for my nap again. But first, are you ever gonna try using that sword?”

      I laughed softly. It was clear what end the blade was supposed to come out of. The spirit had told me I needed to will the blade into existence. I tried this, but it seemed harder than it was with my inner scroll. For a few moments, the room was silent, and the blade stayed hidden, the sword still as a small stick.

      “Am I doing something wrong?” I wondered aloud.

      The spirit pursed her lips. “Hm. Maybe you need to believe a bit harder.”

      I felt confused about what she meant by that. I tried to envision the sword coming out of the blade more clearly. It was hard, though. Try as I might, the image of a lightsaber in my mind didn’t feel realistic.

      Then I remembered all the other crazy stuff I’d encountered since arriving here. It had started in earnest with those golems. I’d also seen mages with lightning magic, goblins and dwarves, a dragon, and creatures that lived within the shadows, made of an insubstantial substance I could barely understand. Was summoning a sword of light that far-fetched compared to all those things?

      I tried envisioning the light coming out of the sword again. A column of solid light, and this time I pictured the weapon as a piece of this crazy world. It was born from this ancient magical citadel after all.

      As I focused on that image, a column of light burst forth. It wasn’t exactly as I’d imagined, but it was close. The light glowed blue. The sword was about as long as my arm, and it was flat and thin, like any other blade, but made of different stuff. I swung it through the air, testing how it felt.

      The spirit woman smiled. “Great job, Smith. I guess you finally got what you came here for.” She yawned. “You and your friends—the ones still alive, anyway—are free to leave. Any questions before you do?”

      I willed the sword to retract, then dropped it in my inventory bag. Looking around, I found the doorway that led back to the third test. “Do I go that way? Back the way I came?”

      The spirit woman smiled. “Oh, no. I’ll send you all out of here. Use the sword well, Smith. Don’t let it fall into the wrong hands.”

      The spirit woman yawned again. I blinked. There was a blinding flash of light. I covered my eyes, and when I looked again, I stood outside.
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      It was still dark outside. Moonlight filtered through the treetops. The forest was silent, the wind still. I looked around, noticing that I’d somehow been transported back to the clearing in the forest, along with all of my companions.

      All looked around with confused expressions. Karl turned to me. “Smith. What happened? How did we get here?”

      I gazed at the citadel, which was behind us. We stood at the bottom of the stone staircase. The light at the top of the building was gone, snuffed out like a fire at night's end. The ancient structure behind us was a dark, faded piece of stonework.

      I pursed my lips. “I think the spirit sent us here.”

      Harken lifted her hand, fingers running through the air like a comb through hair. “Clearly some sort of magic did.”

      Laurel was the next to approach me. “What happened? Did you guys get the sword? Who has it?”

      Harken’s gaze settled on me. She was the only one who knew I had been to the last room. Karl knew it was one of the two of us, and the rest knew less than that. I reached into my inventory bag. “I have it, yes.”

      I pulled out the sword. It was only a hilt when I first showed it to them. I pointed it away from all my friends and summoned the blue blade with a thought.

      The group backed up, eyes widening with shock. Awed expressions spread around the group, and soon people began to clap. I stepped back, sheepish at the applause. I retracted the blade and dropped the hilt into my inventory bag.

      Harken marched toward the forest, motioning for us to follow. “Let’s get going. If we hurry, maybe we can avoid Moros and his men.”

      The group of us quickly passed from the clearing, making good time back through the forest. For a while I hoped we might make a clean getaway without being spotted by the enemy again. Then I heard shouts coming from somewhere ahead. Shadows flitted around the trees, moving of their own accord. I was pretty sure I knew what that meant.

      Our group halted. Harken’s gaze turned more serious than usual while watching the figures in the distance.

      A crackle of electricity came from the darkness to my left, and a lightning bolt flashed, racing toward us.

      Harken summoned her lightning. The two blasts collided with a roar, sending up waves of smoke. More shouting reached us, and Harken stumbled backward.

      “Get back!” she shouted. “That’s Moros!”

      More flashes of lightning. Harken blocked a couple, breathing heavily from the effort. The rest missed us, and we hurried back the way we’d come. We’d make our stand near the old ruins.

      As we ran, heavy footsteps thudded against the ground behind us. The trees shook. The shouts grew louder. Enemies seemed to be spread across the forest, and dozens of voices called out.

      The citadel’s clearing was up ahead. We were nearly to the edge when a group of wraiths emerged from the shadows in front of us, misty bodies whirling like smoke. They rose into the air and took roughly humanoid shapes. Sinister grins formed on their faces. Swirling columns of mist exuded skeletal fingers and faces.

      Harken blasted the creatures with lightning before they could take shape completely. They screeched, black smoke rising from the wounds. I drew the sword of light and sliced through the enemies with two single-handed strikes, helping Harken carve a path forward.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took thirty damage. You defeated enemy wraith. You gained fifteen experience points.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took twenty-nine damage. You defeated enemy wraith. You gained fourteen experience points.

      The enemy wraiths fell apart at the touch of my blade. Their gaseous corpses sunk back toward the shadows on the ground, hovering over the grass like a motionless cloud.

      As our group rushed through the opening into the clearing, I looked back. Several more wraiths were rising from the ground behind us, and a large force of golems stomped through the trees not far off. Black cloaks fluttered around the forest, barely visible in the low light. Mages’ robes. There were a lot of them. Fear struck me.

      Karl called in a loud voice, “Retreat! There are too many.”

      We fell back. There was more forest beyond the citadel, but as we ventured out that way, several more wraiths lifted from the ground, accompanied by mages whose cloaks poked out from behind the trees.

      We backtracked, but the forces behind us were closing fast, nearly to the citadel. Mages, wraiths, and golems poured into the clearing, forming a strong and fearsome wall.

      I gritted my teeth and tightened my grip on my sword. “Back into the citadel!”

      The others followed me up the steps. A few wraiths zipped toward us, but Harken blasted them with a crackle of lightning, driving them back.

      As we fell back into the doorway, I remembered there was no door. The entrance to the citadel lay under a simple arch. This worried me. There was no way we could keep the enemy out. I gritted my teeth, eyeing the others in concern. A peek through the archway showed the enemy forces closing in on the bottom of the small staircase.

      I frowned. We didn’t have much time.

      Laurel shouted, “Better get ready, everyone! They’re coming.”

      She drew her ax. The rest of the group except Linda and Arthur drew weapons as well. Those two backed away. We were at a severe disadvantage. Only two of us could harm some of our foes, and their magic was also a deadly threat.

      Footsteps sounded outside. The enemy was on the stairs. As they struggled to squeeze up the narrow steps, Karl called, “Hold them at the door. Use it as a choke point. Keep them from advancing past it.”

      The others shuffled around. Karl moved to the front. Laurel and Sir Hayes took up positions on either side of him. Harken and I moved in nervously behind them. Mauvin squeezed in between us with a knife in each hand. I tried to calm my racing thoughts. The enemy shouted as they poured forth over the top of the stairs, approaching the doorway.

      Laurel twirled her ax. “Come at me! I’ll take all of you. C’mon. Who’s first?”

      Karl frowned. “Careful what you wish for, dwarf.”

      Laurel smirked. “Name’s Laurel. I’ll take whatever they’ve got, bring it on, anything but…”

      The enemy slowed its advance at the doorway—all but the shadows on the ground. They curled around the stone columns flanking the entrance, drifting along the stone tiles as they reshaped into gnarled wraiths.

      Karl stumbled back. Harken gritted her teeth. “Smith! We’re up.”

      I stepped forward, putting my hand in front of her. “Let me take care of them.”

      I was anxious to test my sword some more.

      Harken nodded, looking agreeable for once. The wraiths reached out, bony fingers almost scraping the stone walls as they advanced. Their luminous eyes locked on mine. Their grisly features stayed shrouded in darkness.

      I closed the gap and slashed out with my sword as they grew closer. Like any other blade would do to a solid being, it cut through the creatures. They screeched. Black smoke poured out of gaping wounds.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took twenty-five damage.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took twenty-four damage.

      The wraiths drew back. They looked malformed and disoriented now. Mist curled every which way, bumping off walls. They sank into the shadows outside the doorway and disappeared.

      More wraiths closed in. There were ten, maybe fifteen of them. The creatures were piled in close, though. No more than two or three could squeeze through the doorway at once. I slashed out, easily opening more wounds. They screeched.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took twenty-seven damage.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took twenty-five damage.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took twenty-eight damage. Enemy wraith was defeated. You gained twenty experience points.

      Most of the shadowy creatures seemed capable of surviving my attacks, but they retreated soon after. Two perished with a sharp cry. They collapsed on the ground, nothing but a pile of dark mist that floated there, unconscious and dead.

      That made the rest of the wraiths slow their advance. They held back, looking wary. Shadowy bodies circled in the entryway as if trying to find some other way forward and avoid my sword. Eventually, they all slinked back into the shadows and disappeared.

      I took a moment to calm myself, lowering my sword. A lot of tension left my body. I hadn’t realized it was there. Karl stepped forward and put a hand on my shoulder. “I’ll handle the rest of these.”

      I stepped back, nodding. The big bodyguard had a protective aura and a focused look in his eyes. Laurel bounced on her feet. She looked ready for some enemies she could fight.

      The golems ducked, lumbering under the arch that led into the citadel. Each was so large that they could only fit one at a time through the doorway.

      Karl and Laurel took turns hacking at them. Both were powerful warriors. Karl’s style was to use big bursts of force. Laurel was more of a hacker, targeting the enemy’s weak points and hitting them while circling them to avoid attacks.

      Together, Karl and Laurel smashed through one golem and the next. They eventually took down two more golems after those, but as the fourth golem fell, several mages poured forth from behind it, hopping over its lifeless body.

      Lightning crackled, and Harken unleashed a lightning bolt barely in time to counter the enemy attack. The mages hung back in the entryway, throwing more lightning at us. Harken countered some more.

      Laurel got out her gun, and I realized I needed to do the same.

      We loaded our rifles around the same time. Karl and Hayes cleared out of the way. Harken countered their lightning bolts, and Laurel and I aimed and fired, shooting down the mages like turkeys on Thanksgiving.

      Hit! Enemy mage took fourteen damage.

      Hit! Enemy mage took sixteen damage.

      Hit! Enemy mage took fourteen damage.

      As our guns popped, the enemy’s casualties piled up. Someone behind the enemy lines shouted, “Fall back! We’re taking too many casualties.”

      Laurel and I kept shooting. The roars of our rifles echoed off the stone walls. The mages drew back, and soon they were outside our range. Laurel and I lowered our guns. The raucous sound of battle abruptly faded, replaced with an ever-growing silence. Relief surged through me. We’d held the enemy at bay—for now.
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      Our group kept watch over the doorway. The enemy hung outside the range of our guns. Golems guarded the path between us. Mages hurried around in the distance, chatting with each other.

      Moros, the mage with the red trim on his robe, stood to one side. The blue aura of magic surrounded his hands. I took a potshot at him, but the distance was too great. These guns didn’t have the range a modern weapon might.

      The wraiths hung out in the shadows. Their dark, misty bodies swirled atop dimly lit terrain.

      Harken spoke in a low voice. “We need to get out of here.”

      Karl looked back at her and frowned. “Not while they’re all lying in wait.”

      Harken gritted her teeth. “Moros is casting a spell to ask for help. They have a communication network. Troops from at least one of the nearest camps will be here soon. We can’t stick around. You think the odds are bad now? Pretty soon the enemy will triple or quadruple in number.”

      I grimaced at the sound of that. More to the point, who knew what kind of reinforcements the enemy might bring? I gazed at the citadel walls, trying to ascertain their strength. It was so dark in here that I couldn’t be sure. It didn’t seem like there were any cracks or weak points. Still, I shuddered at the risk.

      “Harken is right.” I looked at Karl, then the others.

      The big bodyguard nodded and gazed out the doorway. “Well, any ideas?”

      There was a moment of silence as that question weighed on us. I turned a few thoughts over in my head, trying to work out a plan.

      Harken narrowed her eyes. “We need to take out Moros. We do that, it’ll shatter their morale.”

      My eyes went to their leader. He was protected behind several golems and mages, and a few packs of wraiths weren’t far from him.

      Laurel bit her lip. Uncertainty filled her voice. “We’ll have to go through a lot to get to him.”

      I nodded, looking from Laurel to Harken. “We can take them. We just need to split them up. Harken and I are the only ones who can deal with the wraiths. Laurel can help with the mages, but Karl and Hayes, you’ll probably have trouble getting close enough for that. When it comes to the golems, though…”

      Karl grunted. “We can fight golems.”

      “Right.” I scratched my head, doing some more thinking. Truth was, this was a half-baked idea. I still needed to figure out how to separate those three factions of enemy troops. I looked back at the enemy as uncertainty fluttered in my chest. They were all sprawled across the platform at the top of the staircase in no order. I gritted my teeth in frustration.

      Karl spoke in a low voice. “The golems are guarding the entrance. Hayes and I will head out first and draw their attention.”

      Sir Hayes lifted his walking stick. “Aye. We’ll catch ’em by surprise.”

      This inspired me. Surprise. That was a good idea. “We’ll all charge the enemy. We know our targets. Karl and Sir Hayes, you take the golems.”

      Mauvin shuffled closer. “I’ll help with the golems, too.”

      I nodded. “Right. I’ll focus on the wraiths. At first, I’ll keep the three of you safe from them. As the battle goes on, my goal will be to drive them back and isolate them.”

      Harken’s expression hardened. “What about me?”

      I focused my gaze, looking Harken in the eyes. “You’ll hold back here with Laurel initially. Use ranged attacks to keep Karl, Hayes, and Mauvin safe. Focus on the mages and any wraiths if they get past me.”

      Linda stepped forward, looking nervous. “I want to help too.”

      That shocked me.

      Harken sounded annoyed. “I’m going to be fighting Moros.”

      I eyed Harken. “That sounds fine.” I took my rifle out of my inventory bag and looked at Linda. “How do you feel about using a gun?”

      She ground her teeth. “I can do it.”

      “You sure?”

      She nodded.

      I trusted her judgment. I handed her the gun and a pouch with my preloaded cartridges.

      Laurel leaned over and showed Linda how to use it.

      Karl spoke beside me. He sounded worried. “They’re getting ready for something.”

      I glanced out. The troops were all shuffling around, changing their formation. I narrowed my eyes. “All right. Let’s go while our plan still has a chance.”

      Karl and Sir Hayes moved quickly. They roared as they exited the tunnel, charging ahead toward the golems. Mauvin and I hustled to keep up. Karl and Hayes each caught a golem by surprise and downed them.

      The enemy mages scrambled frantically. Alarmed cries rang out all around the platform. They hadn’t foreseen us taking the fight to them!

      The wraiths were on us in a few seconds, and I engaged them as they rose from the ground, cutting through their misty bodies with my blade as easily as a knife through butter.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took twenty damage.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took twenty-three damage. You defeated the enemy wraith. You gained fifteen experience points.

      I slashed through a few more wraiths, and they scattered backward, screeching in pain. By now, there were more than a couple here. More and more clouds of wraiths appeared on the ground, vicious creatures rising and coalescing into reapers with bony hands.

      After half a dozen hits, they learned how dangerous my sword was. My next few strikes missed them since they drifted backward to avoid my blade. Others tried to come around the side. Harken blasted one with a bolt of crackling lightning. I turned and lunged toward another with the point of my sword.

      Critical hit! Enemy wraith took thirty-five damage. You defeated enemy wraith. You gained sixteen experience points.

      The wraith in front of me screeched and slid to the ground. I turned on the others, and now they backed up more, taking to the air where I couldn’t reach them.

      I tracked them around the battlefield. Harken’s lightning crackled, slamming into mages all around me. Laurel’s and Linda’s guns popped. Shouts rang out. Golems stomped. A few bullets missed—likely Linda’s since I doubted she had used a gun before. Others smacked into the enemy mages’ foreheads, sending them crumpling to the ground. I wove around the bloody mess, struggling to keep track of the enemy’s shadow creatures.

      The wraiths tried to descend to the ground near where Karl was fighting, but I stepped between him and them, brandishing my sword.

      Three simultaneously tried to sneak past me. I turned my side, casually lunging and striking right, left, then down, plunging my sword of light into each wraith like a pin into a couple of balloons.

      The wraiths screeched. The others backed up, surprised at my quick strikes.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took twenty-two damage.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took twenty-six damage. You defeated the enemy wraith. You gained eighteen experience points.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took twenty-three damage.

      The two that survived ascended, then drifted over to their comrades. I warily kept my eyes on them, but the wraiths backtracked into the darkness, falling into the shadows and becoming one with them.

      That was surprising. Gunshots and screams mixed with the crackle of lightning magic as I looked around, assessing the situation. Now that the enemy wraiths were gone, I felt a duty to help where I could. Karl, Mauvin, and Hayes struggled against the golems, who had worked them into a corner. Harken, Linda, and Laurel were still blasting mages. Then I spotted one mage headed for me. Moros.

      I raised my sword, ready to take him on, but lightning flew over my shoulder, zapping at the enemy mage.

      At the last moment, he blocked the lightning with his hand. Harken shouted, “I’ll be your opponent, Moros!”

      He chuckled. “All right, Harken. I’m going to enjoy this. It’s gonna be so much fun.”

      I moved away from the mages as they began their deadly dance. Another lightning bolt flew through the air where I’d been. Moros blocked it.

      My attention went to Karl and the others. They were close to the edge of the clearing. I gritted my teeth. I needed to hurry up and help them.

      I rushed across the stone landing toward the three of them and the golems, weaving out of the way as mages turned toward me. Lightning crackled in their palms. Laurel’s and Linda’s guns popped. They were still targeting the mages, the only thing keeping most of us from being fried by mage lightning.

      As I reached the horde of golems, Karl let out a determined cry and lunged forward, plunging his sword into one of them. Kellin batted another one back with a few jabs from the pointy end of his staff, and one of Mauvin’s knives tore through the air, thudding into one of the golems’ black eyes.

      The other golems roared. There were still a dozen of them, maybe more. They lumbered a few steps forward. Karl and Sir Hayes gritted their teeth, determined to hold the line.

      I reached the rear of the golems’ forces and slashed at their limbs from behind, cutting through steel and wood as easily as I had the wraiths.

      Hit! Enemy golem took ten damage. Enemy golem is unable to move.

      Hit! Enemy golem took eleven damage. Enemy golem is unable to move.

      The golems fell apart. One after the other, they smashed into the ground, writhing and unable to get up with their arms and legs severed.

      After slicing through a few of them, the others turned as if curious about where all the ruckus was coming from. They spotted me and lumbered my way, but I held my own against them. I parried their blows, then slashed their legs off.

      The golems crashed to the ground one after the other like collapsing buildings. They were almost robotic in their response to their severed limbs. No pain. Just trying to get back up again.

      Karl rushed at them from the other side, and eventually we thinned their numbers. I glanced to my left, catching sight of Sir Hayes and Mauvin as they strode through the rows of downed golems, finishing them off with well-placed strikes to their necks or chests.

      I returned my attention to the mages. They were backing down the stone steps.

      Harken and Moros were still throwing lightning at each other. They dodged and blocked each other’s bolts. Energy sizzled from their hands as they paced right and left. The lightning flashed blue, and their black robes fluttered in the wind. It was an awe-inspiring sight.

      Harken ducked under a crackling bolt, then dashed forward, striking at Moros with a burst of electricity. He blocked. Even from a distance, I could tell he was backed against the remnants of a ruined wall. There was nowhere else for him to go.

      As they continued their duel, Harken pushed closer to him. Moros gritted his teeth. Frustration flared across his face. “You’re cheating, Harken. You can’t be this good. It’s the only explanation.”

      Harken pushed closer still. Lightning sailed over his head, barely missing him.

      Harken looked focused and calm. “There’s no cheating in war, Moros.” She lifted a hand, displaying the ring Karl had given her earlier. “But this helps.”

      Moros’ eyes went wide. He snarled and launched more lightning at her. She extended a hand, zapping him with a quick flash before she stepped out of the way. Either he didn’t see the attack or didn’t have time to dodge. The electricity collided with his leg. He screamed, then fell to his knees.

      A moment later, Harken was in front of him. She kicked his chest. Moros went down.

      I glanced down the stone steps. The remaining mages were fleeing, many already on the grass below. They rushed across the dark clearing and disappeared under the shadows of the trees.

      When I looked back at Moros and Harken, she had finished him. She stepped back from his fallen body. Our team regrouped near her, by the top of the stairs.

      Harken pursed her lips. “We need to leave. There’s no telling how long it will take Moros’ reinforcements to arrive.”

      Karl nodded. “Agreed. Let’s go.”

      Harken led the charge. We hurried across the clearing, hiked past the tree line, and into the forest. We kept a careful watch for the surviving mages but didn’t run into any of them. The woods around us were full of a welcome quiet.
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      As we came out the other side of the forest, I released the horses from my inventory bag. I clambered on. The rest of the party followed suit.

      The journey took us back around the Endrasea, over fields of long grass and hillsides that rolled on and on. We rode through the dark. Cool wind fluttered over my face as we crested the apex of one hill. The land was silent. Enemy patrols either didn’t see us or weren’t around these parts.

      Eventually, we went through the craggy mountain path, following the river upstream. The night let up midway through our journey. The sun rose on our right, visible between the mountain peaks. We guided our horses along the river’s shore, eventually emerging onto grassier terrain.

      “Should we stop for the day?” Linda was ahead of me and sounded nervous.

      Harken barked in a commanding tone, “No time.”

      I nodded, agreeing with her. There was no telling how long we had before the Shadow Council and the dimensional wraiths engaged the king’s forces. I worried the fight might have already begun. Karl gritted his teeth. The same worry and determination shone in his eyes, revealing he had the same thoughts. He’d never forgive himself if something happened to the king in his absence.

      The day grew brighter, and the air warmed as we rode through the wasted part of Polnar, journeying north. The grass became brown and died away, becoming patchy before disappearing. Our horses cantered forward, leading us through the lifeless land. Their hoofbeats were the only sound. There was still an aura of despair around this part of Polnar. Nobody, including me, dared to speak.

      Clouds of dust swirled around us. The sky turned foggy and gray. We slowed to a trot as our horses entered the old, dead city of Ruyo again.

      I rode up on Arthur’s left, glancing at him.

      Tired houses creaked in the wind. Buildings had fallen into a state of disrepair. Arthur looked shaken but didn’t veer off the path or lose control of his horse. We rode into the town square. Abandoned belongings littered the path. I reined my horse around them.

      “You doing all right?” I asked in a low voice, concerned for Arthur.

      The big engineer took some time to respond. He shrugged. “It hurts.” He pointed at his heart. “Here, mostly. But I learned something on that bridge, back in the citadel.

      “Loss, pain, grief, suffering… It’s not the end. You remember, you grieve, and you move forward. That’s the only way. If you don’t, it’s not fair to yourself or the others who are still here.”

      Arthur’s statement gave me a sense of déjà vu. I’d heard something similar from the king or maybe from Karl. I wasn’t sure.

      I ruminated on those words as we continued through Ruyo, eventually coming out the other side and galloping into more wasteland. There was a lot of truth to them. My mind wandered to the events from the past few days and weeks.

      The wraiths, which had once seemed insurmountable and undefeatable, were now vanquished easily by my sword of light. Despite our losses and the dreary landscape, a smile crept onto my face. Arthur wasn’t the only one who had fought to keep moving forward. I’d done the same. In the face of my guilt over the wraiths attacking this world and my fear of failure, I’d persevered, and now our kingdom had a fighting chance.

      I frowned, eyeing the comrades around me, and realized something. I’d thought of Kortall as our kingdom. Not a foreign land. Was I becoming part of this world? Earth seemed increasingly like a dream to me. These people, Karl, Laurel, Harken, Arthur, Linda, Mauvin, Hayes? These people were here now.

      By the time we exited the wasteland, the sun was setting. I was growing tired, eyes drooping, and the rest of the group didn’t look too good either.

      Harken pushed us hard, determined to ride a little farther. “The border is only a half-hour from here or so. We need to cross before we make camp.”

      We pushed on at her insistence. Our eyes drooped and our strength weakened. We’d had little enough to eat on the way back, only hard bread and cold sausage. The horses hadn’t had time to forage properly, only grabbing a few mouthfuls when we’d let them drink at the river.

      I was so exhausted that it was hard to keep track of exactly what was going on as we crossed the border. Harken barked orders, directing us around enemy patrol routes. At some point, she said it was safe to stop. I didn’t remember anything after that.

      I must have gotten off my horse and fallen asleep because I woke in the morning, collapsed haphazardly alongside the others. We were a tired mess. The sun was rising, and I blinked, groggy as the light shone directly on me.

      Somehow, Harken had steered us into a forest clearing. Someone had stayed awake long enough to untack and hobble the horses.

      I sat up, rubbing my eyes. A gust of cold wind rushed over me, and I shivered.

      The lady mage already paced. “We’d better get going.”

      Most of the others were waking up. Mauvin was still asleep.

      Harken tapped him with her foot. “Wake up.”

      Mauvin groaned. She tapped him a few more times, and he finally got up. “Okay, okay.” He sounded like a college freshman after a rough night out.

      The thought made me smile despite our desperate situation.

      Karl stood. “I know this spot. If we leave now, we should be able to make it back to your castle by nightfall, Duke Smith.”

      It felt good hearing that. I was still worried about the dimensional wraiths up there. We packed our stuff, saddled our horses, then mounted and rode out.

      The journey took us across terrain I hadn’t traveled before. We passed over mountainous cliffs and galloped over curved beaches. Valleys of fresh grass mingled with beautiful forests. By the time the sun was setting and the shadows growing more rampant, I recognized the area. We were approaching a stretch of cliffs that lay south of my castle.

      We slowed to a gentle trot, and I rode up alongside Harken, pointing at a small hill on our left. “We can get a better view of what’s going on from up there.”

      She nodded and silently changed direction.

      I’d stationed lookouts on this hill before and knew it provided a good view of my castle and the road leading up to it. It only took us a few minutes to reach the top. Our horses stopped, breathing hard. The wind was strong and smelled of low tide, but other than that it was a quiet part of the countryside. I gazed over the grassy expanse covering the few miles between this vantage point and the castle.

      Enemy mages and hundreds of golems surrounded the castle and walled town. The troops didn’t seem to be attacking the town, though. It looked like they’d made camp. They meandered around, chatting with each other. Golems marched back and forth with their attention glued to the walls.

      My troops stood there, eyeing the enemy but not attacking either.

      Karl guided his horse alongside mine. “Looks like they’ve got the city under siege.”

      Harken rubbed her eyebrow, looking troubled. “There are dimensional wraiths with them. See those odd tents over there? Those are what we use to give them cover during the day.”

      I eyed the enemy army, locating the tents she was talking about. Rows of them covered the landscape behind the groups of enemy mages and golems. Behind me, the sun was sinking low on the horizon. I got a knot in my chest as I realized what the enemy was planning. They were walling everyone in until night fell. Once it did, they’d unleash the wraiths and wreak havoc on the town and the castle. The only question was, how many wraiths did they have?

      Harken pointed at the rear of the enemy army.

      I glanced where she was pointing. Behind the mages and golems, between two enemy tents, a large wooden tower stood overlooking the enemy forces. A few mages in black cloaks shuffled around at the top of the tower.

      Harken spoke in a level voice. “That’s the command post. It’s set up to transmit telepathic commands to golems and other mages. If we can take it, we might be able to delay the wraiths getting released from the tents.”

      Karl grunted. “Sounds like a good plan.”

      It wasn’t the best plan in the world, but it was something. The enemy had security at the tower’s base, but it seemed light. They were justifiably more worried about the people in the castle than sneak attacks from their rear.

      I drew the sword of light, then guided my horse toward the edge of the hill. “Once we capture the tower, I’ll focus on taking the wraiths down.”

      The others followed, and we set off at a sharp trot. We continued undisturbed for a while. Tension practically hummed in the air. This enemy army was larger than any of the others we’d faced. Looking around, I could tell I wasn’t the only uneasy one. If that army spotted us too early, we’d be in deep trouble.

      Thankfully the terrain allowed us to get close before they would see us. The ground eventually leveled out. We stayed clear of the road, riding through soft, wet grass, hoping it would make us harder to spot.

      Eventually, alarm calls sounded at the back of the enemy forces. A few mages had spotted us. Golems turned and lumbered between tents toward our position.

      I nudged my horse with my heels and ignited the sword of light. “All together now—charge!”

      I’d wanted to do that since I was a kid. Sue me.

      We broke into a gallop. The enemy army shouted more frantically. Several lightning bolts flashed past on our left, but we veered right, and they missed. Harken blasted a well-placed bolt with her crackling electricity, downing it with a hiss of smoke and a shower of sparks. We charged past the scouts in the rear, racing for the wooden command tower without slowing.
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      Enemy shouts rang out around us. Feet shuffled feet across dirt and grass. Golems stomped through the encampment. Roars shook the air. The battlefield cacophony almost left me dazed, but I kept my focus dead ahead.

      Our horses thundered across the grass. The mages looked around in confusion. We were a small group and riding fast. Not all of the enemy had seen us, and of those, not all had figured out we were a threat.

      My arm dropped to my side, and my sword bounced with my horse’s movements over the uneven terrain. Cool air rushed past me. My heart thudded in my chest. We reached the enemy line, and I slashed through an unprepared mage with the sword of light, cutting through his shoulder and torso.

      Critical hit! Enemy mage took forty-five damage. You defeated the enemy mage. You gained twenty-four experience points.

      Lightning crackled on my right. Karl’s voice sounded over the hubbub of the enemy troops. More shouts, thuds, and grunts added to the din.

      I glanced to my right. Harken rumbled past an enemy mage. The remnants of lightning sizzled in her hand. The mage fell with a smoking mark on his chest. His body looked fried. He smacked onto the ground face-first.

      The others in our group flanked Harken and me. I gazed around the tower’s perimeter. Horses raced from one end of the area to the next. Karl. Laurel. Hayes. Mauvin. Enemy mages tried to blast us with lightning. Golems crashed over the earth. Our men hacked away with their weapons. Enemies fell like chopped trees.

      I rode closer to the tower. The enemy frantically shouted as they backed up. Their numbers were amassing to either side of us. Swelling lines of golems and mages grew to sizes I knew we could never handle.

      Thunder sounded overhead. I looked up and spotted the three enemy mages in the command tower. Lightning flashed, raining down from their outstretched palms. Most of it was directed at our forces near the enemy line.

      Mauvin ducked out of the way. Karl did too. A stray bolt slammed into Linda’s horse, and the creature’s front legs gave out. It fell, groaning and then whinnying. Linda slipped. She screeched as she tumbled across the ground, landing in a heap beside the downed animal.

      Harken shouted, “Smith! Climb the tower.”

      I reined my horse around. As I approached the tower, Sir Hayes called, “Grab on, Smith!” He flipped his staff around.

      I wasn’t too sure what he meant. I grabbed the staff with my free hand.

      Hayes released the grappling hook. He swung the staff, and the hook flew up. It wrapped around a wooden beam at the top of the tower. He pulled on it, making sure it was secure. I felt the tension in the staff. He let go, and the line attached to the grappling hook retracted, pulling me up rapidly.

      Surprise jolted through me as it tore me off my horse. I zipped through the air.

      One of the mages on the tower released lightning. There was a tense moment as it crackled and boomed, headed for me.

      My chest tightened with fear. Then I instinctively swung the sword of light. It collided with the sizzling bolt. My inner scroll lit up.

      Block! Enemy lightning has been nullified.

      I landed atop the tower, and my fear morphed into surprise. I wasn’t defenseless against their lightning anymore! Adrenaline surged as all three mages rushed at me. Electricity danced in their hands. I dodged a jolt, then lunged forward, striking one mage in the chest.

      Hit! Enemy mage took thirty damage. You defeated the enemy mage. You gained twenty experience points.

      I spun, blocking yet another lightning strike with my sword. The enemies cried out with surprise. I lunged at the other two, advancing on each. They crumpled as my blade cut them down.

      Hit! Enemy mage took twenty-nine damage. You defeated the enemy mage. You gained nineteen experience points.

      Critical hit! Enemy page took thirty-eight damage. You defeated the enemy mage. You gained twenty-two experience points.

      I took a moment to assess the situation. The enemy troops looked much more organized now. They’d flooded the area around our people, closing in from all sides.

      Black-cloaked mages mixed with ugly golems in an oncoming mass of death. The creatures stomped across the ground, forming a wall between us and the tents on either side.

      I gritted my teeth, unsure what to do now. The sun was low on the horizon, nearly out of view. The sky was orange and darkening rapidly. Sunset would soon be over, and dusk would come. I swallowed hard. Dusk meant the dimensional wraiths would be free.

      I grabbed Sir Hayes’ staff again, then lowered myself to the ground. My horse was still there, and I climbed on. Harken rode up next to me.

      “We can’t hold the tower anymore,” I told her. The enemy clattered around me, a fearsome organization of battle-ready troops.

      Harken nodded. “I’m aware.”

      A small contingent of mages charged at us. Sizzling lightning burned the air. Harken and I made quick work of them.

      Karl was across from us, advancing on a golem. We nudged our horses forward, eventually reuniting with the rest of the group. The enemy troops between us and the edge of the wall had thinned out.

      “Forward!” I shouted. “Let’s see if we can make it to the town!”

      The rest of our group roared in solidarity. We smashed through golems and mages, bullying our way forward by shoving them to the side or planting our weapons in their chests. I brandished the sword of light, sliced through one golem’s torso and another’s back, and slashed an arm off a mage.

      Hit! Enemy golem took thirty-three damage. You defeated the enemy golem. You gained eleven experience points.

      Hit! Enemy golem took twenty-five damage.

      Hit! Enemy mage took seventeen damage.

      Harken’s electricity crackled next to me. Karl’s sword thudded against wooden golem chests. The others shouted behind us. I heard a few gunshots go off. Laurel? Or maybe Linda? I’d never taken my rifle back from her.

      The enemy hollered. The golems boomed when they hit the ground. Those still standing swung their giant arms, trying to knock us from our horses. Somehow, I steered clear of their blows. The others had the same luck.

      After a few minutes, we broke through the edge of the enemy forces, coming up on the castle walls. The gates were to our left. Loud crashes came from that direction. I steered our group toward the front gates.

      Several golems stood there, hammering away. They looked focused and determined. Iron fists rhythmically smashed the metal gate. It was warping under the force of the blows. Bangs and thuds rang out.

      Harken spoke behind me, sounding worried. “What’s your plan, exactly, Smith?”

      I shrugged. I felt like I should know the answer to that. “No idea.” I struggled to keep from chuckling and turned serious. “We can’t lose here. We do, and hardly anyone will be left to defeat the Shadow Council and protect our kingdom.”

      It surprised me to realize I’d called it our kingdom again. Not this kingdom. Not Kortall. I was part of this now. I was more than a foreigner.

      Harken spoke in a low voice. “Agreed. All right, let’s do what we can.”

      Karl shouted, “Retake the main gate!”

      A collective roar rose from our group, and we charged toward the mages and golems as one.

      Harken landed the first blow with a sizzling burst of lightning. Enemy mages cried out as it hit them. Some fell, but those left standing turned. Their eyes widened at the sight of our charging troops. They’d been too preoccupied with getting the front gate smashed down.

      A few threw lightning bolts at us. I had us zigzag across the road, and they mostly all missed. Harken deflected a few. I blocked one with my sword, gritting my teeth from the effort.

      Soon, we were upon the mages and golems. We hacked through the mages in the rear. I slashed through two, my sword of light cutting them down like a silent chainsaw. The mages crumpled.

      More shouts rang out, filled with pain and fear. I swung the sword around, switching it to the other hand. Then I jabbed an exposed mage in the chest.

      When we reached the golems, they had stopped slamming into the front gates. They looked at each other, then at the gates as if confused. I assumed it was because we’d taken down the command tower. The golems stomped backward, turning around. They saw us, then looked back at the gate. They moved slowly, unsure of themselves, rocking back and forth as they considered all options.

      Karl was upon them a moment later. He slammed his sword into the belly of one. Kellin speared another with the tip of his staff. Laurel and Linda joined them with gunfire. Linda was on the back of Arthur’s horse now.

      I charged close, slashing one in half diagonally, hip to shoulder. Then I sliced another’s head off. The golems kicked up dust as they crashed on the ground.

      Our men shouted. Excited voices atop the walls joined them. I looked up, spotting a few of my soldiers watching us. All were full of smiles.

      They chanted, “Duke Smith! Duke Smith! Duke Smith!”

      I leaned back, taken by surprise at the sudden outpouring of support. As their chants died down, the sound of enemy mages grew louder. They’d pursued us after we left their command tower. Now they flooded the area around us.

      More golems stomped across the grass. The sunset faded more. An explosion of light came from amid the enemy ranks, a firework like Harken had created right before we’d left for Polnar.

      I loosed a battle cry, and we engaged the enemy troops. Swords clashed with iron golem claws and weapons. Lightning zipped over our heads and by our sides. Our group trampled the grass, trying to get into a good defensive position. Adrenaline and determination kept me moving.

      The enemy roared. I was tired, and seeing how many troops they had didn't feel good. We’d barely put a dent in their forces.

      Then I spotted a shadowy flicker behind the line of mages and golems. One of the odd-looking tents was open. More shadows took to the air, misty forms climbing toward the tops of the castle walls.

      My eyes widened. Was I surprised? A little. I shouldn’t have been. I’d known this was coming, and darkness covered the land now. I looked up as fear filled me. The wraiths were going after the troops on the walls.
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      There wasn’t much time to preoccupy myself with the dimensional wraiths. They were high in the sky, and enemy mages and golems poured into the area surrounding me. The golems hadn’t remained confused for long. Another mage in the vicinity must have taken control of them.

      Karl’s shouts rang out over the sound of the enemy roars. Our horses shifted across the small space surrounding us. Enemy lightning hissed through the air. Harken blocked a bolt or two. I snuffed one out with my sword.

      It wasn’t enough. Several crackling bolts got through our defenses. One electrified Arthur’s horse, sending him and Linda tumbling to the ground in a scrambling mess of limbs and disoriented bodies. Another bolt flashed near Mauvin. He leaned to the side and rolled off his horse as the bolt lit up the air where he’d been.

      Golems stomped across the terrain next. Giant arms swung powerful blows aimed at horses and our men. Karl blocked one blow, then stabbed a golem in the forehead. I directed my horse to the right, dancing around the outstretched sword in another golem’s hand. Then I stabbed him in the neck.

      Critical hit! Enemy golem took thirty-five damage. You defeated the enemy golem. You gained twelve experience points.

      The golems collapsed under the blows. Together with some of the others, I rode out farther toward the enemy line, slashing and jabbing at enemy mages.

      My horse danced and pranced in unpredictable patterns. Lightning bolts flashed to either side of me. Crackling electricity filled the air. I took down mages, golems, and more. No matter how many foes fell, more always took their place.

      Despite the strength of my sword and the ease with which it cut through enemies, I was eventually forced to retreat. Somehow, it seemed like I’d avoided taking any damage, but several members of my party were grunting or whining with pain. Harken, Karl, and I lined up alongside each other. A glance told me that we were uninjured. Laurel cursed, muttering something about an arm that stung.

      Enemy troops thudded across the space, a dense mass from which there was no escape. Mages shouted among the troops. Authority and a cold, harsh demeanor filled their voices. Ranked officers, perhaps. They ordered us to be killed. A mass of billowing black capes and hulking monsters stitched of metal, wood, and flesh surged forth.

      However, a horn blew behind the gates, interrupting the enemy's advance. Their attention diverted momentarily. My gaze slid to the huge, black steel gates. Despite the warped metal from the golem’s blows, the gates retracted, opening with a shudder and deep grinding noise.

      Another horn blew. The enemy had largely wandered away from the front gates by now, turning all their attention on us. The gates creaked open farther, and I spotted horses and foot soldiers in the shadows.

      The gate was halfway up. The foot soldiers screamed a war cry while charging into the midst of the enemy ranks. They took several mages by surprise.

      A mix of scruffy dwarves and strong men came out swinging. Swords and spears sank into flesh. Axes hacked at arms, legs, and golem limbs. Black-cloaked figures stumbled backward as their comrades' bloody bodies decorated the grass.

      Then the gate shuddered and stopped opening. It was only two-thirds of the way up. Presumably it had gotten stuck.

      Another horn blew, and the horse troops rode forth despite the partially closed gate. Men leaned close to their steeds as they came out, sitting up as soon as they passed under the low overhang. They brandished swords, spears, and hammers. Weapons crashed into enemy golems and mages. The enemy retreated farther. Authoritative shouts rose within their ranks as army officers tried to take command.

      A third horn blew, and King Alfred rode out on horseback. Rand was with him on his right. The dwarven general Igor Greyborne was on his left. A contingent of knights surrounded them. I glanced at Karl. His eyes went wide with a panicked look.

      Alfred held a sword in his right hand. His group smashed into a section of the enemy forces. His sword flashed, and he swung down, hacking a golem in the chest.

      Karl drew a deep breath, then bellowed, “Charge forward! To the king’s men!”

      Agreement erupted around our group. The injured took up their arms again, and we hacked through the enemy forces, turning toward our human and dwarven allies. It quickly turned into a pincer attack. We came at the enemy from both sides.

      They retreated wildly, throwing desperate bolts of lightning in both directions. Golems grunted, roared, and smashed indiscriminately. A few of the king’s troops succumbed to the lightning. Eventually, between our two forces, we overwhelmed and depleted the enemy. Soon, only a handful of mages and a single golem remained in the fight.

      Laurel yelled wildly and rushed into the midst of the mages. Sir Rand raised his sword and charged at the black-cloaked enemy moments later. The pair sank their weapons into enemy flesh simultaneously. Bodies crumpled as they danced around the battlefield.

      Laurel bit her lip. “Trying to show me up, I see.”

      Rand snorted. “Hardly. Just helping. Don’t be…a reckless fool…and fight alone.” He sank his blade into another mage. His gaze went to Laurel’s injured arm. “You hurt?”

      Laurel chuckled. She ducked under a lightning bolt, then slammed her ax into a black-cloaked abdomen. “Just my off-hand. I can still fight.”

      More troops poured in around the two of them. The last mage fell. Karl trotted briskly toward King Alfred. I reined my horse after him. Men and dwarves on foot, plus more cavalry, rode out to engage the enemy forces coming at us from the other side. The enemy drew back, hoping to use their ranged attacks.

      Sir Rand barked, “After them! Close the distance, men, quickly!”

      Our troops stormed forward with swords held high. The fighting turned into a madhouse. I glanced up and spotted wraiths whisking along the walls in the moonlight. I couldn’t see any guards left on the wall. Either they’d all perished, or they were hiding somewhere. I gritted my teeth, struck to the core with guilt for the troops up there. They stood no real chance against the creatures, but there was no way for me to get up there quickly.

      As I rode nearer to the king and Karl, the big bodyguard made a desperate plea. “Your Majesty, it’s much too dangerous to stay out here.”

      The king chuckled. “Oh, how I’ve missed your concern, Karl.”

      He rode around his bodyguard, making his way toward me. Karl followed. “You can’t fight the enemy wraiths with a sword. If they come this way—”

      The king interrupted, “If they come this way, Smith will protect me. Right, Your Grace?”

      I glanced at Karl, flashed him a worried smile, then shrugged. “I’ll do my best, Your Majesty.”

      The king’s gaze went to my sword. “Ah! Incredible. That must be the sword of light. Let me see it.”

      I lifted the sword, showing him. Karl watched with caution.

      The king raved, “Such a beautiful blue glow and exquisite craftsmanship on the hilt. It cuts through the dimensional wraiths?”

      I nodded. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      The king smiled. “Excellent. With you and the sword, we should be able to hold this castle against the enemy. Not only do we have the dwarves on our side, but we also received a huge contingent from the capital after you left. We can win this fight. Easily, I say.”

      Karl frowned. “Even so, you should let Sir Rand and your forces do the bulk of the fighting.”

      King Alfred brandished his sword. “I haven’t been sitting idly by, Karl. Sir Rand brushed me up on the ways of the sword, and lest you forget, I trained as a child under my father’s knights.”

      Karl stared rigidly at the king, looking frustrated.

      “I appreciate your concern for me and your devotion to your duty. I didn’t send you away so you could return the same, Karl. You need to find yourself. And trust in your ability to keep me safe, even amid battle.”

      Karl looked away. He rubbed his forehead, sighing with frustration.

      The king returned his attention to me.

      I pursed my lips. “We saw things in Polnar that you should know about, Your Majesty. The dimensional wraiths have devoured a large portion of the country. At least one village was wiped out—the people turned to dust and ash. Grass, trees, and more were all sucked up by them, and it’s like a wasteland there now. We can’t let the Shadow Council or those wraiths win this fight.”

      The king nodded in agreement. “Exactly why I won’t hide behind my walls. We’ve done enough hiding, Karl. Now it’s time to fight and finish this!” The king raised his sword.

      Karl glanced at me. Worry etched his brow.

      The king shouted, “We’re taking the fight to them, men! Charge!”

      We turned. I rode alongside the king and the rest of his guards. Karl rode on the other side. We galloped over the beaten terrain with dust rising around us. As we reached the fighting, the sounds of war grew louder—cries of pain, metal ringing on metal, grunts, shouts, and commands from Rand and the enemy leaders.

      The king and I smashed into the enemy forces. He brought his sword down, slashing open a golem’s shoulder. I spun my sword around, stabbing a mage in the head as I rode by.

      Critical hit! Enemy mage took forty damage. You defeated the enemy mage. You gained fifteen experience points.

      I continued forward. My comrades’ shouts and slashes through enemy bodies filled the air.
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      Under the might of King Alfred’s forces, and with the sword of light leading the way, we battled the enemy army back, inflicting copious casualties. The clamor of war continued around us. The air became hot, filled with the scent of blood and the reek of death.

      There were casualties on our side as well. A mage battered one of the king’s guards with lightning. A golem knocked the sword out of another soldier’s hands. It roared, then smashed the soldier’s head with its hands clasped together.

      Karl stayed near Alfred’s side, parrying golem attacks and striking them down before they could reach the king. For a moment, it looked like we were winning.

      Then the wraiths descended on our forces. They howled above us, latching onto soldiers’ faces all around me. I sliced through one, then sent my horse into a quick trot, plunging the sword into another ghoulish creature’s stomach.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took thirty-two damage. You defeated the enemy wraith. You gained twenty-three experience points.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took thirty damage. You defeated the enemy wraith. You gained twenty experience points.

      The king’s voice rang out over the cacophony of war. “Smith! Take care of the wraiths! We’re good here!”

      Karl shouted, “Your Majesty, look out!”

      I glanced over my shoulder in time to see Karl parrying a blow from a golem. He advanced on the creature, slashing and hacking.

      I turned away, seeking out the wraiths as His Majesty had commanded. A flood of friendly troops cried out as the misty creatures sucked their life essence from them. Bodies withered around me. Wraiths pulled the skin on human faces like it was rubber. The color drained. The skin sagged.

      I slashed through one creature and the next, riding along the line. The wraiths screeched and smoked. Their bodies floated to the ground, lifeless and dead. Behind me, my troops cheered as I slayed more and more of the dark ghouls. The ringing of war grew louder and more energetic with every dimensional wraith I killed. Lightning crackled to my left, and I glanced that way as it was about to hit me.

      Luckily, a lightning bolt zapped past from my rear, intercepting the enemy fire with a sizzle and a cloud of smoke. Harken rode up on my right. I drew a deep breath. “Thanks.”

      She leaned forward, blasting an enemy mage with a bolt of lightning. The air grew hotter still. “I’ll handle the mages. You take the wraiths.”

      I nodded. We spurred our horses forward. Unfortunately, we were quickly coming up on a line of soldiers that had withered and turned gray. We were too late for this group. The wraiths pulled away from their targets and hovered higher. A crackle of electricity came from my left again, and Harken intercepted it, sparks flying from her hand.

      I glanced up, watching as the wraiths converged in the nighttime air. They floated high above the battlefield like they were talking to each other.

      A golem stomped closer, and I spun, my attention turning to my left. It emerged from the darkness, cloaked in shadows that dulled the shine of its wood and metal. With an easy swing, I brought my sword down, slashing through the monster’s shoulder blade.

      Hit! Enemy golem took twenty-eight damage. You defeated the enemy golem. You gained ten experience points.

      Harken and I turned our attention back to the battlefield. I fought against mages and golems alike, and Harken spotted me by frying mages in the distance with bursts of lightning. For a few minutes, I forgot about the wraiths. The two of us focused on the troops on the ground, slashing and flashing lightning bolts amid a sea of raging men and monsters.

      Then a dark cloud descended around us, blocking out what little moonlight came from above. I looked up in time to catch a wraith reaching for my face, sucking my soul into its grisly hand.

      Harken screamed behind me. My hand trembled. I grew weaker but somehow lifted my sword. Another wraith latched onto my horse. My mount buckled under me, and suddenly I flew forward.

      Harken cried out behind me. There was a loud thud.

      I rolled on the ground. The sword of light fell out of my hands.

      The wraith kept pulling on my face. My skin felt like it was thinning. My limbs felt weak like I’d been on a strenuous run.

      I forced my head up, gazing across the battlefield. The sword of light sat between me and a golem. The big beast lumbered across the foggy terrain, making its way around whirling shadow creatures.

      Lightning crackled. The air flashed, and a bolt hit the wraith that had latched onto me. It screeched, pulling away. I drew several deep breaths. Glancing back, I saw that Harken had her hand outstretched. The wraith was still sucking her energy away.

      I scrambled to my feet, then scurried toward the dropped sword. Wraiths descended on me as I picked it up. The golem stormed toward me. Heavy footfalls pounded across the ground. An iron hand rose into my line of sight, closing into a fist. The golem threw a punch at me.

      I swung the sword of light, and it slashed through the enemy golem’s fist. The creature roared in pain. It stumbled backward.

      Hit! Enemy golem took eighteen damage.

      I rushed the other way, hacking wraiths as I bolted across the grass and dirt. Harken was bobbing her head when I reached her, exhausted and weary. Her skin was shriveling. I swung the sword of light, slashing through the wraith attacking her and cutting it clean in two.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took thirty-six damage. Enemy wraith was defeated. You gained twenty-four experience points.

      Level up! You are now at level sixteen.

      Strength +2, Dexterity +2, Intelligence +1, Wisdom +1, Health +3, Stamina +6, Mana +4.

      Harken fell, but I caught her. She shook her head, struggling with dizziness as she rocked back and forth, having trouble regaining her balance. As soon as she did, she shoved me away.

      “Stay focused on the enemy,” she ordered harshly.

      I looked around. A pit formed in my stomach. I realized she was right to be concerned. Shadows grew more rampant all around us. The horses were dead and gray. Multiple wraiths sucked on their bodies, swallowing the last morsels of life they had to offer until the corpses were nothing but crumbling black ash.

      More wraiths emerged from the shadows around us. Like clouds, they misted toward us, then solidified into gnarled, skeletal creatures. Black mist wafted off them. They encircled Harken and me.

      She flashed lightning, and they screeched. A few evaded the crackling magic, then shot toward us. I raised my sword, striking them as they came. One, two, three.

      The wraiths fell in bunches. Harken and I fought with vigor and desperation. We punched through the enemy’s dark cloud. The billowing cloaks of advancing mages waited beyond. Lightning illuminated the air.

      Harken twisted around, shielding my body as she caught their lightning in her hand. It sizzled. Thunder roared, and sparks lit up the air. The mages cried out, hit by lightning.

      As Harken fought, I moved back and forth, lunging with the sword of light. I plunged it into a wraith, then dodged another. I drove it forward again, stabbing one creature and the next. They shrieked.

      I continued forward, slashing and jabbing. Dark corpses fell around me. The wraiths veered away from my sword, but I shifted my stance and lunged at them.

      The battle exhausted me. Still, I fought on. The wraiths were dwindling in number. They backed away, turning wary. How many had I killed by now? Too many to count. Their formless corpses littered the ground.

      As they retreated from my blade, I noticed that Harken and I had cleared a circle in the center of the battlefield. Mages stayed clear of us. Golems too. In the distance, I spotted our soldiers clashing with mostly golems.

      The Odd brothers rode side-by-side. Each downed a golem. The big beasts crashed to the ground, and the brothers advanced. An army of knights followed them. They cheered.

      On the other side of the battlefield, King Alfred, Karl, and a large force of dwarves clashed with the enemy. Mauvin and Sir Hayes were there, fighting side-by-side.

      Arthur charged through the mess with a hammer in his hand. That shocked me. I hadn’t expected to see him wielding a weapon. He smashed a golem in the stomach. Once, twice. It fell backward, flailing as it slammed into the ground.

      Several golems entered our circle with cautious mages, some of whom trembled as they walked. Were they scared of us? Lightning flashed, and Harken unleashed several bolts aimed at the newcomers. A few blocked them. Others got hit in the chest and knocked on their backs.

      Golems roared. The surviving wraiths descended into the madness. Harken and I circled with our backs to each other, fending off one foe after the next. I slashed through golem steel and sliced up wraith mist.

      The enemies screeched and groaned. Golems boomed as their corpses hit the ground. Harken’s lightning invigorated the area with flashes of light. Casualties were rampant on each side, but as Harken and I made short work of the enemy forces, it became clear that we were emerging the victors.

      The enemy flocked to us like flies to fruit. The king and Rand were on different sides of the field. They rallied men with vociferous shouts and rushed over the rapidly thinning enemy army. Harken unleashed raging bolts of crackling lightning. Mages fell, and wraiths whined.

      She breathed raggedly behind me. “How’re you holding up, Smith?”

      I gritted my teeth. I’d never felt so exhausted. I wondered how she still had enough mana to cast. Still, we couldn’t stop now, not with everyone counting on us. “I’m holding up.”

      A blast of lightning roared as it headed for me. We rotated again. My legs were heavy and sore. I blinked, struggling to focus on what was before me. A thunderclap sounded from Harken’s direction. The cry of enemy troops rang out—another sound on the raucous battlefield.

      Enemy mages and golems backed away in patches. They were at a disadvantage now, and they knew it. My tension lessened as the troops closing in on us thinned.

      A few wraiths dove at Harken and me. A few rapid lightning bolts flew our way. We dodged or countered each attack. The golems strayed from the edges of the battlefield, headed for us next. I took on the bulk of them. My blue sword slashed through steel and wood, cutting each in half without a lick of resistance.

      More golems raged toward us. Harken damaged them with some well-aimed lightning strikes. Their wooden parts burst into flame. I jabbed and slashed, cutting more to pieces. Their comrades waded through the mess of fallen body parts. They only cared about one thing—killing Harken and me.

      Eventually, the enemy forces let up. The battlefield had gone from Lord of the Rings packed to a hollow group of wounded and tired soldiers amid seas of bodies.

      From the midst of the remaining enemy forces, nine black-cloaked mages trudged across the battlefield. They stepped over the bodies of their fallen comrades, working toward the ring Harken and I had created. Soldiers charged at them, but each mage blew them back with ease, using various magical attacks. Lightning. Fire. Ice missiles. A whirlwind of air.

      The soldiers hesitated after the first few mage attacks. One of the older mages lifted his hands. Blue light poured out of them. A dome-like barrier grew around the group. The barrier slammed into some of King Alfred’s men and threw them back with a crackling hiss.

      I raised my sword and slashed at the barrier as it came for me. The blade cut through the crackling magic, but the wound was short-lived. The barrier closed around Harken and me. We were trapped in this space with the nine mages.

      One mage stepped to the front of their group. They stopped about twenty feet out. The barrier covered a huge portion of the battlefield. The man in the front threw off his hood. I recognized him by his full beard and wavy brown hair that fell to his shoulders. There was a certain hardness in his eyes. He frowned.

      “I’m disappointed, Harken,” he called. “We loved you like one of our own. I’m sorry it’s come to this. We—”

      A bolt of lightning flashed through the air on Malakai’s left. It zipped past me. I glanced to my side. Harken caught it and gritted her teeth.

      “Malakai.” Anger crept into her voice. “You’re a slimy bastard.”

      Malakai growled. “Watch your tongue.”

      Harken sneered. “Or what? You’re gonna kill us anyway.” Her gaze moved to the right, where a tall woman stood with her face exposed. Even in the moonlight, her long arms, angular face, and bone-thin features were clear. “Elka. You’re going to let them kill me?”

      The lady mage’s lip trembled. She didn’t speak.

      Harken spoke again. Her voice cracked. “Elka? Answer me!”

      Malakai growled. “Forget her, Harken. This is the end.”

      The enemy mages unleashed a barrage of magical attacks. Fire. Lightning. Tempests of water and dark magic. Stones soared through the air at us.

      Harken batted back what she could with crackling lightning bolts. I sliced through fire and lightning with my sword. The air around us smoked. Explosions rocked the vicinity. Magical attacks slammed into the ground with a crash. A swirling tornado smashed into us, pushing us back.

      Hit! You took eight damage.

      We landed on our butts. Three bolts of lightning rained down. Harken and I rolled away, and the lightning zapped the ground instead. The smell of smoke wafted over me. I coughed. The air crackled with energy.

      Harken and I struggled to our feet, but the mages messed with the ground beneath us. A crater opened, and we fell into it. A large rock dropped on us. I slashed it in two with my sword. The halves hit the earth with a giant boom. A cloud of dust rose around us. I coughed some more.

      As the dust cleared, the crater widened. The earth shook. We were in a pit the size of my fencing club. Water poured into the crater. I scrambled away from it, but there was no escaping. It doused my boots. They were waterproof, at least.

      Then lightning zapped the water, electrocuting Harken and me.

      Hit! You took twenty damage.

      I fell to my knees. Harken cried out on my right. I gritted my teeth, breathing hard. Pain coursed through my body. Another bolt of electricity lit up the water.

      Hit! You took twenty damage.

      A health bar appeared on my inner scroll. It blinked red. I looked up, catching sight of the enemy mages at the crater's edge. Harken growled. The water at my feet suddenly parted. She panted, clearly tired. We stood in a circle of dry land, surrounded by a ring of water.

      I raised my voice as much as I could. “Your army has already lost. This is pointless!”

      One of the mages spat. Malakai cracked a smile. “Lashing out because there is no other hope?” He reached into his pocket and pulled out two pieces of paper.

      No, not paper. He flipped both pieces around, revealing the photos I’d lost when I first met Harken.

      “You’ve been a thorn in our side twice now, Smith. What’s more, you’ve corrupted one of our best mages. We’ll do whatever it takes to eliminate you here and worry about the army later. We can always create more golems.”

      He tore up the pictures and dropped the remnants in the water. Hurt flared in my chest. Behind him, an older mage raised his hands. They glowed with a blue aura.

      A small opening appeared at the top of the dome-like barrier. Nine dimensional wraiths dropped through the opening. The barrier closed behind them. They floated around the mages. Bony hands reached out over the water.

      My chest tightened. Our odds had just gotten worse.
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      Harken extended her hand in front of me. A small vial containing a milky substance was in it. I glanced at her in confusion. She held another vial in her other hand. “My last two healing potions,” she explained. “Drink it. You need it.”

      I drew a deep breath, grabbed the potion, uncorked it, and downed it.

      You drank a healing potion. You’ve been restored to full health.

      The shadows swirled around the mages. Harken and I watched them for a moment. I wasn’t sure what they were waiting for. My heart hammered in my chest. Had we come so far, fought so hard, only to fail now?

      Harken spoke in a low voice. “We can’t fight them. These are the leaders of the Council. The nine visionaries, the strongest mages across every known country. We’d struggle with one. We need to run.”

      I frowned. Somehow, I doubted they’d let us do that. Looking around, I noted that a low water ring still surrounded us. “I don’t think running is an option.”

      “You might be right. We have to try.”

      The Council members made their move. Two lifted into the air, flying over the water using magic. One was tall and had a penchant for slouching. His hood fell off his head, revealing sagging cheeks, a huge bald spot on his forehead, and eyes ringed with dark circles.

      The other was a more muscular figure. Her hood fell off to reveal a serious face caked with dirt and covered in scars. She was almost Viking-like in appearance. Her blonde hair was braided and tucked within her cloak. Two wraiths followed the mages.

      Harken waved, and the waters parted, revealing a path up the crater's edge. “This way, Smith. Hurry!”

      I dashed along the opening, heading up the crater’s rim.

      The mages and the wraiths landed on the crater’s lip and peered down at us. The Viking-like mage stepped forward and grunted. “This is as far as you’ll get.”

      Lightning flashed from her hands. Harken intercepted it. A cloud of smoke filled the area. A spiral of dark purple energy shot through the smoke, courtesy of the other mage. I slashed it in two.

      Block! Enemy attack has been nullified.

      The dark energy skidded across the crater behind me. The two mages burst through the smoke, coming at Harken and me. Lightning flashed, and I barely dodged it. Magical energy gripped me. A moment later, I was thrown across the crater.

      I hit the ground, and my body roared with pain. When I finally recovered enough to look up, a black cloud of wraiths shrouded Harken. A lightning bolt lit up the area, coming from within the cloud, and Harken broke free of the shadowy creatures.

      She zipped through the air toward me. Before she could reach me, something hard smashed into my back. I fell face-first into the dirt.

      Enemy hit! You took ten damage.

      I turned. Another of the Council floated above the water. He used magic to lift a large rock and toss it at me. I sliced through it.

      Lightning crackled from above. I sidestepped the bolt, breathing hard. A little girl floated about thirty or forty feet up. She wore round glasses and had a nerdy look. She grinned. “Nice dodge.”

      The man in front of me glanced up. “I can handle him, Rayna.”

      The girl descended partway and smirked. “All right, Hektare. Let’s see what you can do.”

      Harken slammed into the ground in front of me. She groaned, struggling to get up. The Viking mage and the man with dark rings around his eyes descended, landing among their comrades. The nerdy girl also retreated. The mage floating over the water roared, then lifted a dozen rocks with magic.

      Harken growled. The rocks zoomed toward us. Lightning flashed, slamming against the rocks and shattering them midair. A storm of dust, dirt, and debris rained down in front of us. Soon it was hard to see. I coughed.

      The shadowy wraiths appeared through the clouds. They surrounded us. One reached for me, but I got my sword up and drove it into the sickly creature. It screeched, quivering as it fell to the ground, dead as soon as the light from my blade hit it.

      Hit! Enemy wraith took twenty-nine damage. You defeated the enemy wraith. You gained twenty-two experience points.

      The other wraiths retreated. The clouds of dust cleared.

      Harken pointed at Hektare. A lightning bolt tore through the air and slammed into his chest, driving him back. He skidded to the ground atop the lip of the crater.

      Another mage strode toward him. He was tall, lean, bald, confident, and collected.

      Hektare groaned and raised his head. “Bones.”

      Bones eyed us. “You let yourself get hit,” told his comrade. “Tsk, tsk.”

      He flew over the water and raised his hands. His magic lifted swaths of water, which crystallized into ice. Sharp, pointed fragments shot toward us. Harken and I cut through each of them using lightning and my sword, but it took tremendous focus and effort.

      Another mage floated over the water. He was a skinny boy. He threw off his hood. Tattoos covered his face, and his hair was long and wavy.

      There were so many of them! They were toying with us. If they killed me, they’d take the blade. Without it, Kortall was defenseless against the wraiths. I had to get out of there!

      Harken gritted her teeth. “Oskar.”

      The mage closed his hands into fists. Fire flared around them. He punched the air. The fire shot toward us, arcing across the sky. I cut through it. Harken dodged the blast.

      Hektare shouted, “Oskar! Let me handle them!”

      The boy ignored him. More fire rained down on us. I struggled to dodge and deflect it. Then lightning crackled. A bolt slammed into the boy mage’s chest. He flew across the crater’s lip and landed alongside Hektare.

      A blast of lightning shot toward us. Harken intercepted it. The nerdy girl mage smirked. “Good one.”

      An older mage stepped forward. “Well, I think that’s quite enough playing around.”

      The wraiths swirled around the area eagerly. Several mages regrouped, including the ice guy and the tattooed boy. Hektare stood apart from the others. Hunger showed in his eyes.

      Malakai grunted. “You want to deal the finishing blow, Colsinor?”

      The old mage shook his head. “No. That would be Elka’s responsibility. She’s the one who brought the traitor into our midst.”

      A woman mage nodded. A solemn expression covered her face. She stepped forward until she stood at the edge of the crater. Her gaze met Harken’s. The two of us stood in the center of the crater. It was clear that none of the mages would let us escape from this circle of sunken earth.

      Harken’s expression hardened. “You’re really going to do this? You don’t know what you’re doing with the dimensional wraiths. They destroyed their home world, Elka!”

      Elka’s face remained unchanged. Her lips remained shut.

      Harken growled. “Say something!”

      The old mage chuckled. “Now, Elka, don’t kill them. Leave that to our friends. They need a good meal, isn’t that right?”

      The wraiths swirled around Elka eagerly. Bony hands reached toward us. The wraiths tentatively floated over the crater, black mist swirling above pools of dirty water and cracked earth.

      “I’ve already killed dozens of your wraiths!” I shouted. “You really think they’ll be able to finish me off? The sword of light will cut them to ribbons!”

      The older mage shook his head. “I doubt it. Even if you do kill them, who cares? Uron is a master of summoning magic. He’ll bring more through, and any one of us could kill you with ease, you fool. Even Hektare or Oskar. They’re the weakest of us. That’s the only reason you could land hits on them.”

      I swung the sword between me and the incoming wraiths, leaving a trail of blue-white light through the air. The wraiths suddenly retracted their eager hands. They swirled around, nervously rising higher. They’d seen what I could do with the weapon.

      I grinned. They were scared! I took a step forward with the sword held ready.

      The old mage glared at me. “Elka, do—”

      He was cut off as half of the wraiths surged toward him, surrounding him in a black cloud. They sucked at his skin. The old mage howled in pain. He stumbled backward. I glimpsed his face through the cloud of black. His skin sagged.

      The other wraiths surrounded Elka in a cloud of dark mist. They sucked at her too, and she screamed. Harken stumbled backward. The other Council members frantically retreated as well.

      Malakai stormed over to the wraiths, but his eyes were wide with fear. “Release him! Stop this! I order you to stop! Stop right now! Uron, order them to stop.”

      Another of the Council stepped forward, the man with sunken cheeks and dark eyes. “Remember, we are your allies, wraiths. We feed you.”

      One of the wraiths turned toward Malakai and Uron. A low, eerie voice filled the air, coming from its hollow mouth. “No.”

      Before any of the Council mages could utter a protest, more wraiths descended from the sky. The barrier had broken—perhaps when the creatures had started eating the old mage’s life force.

      Lightning arced across the sky as the Council mages attempted to fend off the oncoming wraiths. A few creatures screeched, retreating as the magic dealt them smoking wounds. Most descended on the Council mages, eagerly sucking on their vibrant flesh.

      I watched in surprise as the wraiths swallowed the enemy’s strongest fighters.

      A few mages broke free of the black cloud. Lightning sizzled from their palms. Malakai. The nerdy girl, Rayna. The man with dark rings around his eyes, Uron. Hektare was already quite far from the others. He flew into the air, dodging wraiths, and joined his comrades.

      A flash of blue light caught my attention, and I looked back at the black cloud. The light was coming from the spot where the old mage had been. I saw his shadow through the thick, swirling mass of wraiths. He seemed different somehow.

      A scream filled the air.

      I looked up and spotted the fleeing mages. Hektare was no longer among the four escapees. Instead, the old mage was there.

      The group disappeared on the horizon. Harken spoke in a low voice. “A switching spell. Colsinor switched places with Hektare. The bastard.”

      It wasn’t long before the dimensional wraiths cleared out of the area. They swept across the dark fields, away from my castle, and into the wilderness. They left in their wake flaky, gray corpses, more ash than skin and bones.

      Harken approached the remnants of the dead Council members. As she’d said, what remained of Hektare was there, lying crumpled behind Elka where Colsinor had once been. Elka was little more than a puddle of ashes.

      Harken stared at her old teacher. A tear rolled down her cheek. Then all around us, King Alfred’s troops shouted for joy. We’d won the battle, and the Shadow Council was weaker than it had ever been.
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      Exhaustion overcame me as soon as we returned to the castle. I dropped into my bed and fell asleep as soon as I hit the pillow. The next day, Pyrdian came by to inform me that there would be a feast. I pulled up my inner scroll while I was getting ready, remembering I’d gained a level or two since I last checked it.

      
        
        Charles Smith, Human Engineer Level Sixteen

      

        

      
        Strength 22, Dexterity 18, Constitution 12, Intelligence 18, Wisdom 14, Charisma 16

      

        

      
        Three free stat points to spend.

      

        

      
        Health 67, Stamina 65, Mana 34

      

        

      
        Skills: Swordsmanship 12, Engineering 13, Knowledge 13, Diplomacy 2, Tactics 5, Metalcrafting 9, Woodcrafting 7, Electronics 10, Bluffing 1, Leadership 1

      

        

      
        Available skill slots: 1

      

        

      
        Powers and Spells: Invent.

      

      

      I dismissed the scroll as I pulled on my shirt. I felt pretty good about the stats overall. My strength was especially high. Part of me wondered if maybe I should even things out and put some of those free stat points to use in lower categories like wisdom or constitution. I scratched my neck, undecided. I’d need to think about it. I considered asking someone for advice.

      Pyrdian met me at my door, and we walked to the great hall. I took my usual seat at the head of the table alongside King Alfred.

      Scores of soldiers, scholars, and various other townsfolk poured into the room. There was chatter and laughter everywhere one looked. Entertainers performed for all to see, and men and women alike partook in what I recognized as one of the best wines in my reserve. It tasted incredibly rich and flavorful.

      Shortly after we sat, servers hustled in with plates of fish and large cuts of pork. The king laughed, grabbed some meat, and slapped it onto his dish. “To an excellent battle, right, Smith?” He gave me a friendly jab with his elbow.

      I raised my glass. “To an excellent battle.”

      We clinked.

      People danced. A few men played darts near the doorway. Two soldiers dumped their drinks on another soldier’s head, then shook him happily, grinning from ear to ear. Dancers approached the tables, and men clapped for them. A few people dashed from chair to chair, hugging and shaking hands with others.

      The jubilant nature of the hall brought warmth to my heart. I glanced to my right, where Pyrdian sat with his kid. Alexander smiled at me. “I heard you were amazing, Duke Smith!”

      I smiled awkwardly, feeling embarrassed. I thought of the people who’d died to make this day possible. It made the celebration no less sweet but added a bitter note. “Thank you, Alexander. I did my best.”

      He beamed. “I want to fight with the sword of light!”

      Pyrdian leaned over and poked Alexander’s food. “Eat your broccoli, Alexander.”

      Alexander scooped it all into his mouth.

      Across the room, some musicians began to play music. The sound brought more smiles. More and more people got up and danced. The servers brought out additional pork cuttings and mashed potatoes.

      As I scooped some onto my plate, Pyrdian leaned over. “I’ve done that additional research on the dimensional barrier, Duke Smith. I think you’ll want to hear about it.”

      I gestured at him. “Go ahead.”

      I was curious and worried. How bad was the damage? I scooped up some mashed potatoes, chewing them as he spoke. They were fluffed up to the perfect texture but needed a little salt.

      “The barrier has varied in strength throughout the ages. It’s been closed up and opened at various points, including around the founding of Kortall, and there’s a rumor it happened at least one other time before that. Given this, I believe we can close it again.”

      I swallowed and reached for the salt.

      “The bad news is, Smith, you might have been right before. No one’s ever discovered exactly what causes a weakening in the barrier, but the stories all agree that the way to fix it is by working from multiple sides. In other words, you might need to return to the world you came from.”

      I bit my lip. Truth be told, I wasn’t sure where to start with getting back to Earth. I spotted Harken coming toward me. “Getting back to my world might not be so easy. But…maybe there’s a way.”

      Pyrdian pursed his lips. “You got here. How did you do that?”

      I nodded. It had been a good while since I’d done an experiment as complicated as the one that led me to this strange world. That experiment focused on creating a sonic analog of a black hole. I scratched my head. “Might be hard to replicate it here. Getting the capacitors working would be a start. We have the electricity generator now.”

      I was referring to the device that had powered my laser back before I’d gotten the sword of light. Pyrdian grinned. Before he could say anything, Harken approached.

      She put her hands on the table in front of me. “Smith, I want to thank you for all your help.”

      I smiled, genuinely glad to see her again. We’d gone through hell together more than once now. “Just trying to help the kingdom. No need to thank me.”

      She shook her head with a grin. “There’s no way we could have won this battle without you, so accept my damned thanks.”

      She extended a hand in a friendly gesture. I shook it without hesitation. King Alfred laughed.

      “I love it! Smith and Harken, finally getting along.”

      Harken snorted. “Yeah, well, we couldn’t have won without him. What are you talking about over here?”

      Pyrdian explained how we might have to work from multiple sides of the barrier to patch it up. I chimed in about how I was still unsure how to get home, but Harken waved dismissively.

      “I have some ideas about that. Council knowledge. I can share it with you later.”

      King Alfred grinned. “Excellent! Speaking of the Council, we’ll soon need to discuss our next move in the war against them.” He scooped some mashed potatoes into his mouth.

      Harken bit the inside of her cheek. “It might be a while until they attack again,” she advised as the king chewed and swallowed. “If they ever do. Most of their mages were in this battle and are dead now.

      “Smith and I fought against their top nine members, the nine visionaries, and the wraiths killed most of them. Only Malakai and Colsinor are left, along with two lesser mages. Probably not enough to wage any kind of significant war, even with the golems they might be able to summon.”

      King Alfred’s eyes widened. “I wonder what that means for the lands they’ve already conquered.”

      Next to the king, Karl leaned forward. “I think it’s likely they might rebel. Maybe go back to the way things were before.”

      Harken nodded. “Whatever remains of the Council’s forces will be spread thin. No way could they hold onto all the land they had before. But—a lot of the kings and their royal lines were put to death. Returning to exactly how things were before might not be possible.”

      King Alfred scratched his chin thoughtfully. “We might want to send some aid to Polnar and other nations. I’ll have to think about it. There are still the dimensional wraiths to deal with, as well.”

      I eyed the king. “We have a lot of unanswered questions about the wraiths.”

      What had happened in their home world, exactly? Did they plan to devour this world in the same way? Would they be able to move between worlds without the Shadow Council’s help?

      I frowned. I’d destroyed a lot of wraiths with the sword of light, but who knew how many there were in their home world? If more crossed over, there was no telling what kind of damage they could do in truly significant numbers.

      King Alfred disrupted my thoughts with a laugh. “We’ll worry about those questions later. For now, Duke Smith, as your king I order you to take the night off and enjoy this little celebration. And, to really get us going, a toast.”

      The king picked up his glass. Karl clinked his fork against his cup. “Quiet down, everyone. The king wishes to speak.”

      King Alfred stood. Everyone in the room quieted down. All eyes went to him. The silence was absolute. The king looked out upon all the soldiers, scholars, and the merry men and women of the kingdom. He raised his glass.

      “A toast. To you, the heroes of this kingdom. It’s because of your grit and determination that we were able to win this battle—and likely, the war. The Shadow Council is on its knees, and tonight we celebrate this victory, surrounded by good company, good drinks, and all the good food we can eat!”

      Several people around the room cheered. King Alfred smiled wide. “A second toast to a new hero. An instrumental force in our victory last night. We couldn’t have done this without the wonderful Harken. I’m proud to see she wears the kingdom’s spirit ring. She’s a true friend to Kortall and will always be welcome.”

      Harken blushed, looking embarrassed. The crowd roared and applauded. The king sat and dug into his food again, smiling from ear to ear. He leaned toward Karl, and the two began a hearty conversation.

      The music resumed. The dancing restarted. Laughs filled the air, coming from all corners of the room. Harken returned to her seat a few chairs down from Pyrdian.

      I bit off a piece of ham, then leaned back in my chair and chewed. There was still a struggle ahead. For now, I thought it best to follow Alfred’s advice. I savored the salty meat and tried to enjoy the celebratory atmosphere.

      Deep down, I knew this fight was nowhere close to being over. Still, we’d taken a major step forward today. We’d face whatever came our way tomorrow in its time.
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        The story continues with Eldritch Engineer book three, Reality Rupture, coming soon to Amazon and Kindle Unlimited!
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OCTOBER 13, 2023

        

      

    

    
      Hello again, LitRPG adventurers!

      Wow, what a ride it's been since the release of the first book in this series! I can't thank you enough for joining Charles Smith again on his quest to save Kortall. But hold onto your hats, because things are about to get even more intense! We’ve still got four more books coming, and the wraiths are nowhere close to being finished as a threat.

      I had a blast exploring the concept of the wraiths. They're not just your run-of-the-mill fantasy monsters; they're creepy, flying, immaterial monsters that literally suck the life from their victims. Figuring out how to even begin to fight them is a puzzle, and who better to tackle that puzzle than our engineer? The blend of science and magic continues to be a thrilling playground for storytelling, and I hope you find it as exciting as I do.

      The quest for the Sword of Light was particularly fun to write. It's a nod to classic fantasy tropes, but with a LitRPG twist. Coming up with a challenging set of trials that was more about thinking than it was about swinging swords took some time. I hope you enjoyed that part of the story!

      A big shoutout to Michael, my co-author, for once again bringing his A-game to this project.

      As always, if you enjoyed the book, please consider leaving a review. Your feedback is invaluable to us as we continue to build this world.

      
        
        Until our next adventure,

        Kevin McLaughlin

      

      

      To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup/

      Or these other groups full of avid readers who’ll be happy to suggest some great reads!

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety
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      First, thank you for not only reading this story, but these author notes in the back as well!

      As Kevin talks about wraiths (and changing some of the specifics for this genre), it got me thinking about an article I read related to the homogenization of storytelling due to corporate prerogatives (such as a need for profit for their company.)

      I think we are in the best time of storytelling EVER, it’s just that those who wish to be blinded to the opportunities have a narrow experience (for instance, strictly Trad-based focus.)

      The Publishing Pendulum: From Intimate to Corporate and the Art of ‘Writing to Market’

      If you’ve followed the publishing industry over the past few decades, you’ve likely observed the seismic shift from intimate, family-run entities to colossal corporate houses. This transformation has profoundly affected the storytelling landscape, and one concept that has emerged from this metamorphosis is ‘Writing to Market.’

      For those unfamiliar with the term, ‘Writing to Market’ refers to the strategy of crafting stories primarily driven by market trends and reader preferences rather than purely by artistic inspiration or creative impulse. This approach has its pros and cons, and I’d like to delve into the nuanced implications of this shift.

      On the one hand, there’s a genuine concern that the onslaught of market-driven content could lead to a homogenization of literature, where unique voices and unconventional narratives might be overshadowed by formulaic stories designed to sell. Has this corporate dominion led to a stifling of true authorial freedom and a dilution of the diversity in storytelling?

      Or do we offset that with the fact there aren’t corporate gatekeepers anymore?

      On the other hand, ‘Writing to Market’ has become a liberating force for many indie authors, myself included. It has provided the empowerment needed to leave day jobs and sustain ourselves through our craft. This approach has brought independence and financial viability, particularly for self-published authors who have successfully tapped into reader demand.

      Now, let’s examine my own journey within this dichotomy. Have I felt pressured to conform to market trends, or have I carved out my niche?

      The truth is, it’s been a bit of both. There have been times when I’ve leaned into popular themes and tropes (Mr. Brownstone series was a winner here). Still, I’ve also taken risks with unconventional narratives that may not have been as commercially viable (yup, I got some passion projects too that didn’t make money).

      One example is my decision to blend sci-fi and urban fantasy elements in my stories (Kurtherian Gambit), which was initially met with skepticism from some corners.

      However, as the series gained traction and a loyal readership, I realized there was room for innovation and creativity even within the constraints of market trends.

      So, what does the future hold for storytelling in this context? Can we strike a balance between creative integrity and market viability? Is it possible for both traditional and indie authors to find success without compromising their artistic vision?

      Or is it an issue since authors can make it their own way and promote their efforts without the heavy hand of corporations? I suspect a little of both is true.

      I remain optimistic that such a balance can be achieved. As authors, we must continue to push boundaries and explore new ideas while also acknowledging the realities of market demands. I believe there’s room for diversity in literature to thrive alongside the commercial aspects of the industry, and we must work together to ensure that both aspects coexist harmoniously.

      Chat with you in the next book.

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle

      

      

      
        
        MORE STORIES with Michael newsletter HERE:

        https://michael.beehiiv.com/ 

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOKS BY KEVIN MCLAUGHLIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Realms of Power and Fury

      Discovering Power (Book 1)

      Finding Honor (Book 2)

      Field of Valor (Book 3)

      Undead Reckoning (Book 4)

      Undead Center (Book 5)

      Undead with Honor (Book 6)

      

      Tomb of Malevolent Evil

      Roll For Initiative (Book 1)

      Cast of the Die (Book 2)

      Natural Twenty (Book 3)

      

      Steel Dragon Series

      (with Michael Anderle)

      Steel Dragon 1

      Steel Dragon 2

      Steel Dragon 3

      Steel Dragon 4

      Steel Dragon 5

      

      Dragon’s Daughter

      (with Michael Anderle)

      Never A Dragon (Book 1)

      Dead Dragon New tricks (Book 2)

      Thicker Than Blood (Book 3)

      Dragon Fire and Pixie Dust (Book 4)

      The Cult of Tiamat (Book 5)

      The Sum of All Magic (Book 6)

      

      The Dragonclaw Sword

      (with Michael Anderle)

      Clawing for Survival

      Clawing for Escape

      Clawing for Honor

      Clawing for Vengeance
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