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      My foe’s blade sliced down, and I pivoted to one side, barely avoiding the edge. The wind from its passage whiffed through the holes in my visor. I riposted and almost tagged him, but he parried the blow in the nick of time.

      “You’re getting better, Adam, but you’re still not quite good enough to beat me. Not yet, anyway.”

      “Less talk, more action, old man.” Adam grinned as he launched into a series of strikes, pushing me back.

      Old man? I was still two years shy of thirty! I’d show him old!

      I fought back, parrying, feinting, and lunging. We were evenly matched, and Adam’s movements showed me that he enjoyed the fencing match as much as I did. He improved progressively with every bout, and I was proud to have helped him reach such a high level.

      Finally, after an intense exchange, I got a point.

      “Well done,” I praised. “That was a great bout. You’re really improving.”

      Adam grinned and bowed. “Thanks, Professor. I guess I need to keep practicing.”

      I clapped his back. “Yes, practice makes perfect. Keep at it, and soon you’ll give me a proper fight.”

      We returned to the sidelines, where I spotted my other students. They were all hard at work, trying to hone their skills as best they could. I was proud of them and satisfied that my little fencing club was turning out some excellent fencers.

      Maybe one day, some of them would become world-class athletes. If they didn’t, they were still learning important skills and having a great time doing it. That was enough for me.

      “All right, everyone, that’s it for today. I’ll see you all on Thursday for more practice, so be sure to come prepared and ready to learn. Have a great day!” I clapped and sent them off with a smile.

      Adam thanked me again before leaving, and I waved goodbye as he walked out the door. As soon as everyone was gone, I gathered the equipment to put away until our next session. After everything was tidy, I grabbed my bag and headed out the door, eager to return to my research lab for some well-deserved time alone with my work.

      First, a shower was in order. Adam might not be able to beat me yet, but he was getting closer all the time, and I’d broken a sweat during that bout.

      My work could wait until I got cleaned up, excited as I was. It wasn’t going anywhere, and the longer I waited for the power to build up in the capacitors I’d built, the better my results were likely to be.

      I stepped into the shower, the warmth of the water cascading down my body like a soothing massage. My tension melted away as I let the stream slowly wash off all traces of fencing, leaving me free to ponder the experiment that had consumed my thoughts for the past two years. Trying to build a sonic analog of a black hole was a daunting task. I’d come close in previous experiments and knew I could do it this time if only I had enough power.

      The experiment would take everything I had—money, time, and energy. In return, it promised something magical—a peek into an otherworldly phenomenon with more accuracy and clarity than anyone else had ever seen. It was a risk worth taking.

      I toweled off and threw on work clothes. My stomach grumbled. It was close to dinnertime, and lunch had been many hours ago. I wasn’t ready to call it quits for the day until I’d flipped the switch on my creation.

      My lab was a short jaunt from the field house where we held fencing practices. I set out into the crisp autumn air, hopeful and excited.

      I was less thrilled when I arrived to find one of my students waiting outside my lab door.

      “Hey Triss, what are you doing here?” I recognized her as one of my less able electrical engineering students. She was behind most of the class but was trying, and I admired that.

      Triss nervously shifted from foot to foot. “I had some questions about the assignment you gave us in class today and hoped I could get some help before the deadline.”

      I sighed inwardly but nodded and opened the lab door for her. She followed me inside.

      Although I was admittedly annoyed at being interrupted, I truly enjoyed my role as a teacher. Clarifying things for my students was part of the job. “Of course. What’s the problem?”

      Triss cleared her throat. “Well, I’m a bit confused about the math involved in calculating the charge capacity of the capacitors. I don’t understand how to get an accurate result.”

      I smiled and nodded, although the math wasn’t that difficult. “Once you break it down into steps it becomes much more understandable. Let me help you walk through it so you have a better idea of what’s going on.”

      I grabbed a piece of chalk and diagrammed on the blackboard as I explained each step in detail. After patiently walking Triss through the process, she finally had a better grasp on the problem.

      Then Triss caught me off-guard. “Wait, what is this?” She had turned and was peering into the back half of the lab where I had built my sonic black hole contraption. On a nearby shelf were several capacitors. Their sleek metallic surfaces gleamed in the light.

      I smiled and went to them. “Ah yes, those are much more complex than the basic stuff you’re used to from class. These are specialized capacitors developed for this experiment specifically. Come here and let me show you how they work.”

      I pointed out each part of the capacitor and explained how it interacted with the other components to store energy efficiently and release it quickly when needed for the experiment. Triss intently watched as I spoke, her eyes wide with wonder at all the intricacies involved in such a simple-looking device. By the time I finished talking, she seemed thoroughly impressed—and so was I. I hadn't expected such an enthusiastic response from a student!

      “It's all ready to go then?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Yes, the capacitors are charged and ready. All I need now is someone to trip the switch, and we can see if all this work has paid off.”

      I looked at Triss questioningly, wondering if she wanted to stick around and see the results. “Want to watch?”

      To my surprise, she nodded with an eager smile. “Absolutely! I'd love to!”

      With a grin, I gestured at the switch on the wall. “Then flip it whenever you're ready! This should be quite the show.”

      Triss eagerly reached forward and flipped the switch. Power surged through several large cables from the capacitors into special speakers designed to create powerful, carefully crafted sound waves.

      The speakers hummed and vibrated as they emitted a low frequency that gradually increased until it was loud enough to feel rather than hear. The sound waves reverberated throughout the room, causing objects on small objects around the room to vibrate. I couldn't contain my excitement as we stood there watching in awe. I was entering brand-new territory with this experiment, which made it an event full of wonder and possibility.

      The sound waves slammed into a thin pair of glass plates suspended horizontally above the floor, like a window to nowhere. A thick fluid mixture between the plates began rotating as the sound waves struck it. The fluid swirled faster, spinning like a horizontal whirlpool.

      “It’s working!” I exclaimed. Soon the liquid would move faster than the local speed of sound, which would cause an effect similar to Hawking radiation—the stuff theoretically produced by black holes. This experiment's whole point was to create a sonic analog to a black hole. It had been done before, but I was attempting to make a closer analog than my colleagues had managed.

      The nearer we could get to the real thing, the more reliable our results would be.

      “Whoa.” Triss stared. The liquid swirled ever faster, and the sound dropped deeper in pitch. She backed away, some instinct telling her she didn’t want to be too close.

      She was about to stumble over the power cables. I tried to warn her, but she slipped and fell before I could. Sparks flew from the capacitors.

      “Shit!” I rushed toward the switch, hoping to shut everything down before it fried all my work. Her fall must have caused a short.

      The capacitors sparked brighter, and the lights in the room flickered. A glowing spot appeared in the center of the swirling liquid, growing brighter with each passing second as if some unknown force was drawing out all of its energy.

      Triss and I stared at each other in shock before she rose. We both knew this had gone far beyond what either of us expected. It was time to shut this thing down before it hurt someone. I flipped the switch.

      Nothing happened.

      I flipped it back up, then down again. Still nothing. The speakers poured out noise like there was no tomorrow, the liquid swirled inside its glass barrier, and the light that had no business being there grew brighter.

      “Triss, get out of the lab. Quickly, now,” I instructed. Safety first. I needed to ensure the girl wasn’t in jeopardy. Then I could take more drastic measures to shut this thing down, maybe yank loose one of the power cables or something.

      She started for the door. Before she reached it, the panes containing the fluid matrix shattered, sending tiny shards of safety glass in all directions.

      The fluid didn’t drop to the floor like it should have. Instead, it kept spinning in midair. Impossible? Yeah, I knew it was. It didn’t change that it defied all the laws of physics I knew.

      “Out! Now!” I shouted.

      Triss made for the door, but before she could reach it the light in the center went out, turned jet black, and began sucking in everything nearby. We were totally in fantasy land at this point. There was no way my experiment could have generated an actual black hole, but this closely resembled one. I grabbed a bolted-down lab table, but Triss fell, and the thing dragged her toward itself. I had to save her!

      I rushed forward and pulled my student back from the darkness with all my might. It tried to pull me in too, as if some unknown force was trying to drag me into whatever this thing was. Triss was what mattered. She was safe—for now—and I wouldn’t let go until I knew she was safe for good.

      “Hang on! I’ve got you!” I hollered.

      She nodded. Her face was pale. It took a monumental effort, but I got her on the leeward side of the lab table, away from the hole in spacetime I’d somehow generated. Holy crap, this was crazy. I was either going to get instant tenure or fired, and I wasn’t sure which yet.

      “What do we do?” Triss asked.

      “Make for the door. Stay low so you don’t get knocked down by the wind or flying debris.” The hole was sucking in air from the room and beyond. It whistled around the door. I had to find a way to close this thing.

      Triss raced toward the door and started to pull it open, but the force of the air pressure yanked it toward her, ripping the handle from her hands. It slammed into the wall with a bang and air rushed in, almost bowling her over again. I froze, ready to help her if she stumbled, but she retained her footing and got into the hallway.

      I had to act fast. I didn’t have much time. I scanned the room for something that could help me close the hole. Then it hit me. Capacitors! My device used several high-capacity capacitors to contain and control its power output. If I could yank one of those, maybe I could use it as a makeshift plug.

      I ran to where the capacitors were stored, grabbed one of the heavy machines with both hands, and threw it toward the hole with all my strength. As it flew, I noticed a strange ripple in space around it as if its passage distorted time itself.

      I’d forgotten to unplug it before I threw it.

      The heavy cable caught on my leg, tangling me. As the capacitor slid into the hole and vanished with a flash, the cord remained in the lab, wrapped around my leg. Then the hole began pulling the rest of it in after the capacitor.

      The first tug sent me tumbling to the floor. The steady pull that followed yanked me across the tiles toward the hole. I was helpless to stop my slow slide into oblivion. All I could do was watch as one meter after another of cable vanished into that nothingness.

      In desperation, I grabbed onto a large cabinet where I stored assorted lab tools and supplies. It stopped my progress, at least for a moment. Things from all over the room flew into the abyss, only to vanish from sight. I had no idea what was on the other side, but I didn’t want to find out the hard way.

      With a groan of distressed metal and wood, the cabinet slid away from the wall. I reached higher on the thing, trying to get on the far side of it, but it tipped over and flew forward. With nothing to keep me from falling toward the hole, the cable dragged me in.

      The last thing I saw was Triss’s terrified eyes staring at me from the hallway. Then I was gone, and everything went black.
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      The inky abyss of the artificial black hole stretched before me, its interior as dark and impenetrable as the deepest cavern. Against all odds, I was alive, my body somehow intact and functioning, my mind still capable of forming coherent thoughts. My body felt different, like I was a leaf caught in a gust of wind. For a strange moment, I floated through the void, unsure where my life was heading. To be honest, I was scared. I’d never been in a situation where I had so little control.

      Without a sound, a world of color appeared around me. I glimpsed stone walls and felt a rush of cool air. There was a thud as something heavy crashed to the ground beneath me. I fell, smacking into the cabinet with all my assorted tools and supplies for the lab.

      Ow. As I raised my head, a strange message appeared before me. It floated in the air, following my line of sight when I shifted my gaze. I couldn't help being annoyed. Mostly, I was confused about why it was there.

      Oof! That was a nasty fall. You took one damage.

      As I wondered how to get the message to go away, it popped out of existence, and a new message replaced it.

      Critical hit! Mage Rakthalon took twenty-eight damage.

      I looked around, curious. Who was Mage Rakthalon? Why were these messages appearing in front of me? They looked like a projector had generated them, but that made little sense since it was light out and they weren't projecting onto anything.

      A young man with shoulder-length hair sat in an elaborate chair about a dozen feet away, flanked by two… Knights in shining armor? I rubbed my eyes, blinked, then looked again. Sure enough, the two men on either side of him were straight out of a book on medieval history. Looking closer, I realized the young man was dressed strangely too. He wore a red cape and a gold crown.

      A third message popped up before I had time to wonder who these men were.

      Mage Rakthalon was defeated! You gained twenty-four experience points.

      I blinked again, rubbing my eyes some more. Was I dreaming? It seemed the only logical explanation for the strange text that kept popping up in front of me like an error message on a computer screen.

      I peered over the edge of the cabinet to see a bearded man in black robes lying motionless beneath it. My heart sank as I realized my sudden arrival, along with my equipment, had crushed the man. I was about to call for help when another message popped up in front of me.

      You leveled up!

      A dizzying array of numbers followed, some of which had green plus signs next to them.

      Level 11 +1

      Strength 11 +1, Dexterity 13 +2, Constitution 11, Intelligence 13 +1, Wisdom 12 +1, Charisma 14 +1

      Health 50 +5, Stamina 43 +3, Mana 27

      I tried pinching myself. It was cliché, but I figured it might wake me from this dream. No such luck, though.

      As I climbed off the cabinet, I tried to piece together everything that had happened. My experiment had somehow created something that resembled a black hole in a lot more ways than I’d ever intended. It pulled in everything around it, including me. Then I'd suddenly appeared here. Where was I? For that matter, when was I? Because if the knights in shining armor were any indication, I was either at the world’s most realistic Renaissance faire or something more improbable than what I’d already experienced was happening.

      I finally reached the floor and turned toward the knights and the young man. I realized now that he was dressed like a king.

      “Um, hello.” I smiled and waved, trying to seem friendly. “My name is Charles Smith. I come in peace, so don't worry, I mean you no harm. I'm sorry about...”

      I trailed off, seeing the cautious and confused expressions on their faces. The two knights narrowed their eyes. A thought suddenly occurred to me.

      “Can you understand what I’m saying?”

      The king laughed. “Understand you? Of course! But it’s not every day one sees a man appear out of thin air!”

      He had a point. I chuckled with the king as I breathed a sigh of relief that at least language wouldn’t be a barrier.

      One of the knights leaned close to the king. “Be careful of him, Your Majesty,” he whispered loud enough for me to hear.

      The king waved dismissively. “Bah! He killed that mage. We have no reason to fear him.”

      The knight’s expression remained unchanged. “The death of the mage might not be such a good thing. What will the Shadow Council think when they find out?”

      The king rolled his eyes. “The Shadow Council will do what they’ll do. They have it out for us anyway. It doesn’t matter, and to be honest, that mage was getting on my nerves.”

      The knight sighed, sounding exhausted. “We should at least take some precautions with this stranger.”

      The king smiled. “Let's find out who he is.” He glanced at me. “What’s your name again, stranger?”

      I stepped forward. “Charles Smith. At your service.”

      I hung my head and bowed. I hoped this little gesture would calm the tense atmosphere. When I looked up, the king was still watching me with the same keen interest, and the knights seemed a tad less wary of me.

      Why did it suddenly feel like I'd landed in a scene from King Arthur?

      After a moment, the king rose and strode toward me. He picked up a fallen picture frame and turned it over in his hands. I realized it was my doctoral diploma. My lab was also my office, and it had been hanging on the wall there.

      When he spoke at last, his voice was upbeat. There was a friendly yet assertive tone to his words. “Ah! A doctor. From the look of things, there's more to you than that. Come closer, Dr. Smith. Let me see you more clearly.”

      I wanted to correct him on the doctor thing, but it didn’t seem safe to contradict the man in charge of all these folks with swords. Instead, I took two steps forward and lifted my chin. Now that some of my initial disorientation had worn off, I got a good look at the room.

      Stone walls with decorative lines and shapes etched into them surrounded me. Colorful mosaics dotted the walls. Two simple, round windows looked out at a courtyard. It was overcast outside, but the light was strong enough to indicate daytime. An assortment of wooden chairs, small furniture, and a round table decorated the room.

      The king’s throne at the back of the room was a larger chair adorned with colorful jewels and gold plating over the edges. A simple rug covered the wooden floor beneath it. His two knights wore chainmail and plates of armor from head to toe. A crest decorated the pieces of fabric over the knights' chests, a drawing of a blue lily within a yellow circle.

      “You've arrived in quite a remarkable fashion. I must say, I'm rather impressed.”

      He moved closer to me, and one of his knights stepped forward, speaking in a low voice. “Your Majesty, be careful.”

      The king rolled his eyes. “Oh, come now, Lord Magnusson, he's not one of the Shadow Council. He killed their emissary, after all. Do we have any other enemies of the realm right now? No. Besides, if he was a foe, do you think he would be acting like such a simpleton? Look at him. He's not got a bad bone in his body. I can tell.”

      The king pushed past his guard, who followed him. The second one scurried to join them. The king stopped in front of me.

      Pure curiosity filled his expression. “Since you're so concerned, Lord Magnusson, I'll have a good look at him.”

      Up close, I could tell the king was younger than me. He reached into his pocket and pulled out something resembling a magnifying glass. I was confused and overwhelmed. He held it up to his face, then leaned forward, looking at me through it.

      “Hm, very nice. You've got some confidence in you. Kindness too. And strange clothes.”

      I found his clothes quite strange too.

      “But none of it as strange as…” The king looked behind me. “This contraption you've summoned. I can't say I've ever seen anything quite like it. Simply extraordinary.”

      I wondered about the magnifying glass. “What is that thing?”

      The king looked thoughtful. “Hm. I wondered the same thing. Shouldn't you know?”

      I had no idea. “Is it a magnifying glass? It looks like it. What's it for?”

      The king laughed. “Oh! I thought you were talking about the machine behind you.”

      The king handed over the magnifying glass. As soon as I grasped it, a message popped up.

      Unknown item. It belongs to King Alfred.

      I frowned and raised the magnifying glass for a closer look. Nothing about it seemed out of the ordinary. It was only a small piece of glass stuck between a circle of wood with a wooden handle. Peering through it didn’t magnify anything. Instead, it was like I was looking through normal glass. If this thing had a purpose, I could not determine what it was.

      The king pressed. “What is that contraption? I must know.”

      I had to assume he was talking about the capacitor. I gave him the simplest explanation, detailing how it could store and release large amounts of energy. His eyes lit up as I spoke. I wasn't sure if he grasped what I said, but he was more excited than most of my students when I explained this in lecture. Some of the concepts were complex, and my simple explanation didn't do the science justice. “What about this?” I held up the magnifying glass that didn't magnify anything.

      The king laughed. “You don't recognize it? I thought you would. It's only a magic spyglass. Hardly worth your time.”

      He stuck out his hand for it. I handed it to him. As soon as I did, the floating message about it disappeared.

      What did the king mean by magic spyglass? Surely, he couldn't be talking about real magic? Maybe it was a kid's toy. Although that message did say the man I squashed was the “mage” Rakthalon…

      The king looked at me with anticipation. “Dr. Smith, will you come with me? We must talk. Somewhere more private. I have a feeling you represent a rare opportunity, one I’d not care to miss.”

      I was confused and hesitant. “Go where?”

      The king looked at me with bright, curious eyes. “My study. It’s a nice room, you’ll like it. Come on.” He moved toward the doorway, waving me along. I gathered I had no real choice but to follow him.

      One of his knights stepped forward. “Your Majesty, I must insist upon accompanying you. We know nothing about this man.”

      The king turned toward his knight. “That's fine, Lord Magnusson. I knew you would insist, and it's probably better anyhow since you can help me explain the complicated bits. All right, come along, everybody!”

      He hustled toward the door, and I fell into line behind the knight and the king as we shuffled out of the room. They led me down a long corridor beneath several archways and around a few bends.

      I realized that I knew nothing of these people. “I never got your names.”

      Any information would be incredibly helpful. I felt as lost as one of the kids who sometimes came to my lectures, accompanying my single-parent students.

      The king answered with a booming voice. “Ah, I must apologize, Dr. Smith. How rude of me—”

      The king cut off as we passed two servant girls. He stopped, and his knight followed suit, holding up a hand for me to wait patiently.

      The king smiled at the servant girls. “Ms. August, Ms. Catherine, good day to you.”

      The ladies nodded but looked timid.

      “Ms. August, I was sorry to hear of your brother,” the king continued. “Take a week off, my treat, and whatever you can carry home from my garden is yours.”

      One of the ladies, I assumed Ms. August, looked up at the king. Her jaw dropped, and her voice shook as she thanked him. Then we were on our way again.

      I wondered what had happened to her brother. After a few loud footsteps, the king spoke again. “Ah! I'm sorry, Dr. Smith. I was about to introduce myself. I should have—”

      He cut off again. We had come to a painting in the middle of the hallway. The king looked up at it with a somber expression. “Excuse me. This is my late father. Rest his soul. He was a great man. They called him the Uniter, Keeper of Peace, and the Strong-Tongued Eagle.”

      The man in the painting appeared to look straight at us with an expression of loving confidence. He had a grizzled look, a bushy mustache, and a magnificent gold crown.

      The king put a hand over his heart. “He raised me as well as any father could, instilling in me the three virtues that any good king requires. Compassion for my subjects. The resolve to do what is right. And the humility to see where I need help.”

      His knight put a hand over his heart too, and I copied them, not wanting to show any disrespect. After a moment, the three of us continued on our way. The king didn't speak again until we reached the study.

      The study was smaller than the throne room. A fireplace on one side already held twigs, small branches, and two big logs. A few bookshelves dotted the perimeter, and half a dozen upholstered chairs occupied the center of the room, arranged neatly around a large rectangular table. The table bore a map with various chess-like pieces scattered across it. The king and his knight went to the head of the table. The knight pulled out a chair, gesturing for me to sit.

      There were no windows in this room. Thick stone walls enclosed us on every side, and the only light came from rows of torches up above and an array of candles on the table. With no real choice but to follow the knight's instruction, I approached the table, still trying to figure out what was going on.

      Despite the king's assurance that I was welcome, I couldn't shake my unease. I was in a place that closely resembled a medieval castle, in the company of a king and his knight. What were the strange messages that kept popping up from time to time? How exactly had I gotten here? What was up with the magnifying glass that didn't do anything? Was this another time? Another universe?

      The king gestured at the seat the knight was offering me. “Please, Dr. Smith. Have a seat. We would like you to feel at home.”

      I sat. How could I feel at home in a place like this? I smiled gratefully despite my confusion and uncertainty. The king nodded at his knight.

      The knight went to a cabinet and returned with three glasses and a liquor bottle. He poured, slid two glasses across the table toward us, and picked up the third for himself.

      The knight sat at the other end of the table. Up close, it was obvious that he was quite a bit older than the king. His long beard, thinning hair, and wrinkled face added to his grizzled appearance.

      The king leaned forward and lightly touched my arm. I guessed he was somewhere in his twenties. “Now,” he began in a friendly tone. “Time to answer some questions, eh?”
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      I looked at the king, nodded once, then glanced at my glass. I was still trying to piece things together, but everyone seemed friendly enough. With an inner shrug, I took a sip. A message appeared in front of me.

      Liquor replenished your health by +1.

      When I set down the glass, the message disappeared.

      On the map in front of me were two different colors of pieces, white and black. On top of all the other confusing events, the map didn't look familiar. It could be that it depicted a small country I wasn't familiar with. Or maybe this was another world.

      The king watched me as I examined everything. “Our forces are struggling,” he remarked. “But that's no matter. I'm confident that you will help us turn things around.”

      I looked up at him. I wasn't sure I'd heard him right. “What?”

      The king continued. “Dr. Smith, tell me about yourself. Where did you come from? And why come here? At this time?”

      I hesitated, unsure of how to answer.

      The king frowned. “Or was your arrival here an accident?”

      I nodded. “You could say that.”

      The king smiled. “I thought so. I'll say it's a lucky mistake. Isn't that right, Lord Magnusson?”

      The knight nodded.

      The king frowned. “Where did you mean to go? Where do you come from?”

      I tried to collect my thoughts. Based on the map, this seemed like a completely different world. I was getting the idea that this world and mine shared few, if any, similar landmarks.

      Would he believe me if I explained that I came from a world with computers and flushable toilets? I decided I’d better leave that part out. Instead, I fashioned a version of the truth. The specifics weren't important, anyway.

      I explained that I came from a large country “very far away.” I was working in my lab on an experiment, and when it went wrong, it transported me here. I hadn't meant to kill the mage in the throne room. I hadn't meant to transport myself. The whole event had been one big accident.

      To my surprise, the king nodded easily. “Magic can be a difficult thing to control.”

      That was the second time he'd referenced magic. Before I could ask him about it, he continued. “My name is King Alfred Benegrath, and this big oaf next to me is Karl Magnusson, my most trusted bodyguard and a good friend. In case you haven't deduced it yet, ours is the kingdom of Kortall, hence the crest with the blue lily.”

      The king gestured at the crest on Lord Magnusson's chest. I smiled meekly at him. “It looks good.”

      He chuckled. “It does, doesn’t it? It’s been the symbol of our country since my ancestor founded it. Of course, I don't blame you if you haven't heard of us. We're a very small kingdom, and we largely keep to ourselves.

      “I had dreams of changing that. I would have opened trade routes and cooperated with other kingdoms in exchanging ideas and new technology. But, well, the Shadow Council appeared. The mage you killed was among their ranks. Has word of them reached the land where you come from?”

      I took another sip of liquor. “I can't say it has. Who are they?”

      The king sighed. “A force like no other. You see the dark pieces on the board?”

      I looked. Many dark pieces occupied a plot of land at one edge of the map. Two smaller groups occupied other territories.

      The king picked up a ruler, pointing at various pieces as he spoke. “This is the Shadow Council's main force, and they also have forces here and here in neighboring countries they recently conquered. They've been trying to breach our border here.” The king paused. “We held them off at first. Now that they've spread west as far as here, we're in trouble. The land here is very hilly. Easy to defend. We set up on the high points and strike them down. Over here, it's harder. We have fortifications, but it's not enough.”

      The king turned to Lord Magnusson. “Anything to add?”

      The gruff knight shrugged. “From afar, we can fight them well. Their magic doesn't reach as far as our catapults and ballistae. When they close to a certain distance, they overwhelm us. Their mages are quicker than our non-magical forces. There's little we can do to fight them off once they're within range.”

      The king continued. “You see, the Shadow Council is a group of sorcerers who believe that their mastery over the arcane arts grants them a divine right to rule. Their armies are composed entirely of mages, and their skill is second to none.”

      I interrupted. “Am I hearing you right? Magic? Sorcerers? Mages?”

      The king nodded. “That's right.”

      I shook my head. “You're not really talking about magic, though, are you?”

      The king was confused now. “Yes, real magic, of course.”

      “You're telling me there are people waving wands out there? Chanting magic words to fly and summon fire and stuff like that?”

      The king chuckled. “Well, nobody uses a wand. At least, not that I've seen. You of all people should know that.”

      Lord Magnusson nodded.

      The king got a curious look in his eyes. “After all, you came here with magic.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “That contraption of yours,” the king replied.

      I held up my hand. “Now, wait just a moment. I know that might have looked like magic, but it was actually—”

      The king waved dismissively. “I know magic when I see it, Dr. Smith. You can attempt to deny it, and frankly I don't blame you. That looked like powerful magic. I wager quite a few people would be jealous of someone of your skill level. Not me.” The king’s eyes twinkled. “No, I see your potential. You can achieve great things. You just need a little help, and I'm willing to provide it if you're willing to help me in return.”

      My explanation of the science behind it wouldn’t sway the king, so I fought off my urge to correct him.

      The knight sipped his drink, looking troubled.

      The king leaned forward, looking eager. “Well? What do you say? Will you help us, Dr. Smith?”

      I laughed nervously, then scratched the back of my neck. “What sort of help are you asking for, exactly?” His request put me on the spot.

      I was still trying to come to terms with the idea that magic existed in this world. The idea of facing down a group of sorcerers overwhelmed me. Plus, I didn’t know what the political situation was here. Alfred seemed like an all-right sort, but why was the Shadow Council fighting him? I needed more information.

      The king smiled confidently. “We’ll take whatever help you can give us. You’ve clearly got some unique skills, and I can’t say I understand much about them. What I do understand is that you could be of use to us in this war. The Shadow Council has already conquered two neighboring kingdoms, and we’re next if we don’t find a way to stop them. All I want is for you to be our ally. Talk to us, share your ideas, and lend us your strength and skills in the fight against the Shadow Council.”

      I pursed my lips, making a show of considering the king’s offer. It was a lot to take in. One thing I learned in my many years of teaching was that it was best to be open-minded. “What else can you tell me about the council?”

      The knight, usually so silent, found his voice. “The Shadow Council enslaves the populations of the lands they conquer, and they have been known to burn entire villages to quell any signs of rebellion. It’s worse than that, really. We’ve lost all contact with the populations in the conquered kingdoms. No trade comes out of them, not in our direction, anyway. No messages. No travelers.”

      “What’s happening in there, then?” It sounded creepy as hell.

      “The truth is, we don’t know,” Alfred replied. “We’ve sent several teams in to scout their lands, hoping to get some idea what was happening in there…”

      “Let me guess—none of them made it back out, right?” I asked.

      Alfred nodded, his eyes grim.

      It sounded like the Shadow Council was probably the bad guy here. It would take me some time to figure out if it was possible to return home, let alone somehow rebuild my machine with medieval technology and return to Earth. I’d become certain during this conversation that I was not on Earth anymore. New continents? Shadow Councils? Magic?

      All this meant I needed to find a way to survive long enough to figure out how to get home. Sticking with one of the major powers seemed like a good plan, and Alfred seemed like a good person. The wheels in my head began to turn, trying to figure out if I knew anything that might help in a fight against sorcerers. I still wanted to get home, though.

      “I’ll help,” I agreed. The king’s eyes lit up, but I held up a finger. “On two conditions. First, I’d like food and lodging while I’m here. I’d like to have my own room. The second condition is that all my things be brought to the room for me and for me to have enough free time each day I’m here to conduct my research.”

      That was three things, but whatever. I would need my supplies and some free time if I were to have any hope of engineering a portal back to my world.

      The king stuck out his hand. “Deal.”

      We shook on it. As we did, another message popped up before me, hovering in front of the king’s nose.

      Acquired Skill: Diplomacy level one.

      I frowned in annoyance. The message hung in the air for a couple of seconds, following me around as I attempted to look away, glancing toward the chess pieces on the map, then to the fireplace, to Karl, and back to the king.

      The king frowned in concern. “Everything all right? You seem distracted.”

      I nodded. “It’s just…” I tried to think of how to explain the hovering words. I didn’t want to sound like a lunatic, but they grew more annoying by the second. “You don’t see any strange writing, do you?”

      As soon as I asked, the writing faded from view, disappearing like the opening credits of a film at the movie theater.

      The king and Karl looked at each other thoughtfully. “Can't say we do,” the king replied.

      Karl looked at me. “Are you talking about your inner scroll, perhaps?”

      “My what?” I sighed. “Well, whatever it is, it’s gone now. I’m sure it’ll pop up again, though.”

      The king and Karl shared another thoughtful look.

      “Maybe they call it something different in your country,” the king suggested. “The inner scroll is a piece of writing only you can see. It tells you about yourself and your strengths, powers and abilities, and any skills you have.”

      Karl nodded. “You might also see it writing to you from time to time to alert you when something significant happens.”

      Their description piqued my interest. It sounded exactly like what I had seen, so I inquired further about it, and the king and his bodyguard elaborated on how it worked. I only needed to think about the inner scroll. My desire to see it was enough to summon it.

      After explaining how it worked, the king leaned back in his chair. “Surprised you haven’t heard of it. The inner scroll’s been around forever. Since before I was born. Before my grandfather was born. You must be quite talented to have come this far without it.”

      I nodded, playing along with him. Then I thought about the words I had seen before, wondering what they might say if they appeared again.

      In an instant, the words popped up. Only this time there were many more.

      Charles Smith, Human Engineer Level Twelve

      Strength 12, Dexterity 15, Constitution 11, Intelligence 14, Wisdom 13, Charisma 15

      Health 55, Stamina 46, Mana 27

      Skills: Swordsmanship 10, Engineering 12, Knowledge 12, Diplomacy 1, Tactics 2, Metalcrafting 8, Woodcrafting 6, Electronics 10

      Powers and Spells: None

      I took a moment to read everything. I’d seen stats like these in video games and Dungeons & Dragons, but I wasn’t sure how they applied to this world. “Level twelve,” I noted, not sure what to make of it or the other numbers. “Fifty-five health. Forty-six stamina. Twelve strength.”

      “Those are all quite good.” The king looked at Karl.

      The bodyguard nodded. “I’m level fourteen.”

      The king smiled. “I’m only level ten, so you have me beat, Dr. Smith!”

      Karl leaned forward. “You might want to ask him about his skills, Your Majesty.”

      The king straightened. “Good idea. If you don’t mind, Dr. Smith, we’d love to hear about your skills. Might indicate how you can help with the war.”

      It was easy to see that he asked about the skills listed on the fourth line, so I read them off. The king and Karl nodded. My two strongest skills were engineering and knowledge, but swordsmanship and electronics weren’t far behind. I wasn't sure if they had electronics in this world since it seemed fairly medieval, but it was easy to see how the rest might benefit me, especially when it came to fixing my gear and getting home!

      The king stood. “You must be tired from your travels. Karl, let’s summon a servant to show Dr. Smith to his chambers. We’ll arrange to have your things brought to you shortly.”

      Karl headed toward the door. It took me a moment to understand how to dismiss the inner scroll, but with the king’s help, I got rid of it in the way I brought it up, thinking about it and willing it to disappear.

      The king was right. I was tired, and this had been the craziest day of my life. There was no competition.

      As a servant escorted me to my room, I wondered if I might wake up in my office when I laid down to rest. I laughed at the thought of Triss shaking me awake, saying I’d suddenly fallen asleep at my desk. It had never happened before but was more believable than this world of magic and medieval knights. I still felt like this was all a dream.
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      Sunlight peeked through the window in the early morning. I rubbed my eyes, feeling groggy, and rolled over in bed. I had to admit, it felt strange to wake up without an alarm clock. For a moment, I thought I was back in my small apartment on campus.

      Then my gaze fell upon the room’s stylized wooden walls, the small window with a medieval-style grating over it, and the drapes around my bed, which were open. They clung to four large bedposts, and there was a wooden roof above, which I figured was meant to hold the drapes when they were drawn. Seeing these foreign features made my memories from the day before rush back. The king and Karl, the map with the chess pieces, and that mage I’d squashed when I had come through the portal.

      I sat up, leaning forward at the edge of the bed, and drew a deep breath. I still wore the same clothes I’d arrived in. The room was quiet. A small wooden bench sat by the window, a nightstand was near the head of the bed, and a desk was on the other side. On it sat a few candles, a quill, and some parchment. Near the foot of the bed was a simple wooden chair with a folded set of clean clothes on it.

      As I looked around, I spotted the supplies from my lab. I was glad to see the king had kept to his promise of bringing everything to me, but my gear was in total disarray. The cabinet lay on its back, the capacitor was on top of it on its side, and some of the cords looked like they’d gotten tangled up.

      I groaned, rolling my eyes as I climbed to my feet. Hopefully, my equipment hadn’t sustained too much damage on the way here. It was too early for me to deal with it right now, though. I went to the chair, picked up the clothes, and held them out to get a good look. They’d left me a simple pair of brown trousers and a large white loose-fitting shirt with a belt attached.

      As I finished dressing, someone knocked on the door. I tied up the trousers, feeling like I was getting ready to go to a Halloween party. It wasn’t one, a reminder brought home when I opened the door and a servant met me, ready to escort me down the hall.

      He was here to fetch me for breakfast. It was just as well because I realized I hadn’t eaten anything the night before and my stomach was making demands. As we walked, I learned he was curious about some of the gear I’d arrived with. He’d been one of the ones to bring it to my room.

      I was surprised when I started explaining how it all worked and he gazed at me with a quiet intensity, following my every word. I dropped into lecture mode, but he didn’t mind. Quite the opposite. He enjoyed listening as we walked.

      Soon, we reached the entrance to the dining hall and had to part ways. I went in through a set of big wooden double doors. The king was at the head of a long table with three others. I noticed that Karl was not among them, and there was only one empty seat to the king’s right. He gestured for me to join them. All eyes were on me as I walked to the chair.

      The king was lively and smiled as he gestured at the others around the table. “Let me introduce you, Dr. Smith. This here is Lord Garth Reynolds, keeper of the treasury. Then we have Lady Isolde Lychant, my most trusted advisor, who’s forgotten more about ruling than most people ever learn. Here we have Sir Daniel Rand, general of my armies. I suspect you’ll work quite closely with him since he’s leading the preparations to defend against the Shadow Council.”

      As I looked around the table, my gaze stopped on Rand. He watched me with piercing eyes. The man was solidly built, probably in his early forties, if I had to guess. His grave expression was a stark contrast to the king’s jubilant nature. I was wary of him based on his demeanor but forced a smile, not one to judge a book by its cover.

      The king continued. “Everyone, this is our wonderful guest, Dr. Charles Smith, who I told you about. Newly arrived in our lands from far away.”

      The general narrowed his eyes as if he were assessing me. “Your Majesty,” he spoke slowly. “Why, exactly, will he be helping with the war efforts, again?”

      The king cheerfully explained, “He has some unique skills, Sir Rand, and he’s from another country. I’m sure he will prove useful. He’s ranked quite high in knowledge and engineering, you know.”

      The general raised his eyebrows. “Right.” His gaze shifted from me to the king, then back to me. “I remember you mentioning his skills, now that I think about it. That doesn’t explain the why, though.”

      Something about the way he looked at me put me on edge. Still, I swallowed my nervousness and met his gaze. “I didn’t mean to come here, Sir Rand. But I’m stuck here for the time being. If I can lend aid, isn’t it in my best interest to do so? After all, if the kingdom falls, I’ll be in as much danger as everyone else.”

      The general nodded and toyed with a ring on his left index finger.

      Before I could think about him and his cold demeanor too much, Lady Lychant leaned forward. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Dr. Smith. I’m afraid His Majesty hasn’t been able to tell me much about your country. I’m curious. What is it called?”

      Lady Lychant was older than the others, with gray hair she had tied back in a bun. Age wrinkles lined her face, but there was wisdom in her eyes. I didn’t doubt she had carefully chosen her question.

      “The pleasure’s all mine,” I answered, and she smiled. “My country is called America. Or some might call us the United States. Where I’m from, we’re a large country.”

      The old lady pursed her lips, leaning back. “Thank you.” Her forehead creased in thought.

      If I wasn’t mistaken, she valued knowledge as much as I did.

      The king put a hand up. “We should go over what we know of the Shadow Council to make sure Dr. Smith is up to speed.”

      The others around the table nodded in agreement.

      The king continued. He and Karl had explained what and who the Shadow Council was the night before, but now I received more information. The kingdoms in this world were mostly small, local groups of people who shared a common culture and traditions. A few years ago, a powerful mage known as Malakai had formed the council to unite all the kingdoms under his rule.

      As the king explained this, a few servants brought breakfast for everyone. I dug in quickly, needing something to settle my growling stomach. The king continued, taking his time with the food. A fire appeared in his eyes as he spoke of Malakai. “He’s mad, I think. Mad with greed, maybe, or something else. But he must be mad to engage in such slaughter.”

      Rand pumped his fist. “We’ll stop them, Your Majesty.”

      The king smiled wide. “Yes, we will. Somehow.” He turned to me. “Dr. Smith, as I mentioned last night, the enemy is closing in on us with a large force. Have you had a chance to consider any strategies we can use against them?”

      I frowned. “Well…” I realized I’d have to say no. To be honest, it didn’t feel like I’d had much time to consider it, but maybe something would come to me in the moment, so I paused to contemplate it.

      Rand raised his voice. “Your Majesty, I think we should perhaps open the question to everyone, not only Smith.”

      The king frowned. “Don’t tell me you distrust him, Sir Rand?”

      Rand looked away from the king quietly, glancing at me with what I could only describe as a distrustful look.

      The king was watching him too. “Karl already voiced his concerns to me, and I have noted them. I am merely asking Dr. Smith for his opinion first since he is new and might have some promising ideas to share that we haven’t thought of before.”

      Rand narrowed his eyes. “Even if he isn’t working with the council, how do you know his ideas are promising? He could as easily lead us astray.”

      The king rolled his eyes. “Sir Rand, you know I welcome your opinion, but there’s no harm in hearing his too.”

      Sir Rand shook his head. I wasn’t sure if I should say something. I turned the thought over in my head. Rand looked down at his food and skewered a piece of sausage.

      The king looked at me. "Don’t worry. There will always be those who doubt you. I know you will prove yourself to us, Dr. Smith. Speak your mind without hesitation. That’s all Sir Rand is doing, and all that I expect of you!”

      I pushed the food around on my plate and pursed my lips. “Can’t say I’ve thought of anything yet, but I was quite exhausted last night. I’ll make sure to give it plenty of thought today.”

      The king looked disappointed. He turned it over to the others to contribute ideas, and I realized that if I was going to stay in his good graces, I needed to come up with something soon.

      The others began talking about strategies and ideas, and I realized why the king had asked me for advice. He’d called on forces serving under a few different dukes in his kingdom, but they had yet to arrive. No one present had unique ideas of what to do with them when they did.

      Rand suggested overwhelming the enemy with numbers, engaging them in a straightforward assault, but the king had reservations. I had to admit I did too. Lady Lychant voiced support for fighting them from within the city's protection. That type of strategy might result in a more drawn-out conflict, not to mention it could cause more damage to the city and civilian casualties.

      I focused my attention on listening while trying to understand the situation. By the end of the meal, I felt I had a better handle on this world. It was remarkably similar to medieval Europe. Just…with magic.

      Rand set down his fork and knife, glancing at me. “So, Smith, I hear you’re quite the swordsman.”

      I made eye contact with him, forcing a wary smile. What was his game now?

      Rand leaned forward. “Perhaps we could spar? I hear your swordsmanship skill is quite high, and I saw that trophy as the servants brought it to your room.”

      I realized he was talking about the fencing trophy I’d won early last year. It was lightweight, so it made sense that the portal had sucked it in.

      I nodded at Rand, seeing no harm in taking him up on his challenge. “Sure, I’ll fight.”

      Rand looked pleased. He gave the king a questioning look.

      The king appeared excited. “Ooh, this is truly an excellent idea, Sir Rand. Absolutely!”
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      The castle had a special room for training in swordplay. I stepped in alongside the king and Sir Rand, looking around in curiosity. The room was as large as a banquet hall or a gymnasium with a domed ceiling high above my head. Elaborate windows looked out on a courtyard and grassy hills. Stained glass images of warriors holding swords, spears, and axes dotted the walls.

      The sound of steel on steel rang across the room. I was more comfortable in this kind of environment. Everything else about this place was foreign and confusing, but I’d been doing swordplay for years. Although this was different than fencing, the atmosphere still felt familiar.

      Painted lines on the wooden floorboards divided the room into four squares. Each seemed roughly the size of a boxing ring. My gaze immediately went to two skinny men going at it in one of the nearby squares. Both wore padded vests over simple tunics and trousers. They fought with training swords, with rebated edges and corks on their tips to prevent them from doing any real damage.

      I watched them for a moment. They slid back and forth across the hardwood floor, stepping around each other as they parried high and low, each trying to lure the other into a vulnerable position. I followed their movements, trying to discern any familiar tactics, but most of it was a different style of swordplay than I was used to. They also held shields in their off-hands. Now and again they rotated to thrust the shield into the line of attack, foiling their opponent’s strike.

      In the middle of the battle, I heard Rand’s voice in my ear. “That’s Sir Otto and Sir Adam. Also known as the Odd brothers. Don’t underestimate their skill.”

      I nodded. The king clapped. “Such splendid swordsmen!”

      His voice must have carried through the room because one looked over, distracted, and the other landed a hit.

      “Your Majesty!” the one hit exclaimed, grimacing in pain from the blow.

      The other turned. Upon seeing the king, he hastily took a knee, looking flustered.

      The king waved him back to his feet. “There’s no need for that, Sir Adam. Continue your fight!”

      The kneeling knight rose, still flustered. “As you wish, Your Majesty.” He sounded nervous. “We’ll put on a good show!”

      The two knights resumed their fight.

      Sir Rand nudged me with a friendly elbow, directing my attention to a wall with a rack full of blades. It was time for us to begin our duel, and I sensed from how he looked at me that he’d be using this bout to judge my worth. He led the way to the weapons and picked out a longsword with an orange, padded hilt and a groove down the middle that flattened out halfway up the blade. Like the other swords in this room, his longsword had a cork on its tip. Up close, I could tell the edge was dull.

      I looked over the rest of the swords, struggling to choose one. Most were longswords, far wider than I was used to in my time as a fencer. I picked up a few, testing them in my hands, disliking their weight.

      One was slimmer than the rest. I picked it up, feeling it like the others before. It wasn’t as light as the epees I was used to, but it was close. I assumed a fighting stance and extended my body a few times, testing the weight with each lunge. It wasn’t perfect, but it would have to do.

      Rand tossed me a leather vest. He’d already put one on and turned his attention to various shields. I quickly put the vest on and considered the shields. I was keenly aware of Rand watching me, already having dressed and chosen his sword and shield much faster than I had.

      I was uneasy about picking up any of the shields. I wasn’t accustomed to fighting with them, but one glance at Rand made me hesitate about turning one down. He looked every bit the competent knight, and I didn’t want to go into this fight underequipped. I didn’t want to lose, but I also didn’t want to look foolish.

      My gaze went to a small, thin shield at the end of the weapons rack, and I picked it up. It wasn’t light, but I doubted the others would be lighter.

      The Odd brothers were still dueling when we entered the practice square next to theirs.

      The king clapped for us, watching from the front of the room. “Give him a good fight, Dr. Smith!” he called.

      I nodded at him but kept my attention on Rand, who stood a few feet away, adjusting his stance.

      I did the same, taking up the familiar en garde pose. Right foot forward, left foot back, and sword pointing forward, angled slightly upward. Rand smiled, counting down.

      As skilled as I was, I quickly discovered I wasn’t prepared.

      Rand came at me hard. The first few strikes made it all too clear that my small sword had disadvantages. I backed up along the ring, struggling to avoid his blade, parrying wildly to keep it from hitting.

      I wasn’t sure what to do with my shield, but he used both masterfully. The one time I got time to counterattack, he blocked with his shield, sliding from my left side to my right. I wasn’t used to the move, more accustomed to fighting on a strip instead of in a ring, and had to hustle to parry his next blow in time.

      My sword was much faster than his, but his blade carried more weight. As I backed up, fending him off wildly, each strike caused the sword to vibrate in my hand, nearly knocking it free a few times. I tried to block with my shield once, but it was awkward, and I didn’t know how and when to use it versus my sword. Rand pressed forward, and as the battle wore on, I used the shield less and less.

      Rand grunted. “Is this really all you’ve got?”

      I backed up a step, then parried yet another blow with my sword. Metal rang out against metal, and he nearly knocked my sword from my hand. This wasn’t good. He struck toward my shield side, and I struggled to move my sword to block, unable to get it around my shield.

      I backed up a few more steps, and he closed the distance as quickly as I’d created it.

      Rand rolled his eyes. “You’re backed into a corner. That was too easy.”

      He was right, but I had no time to respond. He struck at me again, and I attempted to step away from his sword, moving sideways, but it was awkward. I moved to parry him, but my shield hindered it again, and he hit me on the left side.

      I quickly reoriented myself and stepped back, regaining my bearings as a message hovered in the air before me.

      Enemy hit! You took two damage.

      Above the words, a green status bar shrank.

      Damn shield. I wasn't used to this.

      Rand changed direction, coming at me again. I stepped away from him and avoided his strikes, but he didn’t let up. I parried wildly, stepping back a few more times. If I didn’t gain control of this fight soon, he would back me into a corner again, leading to me taking another hit.

      He lunged at me again, and I stepped out of the way one more time. Frustrated, I finally decided I’d had enough of playing this game his way. It was time to go back to what I knew best.

      I tossed my shield aside.

      To his credit, Rand let up on his attack, curious. The shield tumbled noisily along the hardwood and stopped outside the ring.

      My opponent raised his eyebrows.

      I adjusted my stance, feeling more comfortable. “Let’s go again.” I motioned for him to come at me.

      The surprise faded from his face, and he refocused. We resumed the bout, and this time I was ready for him.

      When he lunged at me, I stepped away, parrying. This time, I moved more freely, and it only took a few parries before I could shift to the offensive, getting in some ripostes to counter his strikes. Rand backed up as I lunged toward him, blocking my ripostes with his shield, then attempting to regain the offensive. Unlike before, it was much more of a back-and-forth match. We alternated offense and defense as I dodged and parried his blows and he blocked mine with his shield.

      Eventually, the back-and-forth wore him down. Rand’s attacks were slower and easier to dodge, and I didn’t need to parry on a few attempts. He blocked two more of my attacks with his shield, but I surprised him by feigning a strike at his left side and going right instead on the next strike. The blow struck him solidly above his abdomen.

      Hit! Sir Rand took two damage.

      Rand held up his hands, breathing hard. He was smiling, drenched with sweat, and a twinkle shone in his eyes that hadn’t been there before.

      I lowered my sword and smiled. I’d had as much fun as him and was also hot. We took a moment to catch our breath.

      “You want to continue?” I asked.

      Rand shook his head with a friendly laugh. “No, I think I’ve seen enough. You’re one hell of a fighter without a shield. I’ve never seen anyone do it that way!”

      I laughed with him. “It’s how I was taught,” I answered honestly.

      A message popped up, hovering between us.

      Battle over. You gained twenty-three experience points.

      We returned our weapons to the rack, and the message faded.

      Rand patted my back. “Well, your country might be different, but I think I’m beginning to see why the king likes you so much.”

      The king had been watching the whole bout. He was as excited as Rand, if not more so. “That was phenomenal! Just fantastic, the both of you!”

      I smiled at the praise. The Odd brothers were also near the king, having watched part of the bout. They introduced themselves.

      Sir Adam was by far the friendlier of the two. He had a big bushy mustache and was eager to shake my hand, congratulating me on a fight well fought.

      Sir Otto was less cheery but still looked impressed. “Good to meet you, Dr. Smith. I look forward to working together.”

      The king was the first out of the room. Rand shook my hand before I left, looking like he viewed me in an entirely different light now. “Let’s duel again soon, Smith.”

      I nodded. “Let’s.”
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      When I returned to my room, everything was much as I’d left it. The equipment that the servants had brought through was still lying about haphazardly, and my old clothes were strewn across the bed, which someone had made for me while I was away. That was another thing that would take some getting used to.

      I sat at the foot of my bed, taking the opportunity to rest. The match against Rand had left me tired, but as much as I wanted to relax, I had to sort through my stuff if I wanted any hope of returning home. I was relieved the match had gone well, though. This spacious, comfortable room and my meals all came from the king, and I’d need to keep him happy if I wanted to keep all of this.

      The next step in making him happy would be to help take down the Shadow Council, but until then, I set my sights on the disorganized mess of supplies a few feet away. My only reminder of the world I’d come from.

      After a few minutes of rest, I got up and began sorting. The first step was to unearth the cabinet and stand it up. I moved it against a wall, then paused to catch my breath. It had been pretty heavy. A few of my books and some family photos were still in it. I righted and organized them, pausing to look at the images.

      One was of my mother and myself, taken on my eighteenth birthday outside an amusement park. Another was of me and some friends on the day I’d gotten my doctorate in engineering a few years ago. The third photo was of me and the others in my fencing club, Adam included. It felt like a lifetime ago that I’d dueled against him, but it had only been yesterday.

      I shook my head, rolling my eyes at the insanity of all of this. This whole series of events gave new meaning to the idea that life was unpredictable. What would happen next? At this rate, I wouldn’t be surprised to see a dragon flying overhead.

      After organizing my cabinet, I worked through the haphazard pile of stuff. There wasn’t room for everything in the cabinet, so I had to set some of it up on the desk instead. Many of the supplies were lightweight, like pens and pencils, a stapler, loose sheets of paper, the answer sheet for a test I had been working on, a stack of batteries, and a pair of scissors.

      Among the mess was a good amount of electrical equipment. I didn’t need to look around the room to know I’d have no chance of plugging anything in.

      Then again, one of the capacitors from my experiment had come through. I sat it between the desk and the cabinet, then leaned down and looked at it. It had turned black on one end. It had burned out in the whole portal-to-another-world thing, but it didn’t seem dented, and the wiring looked okay.

      If I could recharge it, fix it, and maybe build another one, I could store power. That didn’t help me generate it, but generating electricity with the available tech wasn’t impossible. I carefully set a beat-up oscilloscope into the cabinet. Underneath the pile was an assortment of small tools and electrical supplies. I didn’t doubt that some of this stuff would prove useful, so I made space for it in the cabinet.

      As I did that, I wondered how I might get home. My instinct was to build a machine much like the one that brought me here and hope it might transport me back, but assuming that would work was a big leap of faith. I hadn’t meant it to do what it did the first time and had little understanding of why my experiment had gone awry. If I didn’t know why it created a portal the first time, I might have trouble replicating the event.

      King Alfred and Karl had introduced me to the inner scroll, though, and part of me was curious whether it could help me.

      I thought about it as I had in the study with them, and it immediately popped up, displaying all the same information as before. Much of it was unchanged, but I noticed my stamina had decreased to thirty-six. A result of the duel with Sir Rand, no doubt.

      I focused on my skills, thinking more carefully about them, and the text displaying those skills grew larger.

      Skills: Swordsmanship 10, Engineering 12, Knowledge 12, Diplomacy 1, Tactics 2, Metalcrafting 8, Woodcrafting 6, Electronics 10

      Could any of them help with my attempts to get back home? The knowledge one looked intriguing. I tried focusing on it, curious about what type of knowledge it referred to. Perhaps it could help me learn something useful.

      The text glowed, then changed color to red and back to black, like a button pressed on a computer. A moment later, all the skills and everything else faded from view, and new text appeared on the screen.

      I sat at the desk, taking a break to read it.

      Knowledge determines how much you know, gained through experience or interactions with other knowledgeable entities.

      I sat back in the chair, contemplating things. Was this my inner scroll telling me that I knew a lot of stuff, or was there more to it than that? The thought occurred to me that these skills might be able to add to my natural abilities in each of these areas, but I doubted that was the case. If it were, I figured the king would have said something. More likely, they provided an accurate readout of the skills I’d naturally acquired throughout my life.

      I refocused on the list of skills. That screen came up easily, which made me smile. I was getting the hang of this inner scroll thing. I had to admit it was fun, like having a computer in my head.

      The other skill that had drawn my attention was electronics, so I focused on it. As with knowledge, it glowed when I thought about it and displayed more information.

      Electronics determines how much you can do with machines that use electricity. Acquired and gained through hands-on use and research.

      I frowned, realizing this told me as little as the description about knowledge. The inner scroll was proving to be frustratingly useless for a computer in my head.

      I sighed and dismissed the screen. There was no point in reading things I already knew. I supposed it had been a long shot to think getting back home would be that easy, anyway.

      For now, I’d have to adapt to life here, which meant proving myself to the king by producing ideas to help with their war. I picked up a pencil off the desk and shuffled through the papers that came through the portal, looking for blank sheets. It probably wasn’t possible to build anything advanced like a machine gun or a grenade, but maybe there was something else I could help with. Finding blank sheets took some time, but eventually I unearthed some. I set them on the desk, then thought about this problem.

      If I used my engineering skills to build something for war, the safest bet would be something invented right after the Middle Ages, or at least in the late Middle Ages. Anything earlier than that would already exist, and anything much later would be too complicated to bring into existence without inventing half a dozen other things.

      With that in mind, I began to sketch.
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      A few hours later, I completed three basic sketches. I sat back in my chair, feeling more hopeful now that I had something to show the king. The sketches lay scattered across the desk in front of me. From left to right, I’d drawn up designs for a cannon, a rudimentary rifle, and a trebuchet.

      I reviewed the plans again, scrutinizing them to determine whether I’d missed anything. Two were reliant on gunpowder. That part made me nervous since I had no idea if this world had discovered it.

      Once satisfied that I hadn’t missed anything, I gathered the designs and searched for Sir Rand. I needed to impress the king, but as he’d said at breakfast, Rand was the general. I figured he’d be the safest point of contact for incorporating my ideas into the upcoming battle strategy.

      I found him in the study where I’d met with the king and Karl the day before. Rand was hunched over, analyzing the map with the black and white chess pieces. He looked thoughtful and serious.

      He looked up as I entered. “Dr. Smith. How can I help you?”

      I smiled at him. “In this case, I might be able to help you. I thought I might show you sketches of the weapons I’ve come up with for the battle against the Shadow Council.”

      Much to my relief, Rand smiled and gestured for me to take a seat. “I’m all ears.” His eyes went to the papers under my arm.

      I sat at the table beside him, putting the papers in my lap for now. I’d show him the sketches soon enough. “From what Karl told me, the Shadow Council’s forces are most vulnerable at a distance.”

      Rand nodded. “That’s right, but it’s more complicated than that. We can fight them once they start to close in, but our archers can’t keep up with the speed of their magic. They have roughly the same range as the mages, and any infantry we have struggle to get close without being struck down. Cavalry is more effective, but unfortunately, we only have a small force of those here in the capital. In the meantime, we’ve been building our arsenal of catapults and ballistae, but it’s not enough.”

      I nodded. Speed would be of utmost importance in this upcoming battle, and I wondered if we could somehow give the infantry an upgrade so they stood a better chance. “You don’t have gunpowder, do you?” I hoped they did.

      Rand gave me a blank look, which provided the answer I needed but not the one I wanted.

      “Never mind.” I shook my head. “Maybe I could take a look at one of your bows. There might be a way for me to make it easier to reload or to increase its range.”

      Rand looked skeptical. “That would probably be fine, but my men are accustomed to using the weapons as they are. It might be hard to train them on something new.”

      I pursed my lips. I wasn’t sure how much time we had before the Shadow Council’s forces would arrive, but I was nervous about the prospect of mass-producing new weapons in the brief time before then. “I understand. I’d still like to take a look, if possible.”

      I was enjoying all this weapons planning.

      I smiled, picked up my sketches, and laid them on the table. Removing the illustrations of the cannon and rifle since we didn’t have gunpowder, I slid the drawing of the trebuchet over so Rand could see it.

      I couldn’t disguise my excitement. “This is a design from my country, something called a trebuchet. It’s a type of catapult, but more advanced than the ones I wager you are using. I think it might be quite useful in the upcoming battle for several reasons.”

      Rand studied the design with serious consideration. “We need more catapults,” he agreed. “What are its advantages?”

      “Well, chiefly, range and force. A trebuchet throws rocks, rather like a catapult. But it throws heavier rocks and throws them farther, which both add up to a lot more impact power. Given enough time and wood, there’s no limit to how many of these you could build. This design is for something called a counterweight trebuchet, specifically, and I think you’ll find it vastly superior to your existing catapults.”

      Rand’s eyes widened with surprise as I said the last bit. He ran his finger along the sketch I’d made, following the length of the trebuchet’s arm.

      He looked confused. “You say this is easy to build?”

      I leaned forward, smiling. “Not exactly. It’s easier to mass produce because unlike some other types of catapults, it doesn’t need a spring. It still requires some time and several components, but the main materials needed are the wood, a counterweight of some type, a sling, and the projectile itself.”

      Rand was staring at the sketch, looking curious, and I could tell he wanted to know more.

      “The way it works is pretty simple. You have the long arm, there, with the projectile on one end. At the other end is the counterweight, and somewhere between both ends you put a pivot. To fire, you release the counterweight. Gravity pulls it downward, which pulls the other end of the arm upward, launching the projectile—”

      “And we crush the enemy.” Rand looked excited.

      I laughed. “Exactly.”

      Rand looked me in the eyes. “How accurate is it?”

      I smiled. “If you know how to do the math? Which I do? Very.”

      He slid the sketch back to me. “Build it. Then, when you’ve finished, I’d like to see it in action.”

      I nodded. I was proud of myself for the work I’d done. Maybe I wasn’t breaking any new ground since the trebuchet existed in my world. It was still easy to feel invested in using my engineering skills to help these people.

      After learning of the trebuchet, Rand was eager to hear about any additional ideas I might have. I spent a few hours talking to him about weapons ideas, pitching him on the benefits of different types of bows and the potential for gunpowder since I felt sure it had to exist somewhere in this world. If not, maybe I could “invent” it.

      At some point, our conversation veered toward the potential to upgrade cavalry. I spoke about machines that could move faster than horses called cars, and armored versions of those machines called tanks. He was extremely interested in building those. Unfortunately, I had to tell him they would be too complicated to construct in the brief time we had.

      Given there were no windows in the study, I had no idea what time it was or how long our conversation went on, but it felt like we’d been discussing ideas most of the day. I could have gone on longer, and Rand seemed eager to keep talking, but a knock at the door interrupted him mid-sentence. He paused, glancing at the door with a curious look.

      He stood. “One moment.”

      I looked over my shoulder, watching him as he shuffled to the small, round door and cracked it open. I couldn’t see who was on the other side, but Rand mostly appeared to be listening. He nodded once or twice, and his expression turned from curious to worried.

      Without closing the door, he turned and motioned for me to approach.

      I rose and walked over.

      Rand gave orders to whoever was on the other side. “Go and see Wright and tell him to assemble his troops at the city entrance closest to the approaching forces. I want runners dispatched every few hours to keep us up to date on the location of the enemy force in case they make any sudden changes in direction. I’ll see the king now to determine how best to proceed.”

      Rand paused. Someone on the other side of the door muttered a response, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying.

      Rand turned to me, opening the door wider. “Smith, I’m sorry, but our conversation will have to end here. The enemy’s moving faster than expected.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “How close are they?”

      “A few days away. Is that enough time to build your trebuchet?”

      I shrugged. I’d never built a war machine before. I was reluctant to say yes since I didn’t want to give him false hope. “Maybe. I can try. I certainly want to do whatever I can to help.”

      Rand nodded, looking grateful despite my lack of reassurance. “This is Wendyl, one of our runners. Wendyl, this is Charles Smith. He’s an engineer from another country and an honored guest. He’s going to help us with the war effort. Take him with you to see Wright and tell Wright to introduce him to our engineers who are working on the catapults.”

      Wendyl saluted Rand. “Yes, sir!” Despite his nervous energy, the young runner exuded an air of professionalism. He was a teenager with messy, uneven, dirty blond hair and scrawny arms.

      I bade Rand goodbye and set off with Wendyl to begin work on the trebuchet.
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        * * *

      

      I soon met the other engineers in Kortall’s capital. One escorted me through a grassy clearing inside the city’s walls. A few narrow dirt roads dotted the landscape around us. The ground was flat here, and it was clear weather. I counted that as lucky for us since the trebuchet’s size meant we would need to assemble it outdoors.

      The engineer with me wore a friendly smile. He walked quickly. “Name’s Gomes. I apologize for the rush, but time is short right now.”

      I smiled. “No problem. I’ll help however I can.”

      We approached a building that looked like a barn from the outside. Gomes pointed at it, mentioning that it was the workshop where we would do most of the construction.

      He opened the door, and we proceeded through. “We’ll be grateful for your help,” he commented. “Captain Wright has us under some strict deadlines. We need to build as many catapults as possible before the enemy arrives, so that way we can squash ’em before they get in range to use their magic!”

      The other engineers gathered around, introducing themselves.

      Arthur was a tall and heavyset man, no doubt the strongest of the engineers present. He whistled a little tune after he introduced himself. I was impressed by how good it sounded.

      Mauvin was softer-spoken, a quiet sort who kept to himself. He had big bags under his eyes from lack of sleep, and he wore a hooded cloak, only removing the hood for a moment when he introduced himself.

      The final engineer on the team was a redhead named Sam. He had rough hands, stubble on his face, and wore working boots and padded gloves.

      Beyond the trained engineers, there were also a dozen or so assorted apprentices to help with the grunt work. It was something. I hoped it would be enough.

      At Gomes’ direction, I led the rest of the crew over to a wooden table. The workshop was particularly crowded. We had to make our way around the remnants of half-completed catapults on the floor, benches, stray pieces of wood, and footstools. Various tools hung on the walls, and a few lay on the benches.

      I dropped the sketch of the trebuchet onto the table, then explained how it worked. The others leaned forward eagerly, studying it as I spoke.

      Gomes took the initiative after I had given instructions on how to build the machine. “We should split into groups. Arthur, Sam, why don’t you tackle the base? I’ll work with Mauvin on the arm. Dr. Smith, you can fit in wherever you think is best or oversee our work, make sure we get everything right.”

      I nodded. Gomes’ plan seemed sound. I felt good about our odds of finishing the trebuchet in the few days we had. It was already growing late, though, so we took a break for the night.
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        * * *

      

      Scrounging up the wood for the base was easy. I helped Arthur and Sam pick out appropriate pieces early the next morning. Sam looked confident as he and Arthur headed outside to put that part together.

      “Simple as pie.” He grinned. “I used to build stuff like this all the time back on the farm.”

      Arthur whistled a tune as he headed out, ducking so he didn’t hit his head on the doorframe.

      I checked the rest of the supplies in the workshop. We didn’t have anything that looked remotely close to being serviceable as an arm. That made me nervous.

      I voiced my concern, but Gomes smiled in reassurance. “We have some connections here in the city.”

      Mauvin stepped forward. He looked confident under his hood. “I’ll find us an arm.”

      Before I could respond, he slipped past me and headed for the door. Gomes called, “Be quick! We don’t have much time.”

      Mauvin held up a hand, sticking out his middle finger and pointing it at the roof. Then he was gone.

      Gomes chuckled.

      I was concerned. “Is he always like that?”

      “Oh, yeah. Don’t worry, he’ll come through. He’s a good worker.”

      In the meantime, I put Gomes in charge of finding something for the sling and went off to source a pile of rocks to use as a counterweight.

      I was only out for a few hours, but as I returned, I noticed Sam and Arthur needed help with the frame. The angle on the base wasn’t quite right and wouldn’t hold up to the force from a swinging arm with a heavy projectile.

      That ended up being only the first of many adjustments I made. We worked three days and well into the night on the last day to complete everything in time. Mauvin only returned on the afternoon of the third day. Locating a long piece of wood for the arm had been harder than expected.

      Runners came every afternoon to alert us of the enemy army’s progress. By the time we finished, I was exhausted, but looking at my completed machine filled me with a sense of accomplishment.

      A message popped up in front of me.

      Skill increased! Woodcrafting is now level seven.

      I waited outside with the rest of the engineers, standing with our trebuchet. The sun had already gone down. We planned to test the weapon in the morning, but a runner had come an hour ago to ask us to get ready for Sir Rand.

      Sam shivered in the cold. “Can’t believe the general’s coming here.”

      Arthur looked thoughtful. “I wonder what he wants.”

      I was surprised. “You mean you’ve never met him before?”

      Everyone except Gomes shook their head. Before I could ask them more, a shout came from up the road. I looked up, curious. I couldn’t make out much in the dark but realized I heard hoofbeats.

      Three figures on horseback came into view. It was so dark I couldn’t see them very well at first, but as they grew closer, I discerned them better. They rode down the dirt road toward us. The two on either side were strangers to me, but I recognized the one in the middle as Sir Rand. All three wore chainmail and armor plates decorated with the blue lily crest.

      They reined their horses to a stop once they were within a few feet of me.

      Sir Rand dismounted and approached. “Dr. Smith. It’s great to see you again, although I regret that circumstances are as they are.”

      I clasped his hand, then patted his back.

      He grinned. “Is the trebuchet ready?”

      I smiled and looked at it. He followed my gaze. “Just.” I was proud as I looked at the large machine. “I hoped to test it in the morning. If you’d like, you could return then?”

      Rand shook his head. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible. The king’s decided we’re to march on the enemy tonight. They’re only a few hours out. You’re to come with me and speak to him before we head out.”

      That took me aback and flustered me. “Right now?”

      Rand nodded. “Yes.”

      I looked at the trebuchet. “We haven’t tested it yet.”

      Rand shrugged, looking apologetic. “I’ll have some of my men hook up horses to transport it for you, but you’ll have to test it on the battlefield. There’s no time.”

      I drew a deep breath, then nodded. This was war. I should expect the unexpected.

      Rand helped me up onto his horse. The other engineers would dress for war and meet me on the battlefield with the trebuchet. I looked down at them from atop Rand’s horse. Dread for the battle to come mixed with determination.

      “Let’s smash as many enemies as we can!” I raised a fist. “To victory!”

      “Victory!” the other engineers shouted, heartened by my resolve.

      Rand raised a fist in solidarity, and we were off, riding back to the castle to prepare for the march.
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      The march to meet the enemy was too long and too short. Too long because I had a couple of hours to ponder what I was heading into. Too short because by the time we arrived, I wished for more travel time. I’d never been a soldier or expected to be in a fight like this. To say I was outside of my comfort zone was the understatement of the century!

      There’d been a brief attempt to get me atop a horse, but once they determined I had no idea how to ride, they relegated me to traveling on the trebuchet instead. We’d mounted wheels on the thing to make it possible to transport it, and six draft horses hauled the massive construction behind them.

      By the time we reached the site Rand had picked for the battle, it was already growing difficult to see. We’d managed the march to get there in the lingering remnants of daylight, but it increasingly looked like we might be fighting in the dark.

      Our troops weren’t as numerous as I hoped. Alfred had remained behind in the city with a handful of guards to protect him and hold the walls.

      Before we left, the king told me, “They’ll need a morale boost. With the troops from my dukes still off defending other regions of the kingdom, we don’t have a large force. We’ll be dramatically outnumbered out there. Morale will be crucial to hold the line against the council’s troops.”

      I swallowed hard. Our “army” measured in the hundreds. All we had was the majority of the king’s guard and a small levy from the city's civilians. Rand had been preparing everyone for war for weeks. They all looked the part. Despite their preparations, from what I could see, they all looked as scared as me.

      We rode to the edge of a small forest near the top of a hill. The forest wasn’t on the road, but it was close enough that it would be easy to intercept anyone coming through.

      Rand dismounted first, barking out orders. The rest of the troops set to work, quickly getting into formation.

      I slowly climbed down from the trebuchet, taking a moment to look around. The battle preparations were a busy affair. Troops shouted over each other, rushing this way and that. I watched the hauling team roll my trebuchet across the ground near the rest of the catapults. The other engineers were hustling to load up each machine with projectiles. I hurried over and checked the trebuchet. They hadn’t loaded it yet.

      Gomes called behind me, “Smith, over here!” He drove a hand cart filled with large rocks across the ground.

      I took the conveyance from him, rolling it over twigs and fallen leaves toward the trebuchet’s sling. The stones were extremely heavy. I struggled to pick them up. Putting my back into it, I heaved and plopped the first one into the sling.

      Gomes came over to help, and we made quick work of the process. Then I relaxed, taking several deep breaths. My arms hurt.

      When I looked up, Arthur was grinning at me. He gave me a thumbs-up, then whistled a celebratory tune.

      I smiled at him. Now that the trebuchet was ready, I meandered to the edge of the tree line, looking down toward the road. The road wound through a vast, open field that stretched before me. With only the moonlight to see by, it was hard to tell how far the area extended.

      I looked where I figured the enemy would come from and squinted, trying to see if I could make out anything. All appeared still, and there were no troops in sight. After a moment, I retreated into the forested area.

      The other engineers had gathered in a small circle and spoke in hushed voices. The trebuchet and the rest of the catapults looked ready to go. The rowdiness from when we’d arrived was dying down, replaced by faint whispers here and there and rustling in the brush.

      I wandered into the circle with the other engineers, curious about what they were up to. Was there anything else to do before the enemy arrived? When exactly would the enemy arrive, anyway?

      Sam looked from one person to the next with keen interest, moving his hands as he wove a sensational tale.

      “So my cousin goes out, he’s gonna get the corn, and my dad is still really busy. Twenty minutes go by, something like that, and that’s when my cousin comes back, and my dad looks at him. Get this—he’s got the corn in his ears. He’s taken it off the cob and stuffed it in like he’s filling up a pie.”

      All of the other engineers laughed. I chuckled too. Sam continued. “Course, my cousin had misunderstood him, and my dad was too busy to clarify anything. My cousin thought he wanted corn in his ears! My dad had to explain how, no, an ear of corn means the whole thing, the cob with the corn and the husk.”

      Gomes shook his head, looking amused. “You’ve got quite the family, Sam.”

      Arthur grinned. “I like your stories.” He patted Sam’s back.

      Sam smiled at him.

      I looked from Sam to Gomes, then at Arthur and Mauvin. All went quiet as they gazed toward the edge of the trees.

      Gomes spoke. “Just gotta wait for the signal. General Rand will have sent scouts out, I presume. We’ll know when the enemy is close.”

      I turned to him hopefully. “Sounds like you’ve been through this before.” Having someone familiar with war by my side would be a relief. Despite Sam’s humorous story, I was on edge and hypervigilant. Every sound in the forest drew my attention, and every flash of movement caught my eye.

      Gomes nodded. “We’ve all been through it a couple of times. Except Mauvin. This is his first time.”

      I turned toward the mystery man of the engineers. His hood was drawn tight around his face, and I couldn’t make out his expression in the dark.

      “It’s my first time too,” I admitted. I thought maybe he’d appreciate the fact that we were both in the same boat.

      Mauvin didn’t seem to care. He turned away from me toward one of the catapults, brushing his hand along the frame, and stepped up alongside it.

      The rest of us continued chatting for a while. Within a few minutes, Rand came by to let us know the enemy had seen our movement and slowed their advance. We weren’t expecting them to approach until morning. In the meantime, he let us know that we should remain alert.

      We’d spent much of the day marching to this spot, so it was a long night of watchful waiting and short naps taken with one eye open. I slept like crap, what little I managed to sleep, which was probably the point of delaying the attack until the morning.

      After what seemed like an interminable time, the sun finally peeked over the horizon, bathing the forest in a faint light.

      I grew more nervous as the sun rose rather than less because that meant the moment was almost upon us. I went to the trebuchet, working through how I’d use it once the enemy appeared. I’d made some calculations to determine how far the projectile should go, and Rand’s people had placed range stakes out in the open area ahead of us for the archers and siege engineers to use. It would be enough.

      Gomes spoke behind me. “You ready?”

      I turned to face him. Truth was, I didn’t feel ready. I swallowed hard. “Is anyone ever ready for this sort of thing?”

      Gomes laughed softly. “Good point.”

      At that moment, a messenger on horseback rode along behind us, shouting a warning that the enemy troops were marching. It was only a matter of time before they reached the grassy field beyond our forest.

      Gomes clasped my shoulder. “Word of advice since you’re new to all this. Stay in the moment. No telling how ugly this might get, but you don’t want to let your emotions take over when the going gets rough.”

      I nodded, grateful for the advice. Knowing that Gomes and the other engineers would be nearby helped more than he knew.

      We waited for an agonizing half-hour. The noise of shuffling in the forest and whispers from the troops around me gradually faded until the only sound was birds chirping overhead and the occasional gust of wind rustling the tree branches.

      Then I spotted Rand riding toward me on horseback. He smiled as he reined in, then dismounted.

      “Smith, we’re expecting the enemy at any moment. Your trebuchet has the longest range, so you will launch the first strike. Are you ready?”

      It was the second time someone had asked me that question. I nodded, suddenly understanding what Alfred had meant when he spoke about morale. My trebuchet had a level of “reach out and touch you” that most medieval weapons lacked, so I’d shoot first.

      “You tell me when, and we’ll knock ’em down,” I replied.

      If I could nail the enemy force and lay the hurt on them long before they were anywhere close to us, surely it would boost morale? Our troops would see the enemy crushed and know we had a chance.

      This meant I couldn’t miss. No pressure.

      Rand clapped my shoulder, gesturing for me to face the machine. “I’ll give the command once they’re in range. I’m looking forward to seeing your invention in action.” He paused, looking over the trebuchet. “What did you say the range is again?”

      I bit my lip. “With the current counterweight and the weight of the projectiles, probably near three hundred meters.”

      The general nodded. He walked past me between the trebuchet and another catapult, heading toward the edge of the forest.

      I approached the trebuchet, readying to release the counterweight.

      Rand glanced back at me from the edge of the tree line. “Should be any moment now. Be ready.”

      I nodded my understanding. A glance to my side told me that Gomes, Arthur, Mauvin, and Sam were with me, prepared to help however they could.

      I turned my attention back to Rand. Seconds turned into minutes. By now the sun fully illuminated my surroundings. The air was growing warmer. The bird chirps were dying down, leaving me in silence. My heart raced.

      Past Rand and across the grassy field below, I spotted the faint outline of enemy soldiers.

      Cries rang out around me. “Enemy spotted! Enemy approaching!”

      As the enemy army drew closer, I got a better look at them. It was hard to tell how many there were. They marched in a group dozens of men wide, with row upon row of men behind the front of their army.

      As they drew closer still, I realized they weren’t men. I hadn’t noticed it before because they had humanoid forms and faces, but beyond that they were very different. The Shadow Council’s army comprised various misshapen creatures with wrinkled faces, wooden limbs, and iron claws. Their torsos were stitched together like a doll patched up with an odd fabric choice.

      Each was built differently. Some had wooden chests, others wooden stomachs. Some had wrinkled skin near their shoulders. Others had metal shoulders and fleshy chests.

      The enemy’s soldiers were larger than most men, too. From the looks of it, each stood over two meters tall, with some closing in on three meters in height. Their bodies were well-built with thick arms and wide frames that one might expect to see on a pro wrestler.

      Rand moved in from the tree line. All around me were frightened whispers. A glance at Gomes and Arthur told me they had seen the enemy and were as worried as I was. Both were wide-eyed and looked ready to turn tail and run. Fighting against an army of men was one thing. Would my trebuchet be effective against these creatures?

      I had to believe it would. Hit almost anything with a big enough rock moving fast enough, and it would fall.

      Rand’s voice boomed from the edge of the forest. “These are nothing more than the Shadow Council’s puppets! Keep your composure, men. These creatures might look tough, but the Shadow Council only uses them to fight because their numbers are small. They craft these things with magic, but they are no match for us with real hearts. Let’s show them what we’re made of!”

      Rand pumped his fist, and a few cheers rose within the army’s ranks.

      Despite the reception of his short speech, worry and fear still etched the faces of many men. Rand moved back toward the tree line. As the enemy drew closer, my heart pounded faster. I remembered the advice Gomes had given me. Stay in the moment. Don’t let my emotions take over. A glance at Gomes revealed that he found it difficult to follow his own advice.

      Rand was more composed than the lot of us. “Smith, their front rank has crossed the three-hundred-meter mark. They’re within range.”

      It was time for that morale boost Alfred spoke of. I raised my voice to the loudest I could manage, my shout a roar that carried over the wind and the distant clanking of enemy troops.

      “Now you get to see how we do this where I come from! For Kortall and King Alfred!”

      With shaking hands, I yanked hard on the lever. It released the catch, allowing the counterweight to plummet. The arm on the other side swung up and out. I watched with a mixture of nervousness and awe. The sling only took a few seconds to launch the rocks at the enemy forces.

      The projectiles sailed through the air. I wondered if I’d calculated everything correctly. They seemed to be on target from where I was standing, but one mishap could result in a big miss.

      I didn’t have time to wonder for long. The stones descended, and I realized they were right on target. Yes!

      With a huge boom, the projectiles smashed into the enemy’s ranks. Multiple creatures went down. For a moment, there was a gaping hole in the enemy’s forces where the rocks hit. A message flashed in front of me.

      Hit! You defeated six enemy golems. You gained twelve experience points.

      The creatures didn’t get up, and the rest of their army marched around their fallen comrades.

      For a moment, all was silent as the enemy continued their advance. Completely undeterred.

      Then a cheer rose among our ranks. It grew louder, and I realized that the damage from my trebuchet had uplifted nearly our entire force.

      Gomes clapped my back. “Good work!”

      I grinned at him.

      Rand made his way back from the edge of the forest. “Reload the trebuchet!” he shouted. “Fire another round!”

      I smiled. “Yes, sir!” Accompanied by Gomes, I went to retrieve more ammunition.
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      Gomes and Sam retracted the arm, then loaded the sling with more rocks to fling at the enemy.

      Gomes ordered Mauvin to retrieve a cart of stones for a third round. Arthur volunteered to go with him. I glanced toward the enemy army. Their numbers seemed endless. Row upon row of misshapen creatures advanced. The area where the initial trebuchet strike had thinned their ranks still showed, but they marched on fearlessly at the same speed. It was like they didn’t react to their slain companions. Were they mindless automatons?

      Sam secured the sling, ensuring we’d positioned everything optimally. “Ready!”

      I nodded, glancing out toward the enemy army. I didn’t think I’d need any adjustments to hit them again, so I released the counterweight and watched as more stones crashed into the enemy forces for a second straight hit.

      Hit! You defeated five enemy golems. You gained ten experience points.

      More cheers rose within our ranks. A few moments later, Arthur and Mauvin returned with another cart of stones, and Sam and Gomes loaded them.

      Arthur turned to me. “I spotted a really big boulder back there, like the size of five of these, but I couldn’t pick it up. Took all my strength to lift it a few centimeters.”

      I smiled. “Too bad. Sounds like it would’ve been great.”

      Arthur grinned. “You bet.”

      Before I could respond, Rand’s voice boomed from across the forest. “Fire all the catapults! They’re within range!”

      The other engineers scattered, leaving me alone at the trebuchet. The enemy army was large, but I would overshoot them now, so I released some weight from the counterweight before flipping the lever again. The trebuchet punched a hole into the enemy’s ranks for the third time today. This time blows from each of the four catapults that Gomes, Sam, Arthur, and Mauvin fired supported it.

      Hit! Your trebuchet destroyed seven enemy golems. You gained fourteen experience points.

      The combined assault slowed the enemy since it took down a big chunk of creatures in the front rows of their formation. However, the enemy army marched on undeterred. They made up the distance, stepping over their fallen comrades like they were nothing more than scattered tree branches in their way.

      A few moments later, Rand’s voice rang out again. “Archers, fire!”

      A volley of arrows let loose. Some stuck in the creatures’ flesh, doing damage, but many more clanged off metal parts or thudded harmlessly into their wooden limbs.

      The enemy army ascended the small hill toward the forest we were in. I hustled to reload the trebuchet, and the rest of the engineers did the same with their catapults, but we were running low on stones to use as ammunition. Reloading the catapults took time, too. Rand shouted for the archers to fire again, and their arrows whizzed through the air. I wondered how much damage they were doing.

      The archers fired a third time before we could reload the catapults and the trebuchet. The enemy army was so close now that I heard their stomping feet as they marched. A few let out muffled groans. They were so close now that I could see their faces. Their eyes were completely black. Their mouths were sewn shut. They had no ears, and their noses were flat.

      Most horribly, many had faces taken from dead humans. Was the Shadow Council using human remains for their army? The thought made me sick to my stomach.

      Rand’s voice rang out. “Infantry, prepare yourselves! Hold your positions!”

      At his command, our troops readied their weapons. They lifted all types of arms from spears and swords to axes, maces, and hammers. The enemy met them at the tree line. Metal rang against metal as weapons clashed against the creatures’ iron claws.

      Rand called, “Engineers! Keep firing!”

      Gomes tapped my shoulder, drawing my attention. “Here.” He dropped a cart of stones for the trebuchet. I glanced past him, noticing that the others had reloaded their catapults.

      Gomes moved back toward his weapon. “That’s the last of the ammunition! Make it count!”

      “I will.” I hurried to reload.

      Before firing, I glanced at the enemy army, trying to estimate the distance. I’d need to lighten the counterweight more. The enemy was that close. I located where the enemy army was densest and used the winch to turn the trebuchet slightly, aiming toward it.

      My heart pounded as our respective troops wore each other down. The enemy was taking a brute force approach, throwing mobs of creatures forward without a care for any damage they might take.

      A few golems lay bleeding or cut in half on the ground, but many of our troops lay alongside them. Those who didn’t were swinging their weapons frantically, taking deep, ragged breaths filled with exhaustion, and looking around with desperate fear in their eyes. Rand had planned to use the trees to widen our front and make it easier to contend with the enemy’s larger force, but the plan wasn’t working well enough.

      The catapults fired beside me, and I knew I had to get my trebuchet going again. I made one more adjustment to the counterweight. I released the lever and watched the projectiles sail through the air. With a boom, the shots from the other catapults slammed into the enemy army. Then the rocks from my trebuchet crashed to the ground, dealing a massive blow by crushing the densest part of the enemy army as I’d predicted.

      Hit! You defeated ten enemy golems. You gained twenty experience points.

      The trebuchet and catapult attacks heartened the remaining troops. They fought with renewed vigor despite their obvious exhaustion. Most of our forces were breathing hard while staring down an enemy that didn’t look tired. Getting no sleep the night before was hurting us. It didn’t look like the enemy army needed rest.

      General Rand was with the rest of the troops. His sword flashed as he danced between two trees, dodging enemy strikes and hitting them with counterblows. He easily downed them with one or two strikes each. The bodies had begun to pile up near him, but the creatures advanced with the same consistent vigor. Their eyes were empty, their faces devoid of emotion.

      Their eerie nature didn’t bother the general. His feet moved with practiced precision. His gaze followed the enemy with intense focus. A surge of admiration for the man’s strength and determination filled me.

      Elsewhere, troops began to lose ground. The damage from my trebuchet and the catapults had slowed the enemy, but now they were roaring back, trampling over their fallen comrades to engage our troops.

      The surge of enemy forces overwhelmed our men. Even with the trees to narrow the fighting front, the creatures landed fatal hits here and there. Other troops noticed the men falling around them and fought more defensively. The line stumbled backward, giving up ground.

      I was relatively safe behind them for now, but their faces showed how overwhelmed the remaining troops were. Their gazes darted back and forth, struggling to keep track of all the remaining creatures each had to contend with.

      I took a step back as fear trickled through me. If things kept up like this, the enemy would rout us. The men were beginning to panic, and once they did, they’d flee. If our force broke like that, the enemy would cut us down. I had to do something before that happened!

      I looked around, desperate for ideas. Besides the troops fighting up ahead, I could only see trees, bushes, branches, and leaves. Various shadows dotted the ground, but for the most part the sun’s rays reached this section of the forest, giving me ample light to see by.

      I frowned. For a moment, I felt stuck. Then I remembered what Arthur had told me earlier. He’d discovered a huge boulder somewhere.

      The wheels in my mind turned. I looked to my right, searching for Arthur. He was still by his catapult, watching the enemy like I was.

      I hurried over to him. “Arthur! Hey, Arthur!”

      He looked my way. I stopped in front of him.

      He frowned. “What is it, Dr. Smith? Battle’s not going well. Looks like the enemy is winning.”

      I knew he was right, and it worried me. “I have an idea. Maybe we can turn things around. You said you spotted a big boulder back in the forest somewhere?”

      Arthur grinned. “Oh, yeah. Big like this.” He made a gesture with his hands, giving me the sense that the boulder was about the size of a large dog. “It was too heavy for me to carry. I could only get it a few centimeters off the ground. Little guy like you wouldn’t be able to manage that.”

      I smiled at Arthur. “Good thing you’re on my side, then. Show me where it is. We’ll load it up in the trebuchet and launch it at the enemy.”

      Arthur’s eyes widened. “Is that possible?”

      I shrugged. It would depend on the boulder's weight. If it were too heavy, the counterweight wouldn’t provide enough force to launch the boulder far enough. “I’ll make it work.” I felt confident. Given that all my attacks had been on target when I hadn’t had time to test the trebuchet before battle, I hoped we had a shot at making it work.

      Arthur nodded with a confident grin. He hustled off, leading the way without hesitation. I called to the other engineers, and the four of us got the trebuchet moving, rolling it back through the trees toward the boulder. We followed Arthur down a dirt path for ten or fifteen meters, heading deeper into the forest.

      He pointed at the boulder. It lay in a small patch of open land, about three or four meters from the nearest tree in any direction. This part of the forest was mostly dirt mixed with patchy grass that dotted the ground near the edges of the small open area.

      I gestured for the others to follow me and we pulled the trebuchet into the open area, getting it as close to the boulder as possible.

      I leaned down, looking at the rock. “Arthur. You’re sure you can lift this thing, right?”

      Up close, it looked much bigger than I’d imagined.

      Arthur snorted. “Easy as pie.”

      I grinned, then doled out directions to the rest of the crew. I left Arthur to lift the boulder and told Sam to help him. Mauvin and Gomes took charge of getting the boulder in the sling. Meanwhile, I set to work adjusting the counterweight. I’d removed some rocks from it earlier to account for the shorter distance between us and the enemy once they reached the front line. Now that we were working with a much heavier projectile, we’d need all the counterweight we could get.

      I heaved the rest of the rocks into the counterweight bag, breathing hard from the exertion on my tiring body, and tied it shut. Arthur groaned from the effort it took to lift the boulder. Gomes and Mauvin shouted directions to each other. I glanced at them, watching as they slipped the sling beneath the big rock and hooked it up to the arm.

      Yes!

      I winched the trebuchet to a different angle to line it up with the enemy forces. Then I crossed my fingers and hoped my luck would hold out as I flipped the lever.

      The counterweight dropped. With a creak, the arm moved upward, much slower than before. Still, it was enough to lift the boulder. The sling swung outwards, and the boulder sailed overhead.

      We didn’t achieve as much height on this throw as I had before. The boulder arced overhead, not reaching the tops of most trees. It came down past the heads of our troops, then fell into the front line of the enemy forces, crashing with a resounding boom. The impact blew up a cloud of dirt and dust as the boulder smashed through the enemy ranks, rolling along and bowling over one construct after another.

      Our forces backed up a few steps. Enemy creatures stumbled around in confusion. My inner scroll popped up with a new message.

      Critical hit! You defeated eighteen enemy golems. You gained thirty-six experience points.

      Our troops waited a few moments for the dust to clear, giving them a brief pause in the action to catch their breaths. As they settled into a less frantic state, their attention turned to the enemy and the damage the boulder had caused. A few cheers rose within our people’s ranks. Knowing that we were unlikely to find any other ammunition for the trebuchet, I left it where it was and scurried back up the dirt path to where we were before.

      The other engineers followed. As we reached the back line of troops, I spotted Rand on horseback. He rode through our men’s ranks.

      His voice boomed with confidence. “Collect yourselves, everyone! The enemy’s weakening. Now is our chance to press forward and attack!”

      Rand lifted his sword overhead, then brought it down, pointing it toward the enemy.

      The soldiers shouted, lifting their weapons like Rand, then pressed forward.

      Rand roared. “Everyone together—charge!”

      Gomes’ voice came from beside me. “Guess that means us too.”

      He pulled a mace from his belt, then ran into the battle, shouting with vigor. Sam followed, wielding a longsword, and Mauvin was behind them with a pair of knives.

      I turned to Arthur. The big man shook his head. “I don’t fight. You go.”

      This confused me. Arthur was the biggest and strongest of us engineers. He looked nearly as large as some of the bigger golems.

      He motioned for me to go, and I decided there was no time to ask him to elaborate. I drew the sword Rand had given me before we left the city. Then I rushed after Gomes and the others.

      A few moments later, the dust cleared. The enemy was still getting their act together. The troops around us took advantage of the confusion, pressing toward the edge of the tree line and felling several enemy creatures in the way. Shouts rang around me, and I ended up in the middle of the action. The creatures groaned and let out muffled roars. Swords sank into flesh or chopped through woody bits on the enemy monsters.

      My heart raced as I approached one of the big creatures. It was a struggle to remember my footwork in the heart of all this ruckus, but I dodged my foe as he lunged at me and slashed his side. A moment later, another soldier impaled the same creature with a lance and cheered in celebration.

      I looked over, locking eyes with Otto of the Odd brothers. A faint grin showed as he charged forward.

      I followed him, exhausted but determined to do my part to win this battle for the kingdom of Kortall.
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      Our troops pushed through to the edge of the tree line. The enemy creatures were backing up, much to my surprise. They looked around wildly as if searching for an opening. A few tried lunging forward to retake ground, but our soldiers met them with steel, cutting down each one that attempted it.

      We had driven the remaining creatures out of the forest. They had lost all the ground they’d gained up to this point and many of their forces. I estimated that there were only a couple hundred left. A far cry from the masses that had marched toward us earlier. As I looked around, I noticed that everyone around me was full of newfound confidence. I stood with them at the edge of the tree line, looking down the short hill into the valley below as the enemy creatures hung a few meters away, looking confused about what to do.

      Rand’s voice broke through the calls of the soldiers around me. “This is our chance!” he shouted. “Charge!”

      The troops around me roared, and everyone poured out of the forest into the open field. The creatures backed up, but they moved much slower than our troops. The first few fell with ease to our blades. Swords and axes hacked wooden limbs from their bodies. Lances pierced their flesh. The creatures groaned. It sounded like they were in distress.

      The soldiers around me didn’t let up. Sir Otto rushed in, hacking down enemies left and right at the front of the army. Sir Adam fought alongside him. Gomes, Sam, and Mauvin engaged a large creature not far from them. Rand charged past me, shouting as he plunged his sword into an enemy.

      A golem lunged toward me, and I quickly parried its attack, blocking the claws with my sword. It attacked with the other claws, and I sidestepped, then twisted my sword free and slashed through its arm.

      The arm was wood. I cut it clean off the creature.

      Hit! You did twenty-two damage.

      The creature ignored the loss of its arm. It didn’t recoil in pain. Using its other arm as a weapon, it lunged forward.

      Again, I parried the blow. Then I stepped into my attack, launching a quick riposte that cut the other arm off.

      Hit! You did twenty-two damage.

      Even with no arms, it wouldn’t give up. The creature tried charging at me full force, but I dodged it easily. As it sailed past me, I slid my sword into its back.

      Hit! You did twenty-six damage. You defeated the enemy golem. You gained four experience points.

      The golem hit the ground and didn’t get up. I looked around, noting how the rest of the enemy forces were thinning more. Our troops seemed almost equal in number to them by now.

      Then I heard a crackle, like thunder. At first, I looked up, wondering if a storm was brewing, but the sky was mostly clear today. Several more crackles followed, and the troops around me screamed.

      I wasn’t sure what was happening. I backed up nervously, watching as electricity struck two men in front of me. Their metal armor drew the lightning, and as soon as it hit them it scorched their bodies with deadly speed and power. I backed up more as they fell.

      The crackling continued. I soon saw that it came from the rear of the enemy army. Six people stood there, holding up their hands, which sparked with electrical power. These were not constructs—they were human. They had to be mages from the Shadow Council.

      The mages released another round of electricity. The soldiers around me shouted with fear and dismay. A few tried to break through the line of remaining golems to get at the mages, but lightning struck them down. Others attempted to turn and run when they were hit. In the middle of all the carnage, Rand, Otto, and Adam were somehow unharmed.

      Together they fended off two massive creatures while carving a path through piles of fallen enemies and friends.

      Rand shouted over the cacophony of screams and the crackling electricity.

      “Retreat! Everyone back to the woods! Retreat! Retreat! To the woods!”

      I followed Rand’s commands. The rest of the troops around me were turning tail and racing toward the tree line. My heart pounded as I rushed across the grassy field, sprinting with all my might. Another round of crackling electricity sounded behind me. I zigzagged, and a bolt flew by on my left, narrowly missing me.

      As I rushed into the forest, I swung around a tree, taking cover. Throngs of other soldiers followed me into the wooded area. I took a moment to catch my breath and slow my racing heart. Then I peeked out from behind the tree.

      Many of the soldiers were still making their escape. Gomes, Sam, and Mauvin were hightailing it for the woods. Rand, Otto, and Adam weren’t far behind them, bringing up the rear.

      Another round of electricity sounded. Screams rang out as four more soldiers went down, and then I caught sight of two bolts, one headed for Sam and the other headed for Mauvin.

      Mauvin ducked left, and the electricity passed him, singeing the ground instead. Sam wasn’t so lucky. Shock engulfed me as the electricity took him. He fell. Gomes and Mauvin slowed, looking at him with wide eyes and gaping mouths.

      I dropped my sword. They were only a few meters from the tree line. On instinct, I rushed out into the open, racing to where he’d fallen. With a heave, I pulled Sam off the ground.

      He groaned, letting me know he was still alive, but his feet wouldn’t hold his weight. Gomes helped me with him, and Mauvin watched our backs. I set him down once we entered the edge of the forest and took cover.

      The mages were gearing up for another strike. I glanced out from behind a tree, noticing that most of the remaining troops had cleared out of the field. Only a few stragglers remained, but Rand, Otto, and Adam were among them.

      Lightning flashed again, and several bolts of electricity connected with a few stragglers. One of those blasts was headed straight for Rand. I thought it would hit him, but he spun, tossing his metal-clad shield away, and the bolt collided with the shield, absorbing the electricity.

      The three knights were breathing heavily by the time they reached the forest. Like me, they ducked behind trees. The last of our men had cleared out of the field. I worried as I watched the remaining creatures and the mages. We might be in real trouble if they pressed on toward us, but they withdrew, their minions following them as they pulled back well out of trebuchet range. The mages never got inside the range of our siege weapons. They’d deliberately waited to reveal themselves until we exposed our forces by marching forward.

      For the time being, the fighting was over. We still had a lot of work to do if we wanted to beat them next time. Now that I had a better idea of what we were up against, I was full of thoughts about how to counter their spellcasting.

      I sighed and looked around at the remaining soldiers in the forest. If we were to have any chance of winning this war, we would need to regroup and devise a plan to stop those mages.
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      The good news was that Sam was alive. Rand had ordered the retreat back to the castle, and now I sat with Gomes, Arthur, and Mauvin in a large infirmary by Sam’s bed. Rows of other beds filled the room alongside Sam’s, lined with many injured soldiers from the battle against the Shadow Council.

      A row of small windows dotted the wall above, providing ample lighting. The windows looked out on a courtyard below. We were on the castle’s second story.

      I looked at Sam. His eyes were shut, but his chest slowly rose and fell. He hadn’t spoken since shortly after the lightning strike.

      Gomes drew a deep breath. “He’s a tough one. He’ll be back up on his feet in no time.” He forced cheerfulness in his voice.

      I nodded, grateful for Gomes’ positivity.

      Arthur shuffled around, dug a wooden instrument out of his pocket, and held it up for us to see. “Perhaps he’d appreciate some music.”

      Gomes smiled. “I’m sure he would, Arthur.”

      The instrument’s body was mostly egg-shaped with an opening at one end and many holes dotting its surface. Arthur lifted a handle-like part to his lips and blew into it. The music that poured forth was gentle and soothing.

      As I listened to him play, I recognized the instrument as something like an ocarina. I’d heard its music before. I glanced at the others. Mauvin gradually relaxed from staring at Sam in great anxiety.

      After a few moments, the door to the room opened. General Rand stepped inside. He went around to each of the injured soldiers, holding their hands and murmuring to them, although I couldn’t hear him over the music.

      We were all exhausted. I hadn’t slept the night before and slouched in the chair as my body relaxed under the music’s spell. My eyelids grew heavy, and I yawned. I glanced at the others and caught Gomes and Mauvin yawning too. Only Arthur seemed unaffected by the effects of his music.

      Before I could nod off, Rand reached the bed with Sam. Like the others, Rand grasped Sam’s hand, thanked him for his service to the country, and wished him a speedy recovery.

      Before moving on, Rand turned toward me. “Dr. Smith, the king wants to see you. We’re holding a meeting to discuss our next move against the council. I’ll bring you to him.”

      I sat up straighter, pushing past my exhaustion. “Now?”

      Rand nodded. “I have a few more soldiers to see. Then we’ll go.”

      Rand moved to the soldier in the bed adjacent to Sam’s, and I looked around at the other engineers. Arthur reached the end of his song and gently lowered the ocarina to his lap.

      Mauvin stood. “Well, I’m getting some rest.”

      Gomes stood as well. “Not a bad idea. We’ll need to be refreshed when those golems come knocking.”

      I bid the two farewell, then checked on Sam. He looked peaceful with his arms at his sides and his eyes shut.

      After a few moments, I felt a hand on my shoulder and glanced back to see Rand standing behind me. It was time to see the king. I bade Arthur farewell, nervous about what was to come.
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      The king was waiting for us in his study. When Rand and I arrived, Karl and Alfred were already poring over the map, deep in thought. Each had a glass of liquor on the table in front of them. The king looked up, then gestured at the liquor bottle on the table. A big tray of pastries sat beside the liquor.

      Rand poured two glasses, then handed one to me. I grabbed a couple of pastries and sat them on a plate next to the drink. I’d been too long without a meal for alcohol to be a good idea without something in my belly.

      The king forced a smile. “Well, this is a terrible situation, but I’m glad to see both of you are all right, Sir Rand and Dr. Smith.”

      Rand nodded, then took a sip of his drink.

      I leaned forward. “We put quite a dent in the enemy forces before the mages made an appearance.”

      The king smiled. As he spoke, I took a bite from one of the pastries. It had a soft, savory filling of shredded pork.

      “Yes, I heard you were the star of the show, Dr. Smith. I received a detailed account of the battle. Heard your trebuchet was quite the weapon. Magnificent work.”

      The king frowned. “Unfortunately, the golems you destroyed are easily replaced. What’s more, our scouts have informed us that the group you encountered was only their vanguard. The rest of their force is following a few miles behind and dwarfs that one in size.”

      Rand swallowed. “The smart thing to do is retreat. We have some time now while they’re consolidating their forces. We can evacuate the local populace and go into hiding until we can contact the rest of our troops.”

      The king eyed Rand warily. “And abandon our home? Oh no. The odds might be stacked against us, Sir Rand, but we can’t leave. The people are counting on us to protect their homes, and even if we told them to flee, where would they go?”

      Karl turned to the king. “Your Majesty, with respect, I don’t think Sir Rand is advising that we abandon our home. It’s more like a strategic retreat so we can retake our home later. If we don’t, I fear we might lose more men and still not win the day.”

      The king slammed his cup on the table. “Strategic retreat. Fancy words for letting those bloody mages sleep in our beds, drink our wine, and use our privies. Worse, if we leave, who will defend our people? Where will they shelter? What will they eat?

      “This is a city of thousands. It’s not like we can easily uproot them all. Besides, we still have Dr. Smith on our side. I’m sure he has more excellent ideas.”

      The king turned toward me, looking expectant.

      I felt overwhelmed. I tried to work through everything the mages had thrown at us in the last battle. The number of golems we’d faced distressed me. Those had only been a fraction of a larger force?

      I pursed my lips. “How much time do we have?”

      Rand shrugged. “Hard to say. Could be a few days. Or a few hours.”

      Karl nodded. “Your Majesty, that’s the problem. We don’t know how long the mages will take to rebuild their army of golems, and they are only a couple of hours from us. They could strike at any moment, and we don’t have a large enough army to win when they do.”

      The king looked at me with a determined expression. “Dr. Smith?” he repeated with a hopeful note.

      I frowned and took my time answering. “I hate to disappoint you, Your Majesty, but I think I have to agree with Karl and Sir Rand.”

      The king leaned back in his chair, looking stunned. For a moment, the room was silent. The king picked up his glass of liquor and drank it all.

      Karl looked at him in concern. “Your Majesty…”

      The king suddenly smiled. “All right, then. I’ve had my drink, we’ve had our talk, and now it’s time for a plan.” He stood and paced the room. “We need something that even Dr. Smith would never think of. Something that will wipe those mages and their blasted golems off the map!”

      Karl drew a deep breath. “Your Majesty, our only hope is to get support from the individual provinces within your kingdom. Without them, we don’t have the troops to fight the council. We’ve already sent word to those provinces, but we’ve no idea when their troops will arrive, and the Shadow Council’s army is closer to us than they are.”

      The king looked at Karl. “That’s not our only hope. No. There’s something else we can do, and I’ll figure it out.”

      Karl stood. “Until you do, Your Majesty, I must strongly advise you to consider a retreat from the city.”

      The king glared at Karl.

      Karl glared back. “Don’t forget what your father taught you about humility.”

      The king gritted his teeth, looking frustrated. He didn’t say anything. Karl was getting through to him, but it didn’t make him feel good.

      I stood. “Your Majesty, someone from my country faced a similar problem as you do now.”

      The king looked at me, eyes lighting up with hope. “Dr. Smith. I knew you’d come through! Go on. I’m listening.”

      I drew a deep breath. I was nervous because he had high expectations for what I would say. “Funnily enough, his name was King Alfred too, and he was a king of England, a country where I’m from. He was fighting a group of men that we call the Danes, and in the year 878 A.D., the Danes launched a surprise attack on him and his men.

      “He’d already been in a precarious situation, losing to them, and the surprise attack forced him to retreat to nearby swamps. There he hid among the locals and took the time to build up his strength to reclaim his kingdom from the enemy.”

      The king looked at me with a curious expression. “That worked?”

      I nodded, remembering the end of the war. “As he built up his troops, he wore down the Danes by fighting smart and avoiding pitched battles. A few months later, he struck back against the invaders, eventually turning the tide of the war. Within two years, nearly the entire country was under his rule again.”

      The king took a seat. Karl and I did the same.

      The king shifted in his seat. “Well. If a strategic retreat will give us the best chance of victory, maybe I’ll listen to you three. You make good points. The problem remains, how do we keep the people safe?”

      I spoke confidently. “That is a problem. We need to make sure your citizens are safe from the council. I’d say it’s vital to our efforts.”

      The king looked at me with a worried expression. “Why is that?”

      “Because the council is using human beings in their golem construction.”

      Alfred sucked in a breath, looking horrified. He glanced at Karl, who nodded slowly. “They’ve been using stone and wood, mostly, in the battles we’d fought against them in the hills. But you’re saying…”

      I closed my eyes, remembering the horrifying feeling when I realized what we were facing out there. Yes, the council’s mages used wood, metal, and other things in their constructs. This time, they’d used human flesh as well. Whether it was because they were short on other materials, this was easier, or they didn’t care, I wasn’t sure.

      “It means they might turn anyone they catch into more opponents for us to fight. They’re using the people they conquer as fuel for their war machine.” I shuddered at the thought.

      The king sighed. “Then where are they supposed to go? The countryside? Another province?”

      The king looked around the table. Nobody had a good idea. Karl pursed his lips. “There’s a small mountain fort our troops can shelter in, but unfortunately, we don’t have the space for all the civilians. And who knows if they’re willing to abandon their homes.”

      The king nodded and drew a deep breath. “I see.”

      “I think if we’re honest with them about the threat, they’ll do the smart thing,” I stated. “We can perhaps send a small contingent of levy troops with them to keep them safe? Send them to one of your other provinces for the time being.”

      “It could work. If we must withdraw, we can’t very well leave all the people here,” Alfred agreed. “We’ll need to ensure they get a good head start, or the council’s army will surely catch them.”

      After a moment of silence, Sir Rand leaned forward, looking serious. “Should I prepare the troops for a retreat, then?”

      The king looked thoughtful. “Yes. I suppose so. Have them alert the civilians, then gather here at the castle. I hate it, but that’s all we can do. We’ll leave as soon as our troops are ready. It doesn't matter the time of day.” Alfred paused. “As you say, the Shadow Council could arrive at any moment.”
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        * * *

      

      I returned to my room. Upon seeing the cabinet and the capacitor from my lab, I remembered my agreement with the king. Preparations for the war had consumed me so much that I’d completely forgotten I was supposed to be trying to find a way home.

      I leaned down and looked at the capacitor again, worrying as I realized that it and the cabinet were too heavy to transport out of the castle.

      I yawned, my exhaustion taking hold of me yet again. Karl had advised me to rest while the castle’s residents prepared to leave, but I staved off my sleepiness for now. I opened the cabinet, digging through it for the backpack the portal had pulled through. I’d stuffed the backpack inside when I organized everything, and now I needed it.

      I found it underneath several tools near the back of the second shelf. After unearthing it, I quickly brushed some dirt and dust off. It was a blue bag, the kind any ordinary student back at my college might have used. It had two zippered compartments, two straps to secure it to one’s back, and a little netting on the side that formed a small pocket I’d used for a water bottle.

      I unzipped the largest compartment, then perused my cabinet. I couldn’t take the cabinet and the capacitor with me, but I could bring some of my supplies. I started with the ones that looked the most useful. A spool of electrical wire, duct tape, soldering wire, and a pack of batteries.

      As I was going through things, someone knocked on the door. I zipped my backpack and stuffed it inside the cabinet, then went to see who it was.

      When I opened the door, Rand stood in the doorway, no longer in full battle armor. He’d stripped down to a simple tunic and trousers. Two servants stood behind him. “We realized you might have to hide your things before we go.”

      I opened the door wider, grateful for Rand’s help. Truth was, I hadn’t been sure what to do with most of my supplies. “Good idea.”

      Rand and the servants stepped inside. “There’s a hidden chamber at the end of the hall, behind the painting of the king’s father. I’ll have these two help transport everything there.”

      The servants stepped toward my cabinet and capacitor. The two things stood out against the backdrop of medieval furnishings. The wood cabinet was too simple with a symmetrical design and large, factory-cut panels that contrasted against the more decorative, hand-carved furniture in the room.

      I asked the servants to leave the cabinet for a moment, instead directing them to take the capacitor first. As they hauled it off, I dug through the cabinet for more supplies, shoving them in my backpack. I squeezed a small toolkit into the front zippered pocket, then picked up my three small photos. Space in my backpack was already limited, so I took them out of the frames and carefully placed them in my pocket.

      The servants returned as I closed the cabinet. I hefted the backpack, swinging my arms through the straps. “All right.” I sighed, then smiled at Rand and the servants. “I’m ready. You can take the cabinet.”

      The servants picked it up. I followed them and Rand out of the room, curious about the nature of this hidden chamber. The servants carried the cabinet easily. It was only a ten-meter walk or so down the hall to the painting of the king’s father. Rand stood looking at it, then gently kicked one foot forward, touching it to a stone on the very bottom of the wall near the floorboards.

      Surprise and excitement filled me as the stone gave way, pushing inward. A door popped into existence around the painting. Rand pushed on one side of the door, and it swung around on a hinge in its center, like a turnstile.

      I grinned. “Wow. That’s neat.”

      The servants lifted the cabinet and carried it inside.

      Rand nodded. “It was built for this sort of thing.”

      I peeked in. The room was no bigger than a small closet. It was dark and dusty. The servants set the cabinet next to my capacitor.

      When they finished, Rand kicked the stone again, and the door swung shut. It was impossible to tell there was a door here.

      Rand turned to me. “You should get some rest. We’ll come and get you once we are ready to depart.”

      I nodded, grateful for his help. I trudged back to my room, feeling sluggish and exhausted. My body knew I’d taken care of all the important things, and now I could rest.
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      We set out from the castle a few hours before sunset. Our caravan included a couple of soldiers on horseback, a good number of infantry on foot, three carriages, and a few carts with the wounded from the battle, supplies, and such.

      The delay was to give the civilians time to flee. Alfred gave a speech first thing in the morning, letting everyone know they had to run. There was more than a little upset, but these people were tough. They’d been at war for a while and knew what was at stake. A few folks might hunker down and hope the council would overlook them, but at least most people had time to escape.

      I rode with King Alfred in a small carriage with hard wooden benches and plain furnishings. At Karl’s advice, we’d opted for this one rather than the king’s usual carriage to keep a low profile.

      The king smiled at me. Karl sat beside him, looking pensive. The carriage rocked as it rumbled over the road. I brushed aside one of the drapes, looking outside. Rand rode on horseback right next to us. A few men marched alongside him. We were traveling on a dirt road with grassy fields all around us.

      I peered up the road, catching sight of a mountain range not far ahead.

      The king flashed Karl a friendly smile. “All right, Karl, so what’s the deal with this fort you have us heading to? Spill your secrets.”

      Karl chuckled. “Your Majesty, you know I have no secrets from you.”

      The king laughed. “Yes, I’m well aware.”

      Karl nodded. “Construction of the fort was your grandfather’s project. Your father and I traveled there once. Not that we were in any danger. He wanted to see the mountainside.”

      The king frowned. “At another time, I might have liked to travel this road for pleasure.” He sounded thoughtful. “I hate that we have to do it under these circumstances.”

      Karl looked sympathetic. “As do I, Your Majesty.”

      The king sighed deeply. “If only my grandfather had built a bigger fort. Imagine one big enough to house all my people. We could have traveled this road together.”

      Karl’s expression lightened with a faint smile. “That would have been a sight to behold. Like a city in the mountains. Perhaps you can build something like that someday.”

      The king chuckled. “Perhaps I will.” He looked bittersweet about the idea.

      I felt for him. I leaned forward. “For what it’s worth, I think you did the right thing, Your Majesty.”

      The king smiled at me. “Only thanks to your excellent advice, Dr. Smith. With luck and your continued support, it’ll be the perfect base to launch our counterattack against the council.”

      I nodded, then pulled my backpack into my lap. “I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

      The king looked appreciative. I glanced out the window again, watching nature as our carriage rolled by, rumbling and bouncing with every bump in the road.

      For a while after that we rode in silence. We soon reached the base of the mountains and began to ascend. The air grew chillier, and the light outside dimmed. Dusk arrived quicker than I’d expected. I looked worriedly at Karl, wondering how the arrival of nightfall might affect our journey to the mountain fort.

      Karl grunted as the carriage bounced on the uneven terrain. “It’s not far now, Your Majesty. It might be dark when we arrive. It would be advisable for you to wait in the carriage so our men can ensure no unsavory characters have come to occupy the fort.”

      The king sighed but smiled. “It’s always the same with you, Karl. Never letting me have any fun. No, no—I’ll behave. Don’t worry. I know I’m safe with you.”

      Karl chuckled. “Well, it’s good to hear you think highly of me, Your Majesty.”

      The king jabbed a finger at Karl. “My father appointed you himself. Of course I think highly of you. Besides, you have served me faithfully for three years now. Remember the boar two summers ago? Bah. I’ll die a fat old man as long as I have you protecting me.”

      I turned toward the king and Karl, curious to hear more. “What’s the story about the boar?”

      The king laughed. Karl frowned. The king grabbed his bodyguard by the shoulder, shaking him playfully. “Oh, this is a good story, Dr. Smith. In case you don’t know, I go hunting every summer. It’s my favorite thing to do, and I always hunt boar. Boar tastes great. Love it. Second best thing to walk this world after us.

      “Anyway, the summer before last, I was out with my usual troop, and it turned out the boar we were hunting had a family or something. So my men speared one, and two more ran out of the bushes.”

      The king paused, glancing at Karl, who looked self-conscious.

      “It’s a good story, Karl.” The king continued. “Anyway, some of my men managed to restrain the second boar, but the third one came straight at me. And Karl. He was right next to me. So he jumped in front of me, and the boar came at him, all eighty kilograms of muscle and fat with two vicious tusks like this.”

      The king put his fingers by his mouth, imitating tusks.

      “What did Karl do? He grabbed the boar and flipped it over. All brute strength. He slammed it flat on its back like it was nothing more than a paperweight. Anyway, suffice it to say, I’m safe with this gentleman.”

      Karl chuckled. “I appreciate the confidence, Your Majesty, but there are more dangerous things out there than a wild boar.”

      The king chuckled too. “I’m sure—”

      Several guttural grunts and shouts outside the carriage cut him off. In an instant, I heard our men respond with worried cries of alarm. There was a lot of shuffling around going on outside.

      Karl rose. The king frowned. I looked curiously at them, then peeked out the window.

      Men drew their weapons, but I had no clue what they were preparing for. Had the Shadow Council followed us? Or worse, had they already been here?

      Rand’s voice boomed over the noise. “Hold them back! Don’t let them get to the carriages.”

      Karl turned to the king. “Stay here until I assess the situation.”

      He opened the door and stepped out of the carriage.

      I leaned over to get a better view outside the carriage window. I still couldn’t see much. We were on a rocky path in the mountains. It was quite wide. The mountainside rose a couple of meters away from the carriage window. It was steep, tall, and dangerous.

      Then I spotted a little green creature on the mountain above. My heart raced as the creature scrambled down the rocky slope, and I realized many more creatures followed behind it.

      The door to the carriage slammed open. Karl stood there, wide-eyed with fear and concern. “Your Majesty, it’s not safe in here anymore. Come with me.”

      The king hurried out of the carriage. I followed him, throwing my backpack on.

      As we exited onto the mountainside, I saw a horde of green creatures descending the mountainside. There were too many to count. Forty? Fifty? There were so many, and they moved so quickly that it was difficult to tell.

      The creatures had pointed ears, jagged teeth, and glowing red eyes. They were decked out in leather armor, wielding assorted blades, clubs, and axes. They laughed as they hopped from the mountainside onto our path, engaging our men. I spotted Rand, Otto, and Adam on the front lines, beating them back.

      The king’s eyes widened with surprise. “Goblins.”

      A shock ran through me, seeing creatures like this. I frowned, knowing I shouldn’t be surprised. Golems and mages were real here. Goblins were only the latest new thing.

      A low-pitched cry came from above, and I realized that several goblins had scaled the mountainside and worked around to flank our troops. They leaped onto the path near the king, Karl, and I.

      Karl stepped in front of the king. He drew his sword. The goblins shouted, charging at us. My sword was in my hand before I thought about pulling it, and I rushed forward to help.

      Karl and I met them, five of them against two of us. The goblins fought like madmen, screaming as they swung their swords, grunting and ducking our blows. They jumped from one foot to the other and onto their hands, moving as easily as an Olympic gymnast.

      I tried to lunge at one, driving my sword forward with all the speed I could muster, but they danced around the blade. I barely pulled back and parried before the same one hit me with a counterstrike. Another came at me from the left. I didn’t have time to parry, but Karl’s sword flashed in front of me, blocking the goblin’s strike. I let him take that one, swinging my sword to parry another goblin’s blow aimed at Karl.

      Two more came at me, and my heart raced as I stepped to the side, dodging one blow. Unfortunately, the other easily cut me with his blade. He laughed and jumped onto his hands, then kicked my chest.

      Enemy hit! Combo attack. You took fourteen damage.

      I stumbled backward as pain coursed through me. I struggled to remain focused on the fight. Karl backed up alongside me.

      The king spoke behind us. “We’re running out of room to back up, gentlemen.”

      Karl grunted. “Then I suppose we need to stop doing that!”

      He pressed forward and knocked one of the goblin’s weapons out of his hands with a powerful strike. The goblin chattered worriedly, and Karl sank his sword into its chest.

      Karl defeated a goblin. Four remaining.

      The remaining four goblins hesitated, looking at their fallen comrade with shock, then at Karl with fear. I felt a jolt of hope as I saw that they were distracted. Without hesitation, I lunged forward, catching one off-guard. I slashed twice, landing two hits in quick succession. The goblin fell over.

      Hit! Combo attack. You did twenty-eight damage.

      You defeated a goblin. You gained eight experience points.

      The remaining three goblins looked at us, growling. Then they all screeched. The cry echoed off the cliff faces. A battle cry? No, it was something else. Before Karl or I could work out what to do next, a series of answering yells came from the mountain above and four more goblins leaped onto the path in front of us.

      Karl gritted his teeth. “They just keep coming.”

      All seven of the goblins charged wildly. Karl and I retreated as fast as possible without turning our backs, parrying blows and dodging like mad.

      Karl and I were both breathing heavily. It took all my strength to stay clear of their rapid attacks.

      Rand’s voice sounded closer. “Smith. Karl. Hang in there.”

      I parried a goblin strike, then looked over in hope. Rand and several other soldiers, including the Odd brothers, were beside me. They were fighting a larger goblin horde, twenty or thirty strong.

      The king called in warning, “We’re out of room.”

      Metal rang on metal beside me as Karl blocked a blow. The goblins Rand was fighting had joined forces with the ones Karl and I were up against. A goblin lunged at me. I parried and riposted, slashing him.

      Hit! You did seven damage.

      I glanced backward. The king was right. We were out of room to retreat. Another goblin came at me, and I tried to back up and parry. There was no space. The stupid carriage was right behind us! The goblin cackled as he sliced at me, his sword aimed at my chest.
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      The goblin’s blade swished through the air, and I couldn’t do anything to avoid it. My sword was on my other side, and my arm was stretched out. It would take too long to attempt a parry. I sensed the carriage behind me and knew that beyond it was the edge of the mountain path. The cliff spelled certain doom for any of us who tumbled off it.

      For a moment, all I could do was hope the goblin wouldn’t kill me. Even if I survived the blow, they outnumbered us. There was no way our group of soldiers could fend off this many goblins. Fifty? There must be over a hundred of the things swarming us now. They had us cornered.

      As the blade was about to make contact, another sword slipped around my shoulder, knocking the blade aside. The weapon’s wielder stepped forward and executed a quick riposte, slaying the creature.

      I glanced over to see who’d saved me with a “Thank you” on my lips.

      It was Alfred.

      “Your Majesty!” I exclaimed.

      “Just doing my part.” Alfred’s face was grim and spattered with drops of blood.

      “Please keep back, Your Majesty.” Karl strained to keep the goblins away from his king.

      “When we’re going to die anyway?” Alfred scoffed. “I’d rather go out fighting.”

      The battlefield froze as a series of ear-shattering bangs went off. My eyes widened. I recognized that sound. Gunshots.

      The next goblin about to strike me fell face-first into the dirt. His sword clattered to the ground. I looked at the remaining goblins. Several more dropped with barely a sound.

      More bangs echoed, and goblins continued to drop. The ones still standing looked around in confusion. That confusion quickly turned into panic as each crack whittled their horde.

      Rand’s voice sounded over the gunshots. “This is our chance. Attack!”

      He rushed forward. Karl followed his lead, and Alfred and I joined them. I lunged at an unsuspecting goblin and unleashed two quick slashes.

      Hit! Combo attack. You did twenty-nine damage.

      You defeated a goblin. You gained seven experience points.

      The goblin fell, along with several more. Between our surprise attack and the mysterious gunshots, the goblin horde had thinned considerably. Two more gunshots sounded, and an additional two goblins dropped. The ones who remained cried out in shock. They backed up in a panic, wide-eyed with terror. They scrambled away from our forces, then scaled the mountain and headed back in the direction they’d come from.

      Beside me, Rand and Karl sighed in relief. I was relieved too. Karl turned to the king.

      “Are you all right, Your Majesty?”

      “I’m fine, Karl. Tired, but this blood isn’t mine,” Alfred replied.

      My inner scroll popped up.

      You leveled up!

      Additional information followed this message, including green plus signs beside the stats that had gains.

      Level 12 +1

      Strength 12+1, Dexterity 15, Constitution 11+1, Intelligence 14, Wisdom 13, Charisma 15

      Health 55+2, Stamina 46+3, Mana 27

      I took a moment to catch my breath. Now that the goblins were gone, the adrenaline quickly left me high and dry. Every muscle screamed, and the pain from where the goblin had cut me was intense. I tried without much success to relax, but when I pressed my hand to the wound, it came away bright red. I applied pressure to slow the bleeding.

      I looked around to see if I could ascertain where the gunshots had come from. Since they’d shot the goblins and saved us, I assumed they were friendly. Hopefully, anyway!

      I couldn’t see anyone right away and briefly thought about my inner scroll. Curious about the level-up, I brought up the scroll and scanned through the numbers. As I did, the troops around me shuffled around, assessing the damage and reorganizing the caravan. The king and Rand shouted orders.

      Charles Smith, Human Engineer Level Thirteen

      Strength 13, Dexterity 15, Constitution 2, Intelligence 14, Wisdom 13, Charisma 15

      Five free stat points to spend.

      Health 57, Stamina 49, Mana 27

      Skills: Swordsmanship 11, Engineering 12, Knowledge 12, Diplomacy 1, Tactics 3, Metalcrafting 8, Woodcrafting 7, Electronics 10

      Available skill slots: 1

      Powers and Spells: None.

      After taking some time to read through my updated stats, I dismissed the screen. I still wasn’t sure how most of the numbers affected me, but I was reluctant to stand around too much trying to figure it out.

      Rand approached. Behind him, the remaining soldiers checked on their fallen comrades. We’d lost nearly half of our remaining troops in this battle.

      With a sigh of relief, I spotted Gomes and Arthur hauling an injured man onto a cart. Mauvin was fine too, although he held his arm against his chest in a funny way, as if it were injured.

      Rand nodded at me. “Dr. Smith, the king wants us to investigate who or what saved us.”

      I looked past him toward where I’d heard the shots come from. I was curious as well. “I recognized the sound,” I admitted to Rand. “Whoever it was, they have guns.”

      Rand’s eyes narrowed. “I remember you telling me about those. That means they have gunpowder, right?”

      I smiled, glad that Rand remembered our conversation about weapons before I built the trebuchet.

      I pointed up the path. “Pretty sure the shots came from that direction.”

      Rand followed my gaze. “Agreed. Let’s go.” His gaze dropped to where I held my side. “After you get that bandaged.”

      After my quick field dressing was in place, we made our way through the crowd of soldiers and fallen bodies. As I looked around, I realized the goblins hadn’t only targeted people. Splintered wood and torn fabric littered the rocky trail. Two carriages had been hacked and sliced, rendering their interiors unusable. One of those had its wheels slashed in half and had collapsed in a heap. The goblins had slain three horses as well.

      As we passed one of the destroyed conveyances, dismay jolted me. I had to look away from the wreckage. One of the carts with injured soldiers had been slashed to bits, and it looked as if the goblins had killed all of them.

      Rand clasped my shoulder. “War’s tough. I know. We’ll mourn later once we’ve safely reached the mountain fort.”

      I looked at him, grateful for his support. “Thanks. At least we both made it, right?”

      Rand nodded.

      We continued up the path and soon reached a place where it diverged. One route bent gradually to the left and continued up the mountain. A smaller trail sloped inward as if heading into the mountain.

      A rock formation decorated the land surrounding the path that led inward. The general and I stopped, surveying our surroundings. The rocks were particularly tall and arranged carefully, like an offshoot of Stonehenge or the Easter Island statues without the faces. I felt sure this was where the gunshots originated, but I didn’t see anyone. The smaller path wound between several of the rocks, disappearing behind them.

      Rand started onto the smaller path. I followed.

      We had reached the middle of the rock formation when a voice interrupted us, coming from above. “That’s far enough.”

      I looked up, eyes widening as I realized several short people stood on the rocks, aiming antique rifles at us.

      Although I guessed for this world, they were far from antiques.

      The people stood only as tall as a ten-year-old kid but appeared much older. Most had beards, mustaches, and ample sideburns. A few with longer beards had braided their hair in various styles. Two, no three, were completely bald. Many had big, bulky frames and more than one appeared to have muscles that rivaled Karl’s.

      They wore tunics that ran the length of their bodies, workman’s boots and gloves, shoulder pads and a protective vest, and a big belt with several brown leather pouches attached.

      As I gazed at them, I noticed that several in the group were women. Many might have passed for men from a distance since they had beards too. They were all dressed like the men, and all were as stocky as their male counterparts.

      I didn’t need to ask Rand what I was looking at. It was easy to see that these people were dwarves. The wariness in their eyes and the guns pointed at us told me that despite saving us, they didn’t view us as allies.

      One of the women spoke. “This is Ironclad territory. Unless you’re four-and-a-half feet tall or have a letter of introduction from our queen, I suggest you turn back.”

      My gaze wandered to the woman who’d spoken. She had long, curly auburn hair, which was decorated at the ends with a few golden trinkets resembling hair ties or chains. A tattoo darkened her face around her left eye, and as she stared at Rand and me, she smirked.

      Before I could respond, Rand answered in a reassuring voice. “We’re only passing through. We don’t mean you any harm.”

      The dwarven woman chuckled, looking amused. “You? Harm us? Hilarious.”

      A few of the dwarves laughed.

      “This is a courtesy warning from us to you,” the woman continued. “Take all your horsies and luggage and get out of the mountains. You won’t like what happens if you don’t. Hint: It’ll be the same thing that happened to those goblins.”

      I was uncertain about what to do. After a moment, I tried to answer with a friendly tone. “You helped us against the goblins. We’re in your debt.”

      The dwarven woman snickered. “Then repay us by leaving.”

      I glanced at Rand.

      He frowned, looking disappointed. “We wouldn’t be here if we had any choice. We’re on the run.”

      The dwarven woman nodded. “Oh, I know. Several of our clan have been keeping an eye on your kingdom. We know all about the Shadow Council and their plans. But we’re not about to let you invade our land. You need to go somewhere else.”

      I looked up at the woman, clearly the leader of the group. “It’s not an invasion—”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re here uninvited. You don’t leave when we tell you to. Sounds like an invasion to me.”

      I looked down. I wasn’t sure how to reason with this lady, and it wasn’t making me feel good.

      Rand spoke on, sounding determined. “We’re only here because we have nowhere else to go. We had to flee the capital. King Alfred is traveling with us. Our mission is only to see him safely to a small fort his grandfather had built years ago.”

      The dwarven woman’s voice shifted from forceful to curious. “Did you say King Alfred?”

      I looked up. There was confusion in the dwarf’s eyes.

      Rand went on, sounding lighter-hearted. “Yes. You saved his life, so I’m sure he’s very grateful. I could get him if you want. I’m sure he’d like to thank you.”

      The dwarf wiped her brow, looking uncertain. She smiled with a certain tiredness in her eyes. “I suppose that’s best.” She chuckled. “This is nuts. You better not be lying.”

      Rand assured her he wasn’t, then scrambled down the path. A moment later, he shouted for His Majesty to join us.

      I stood awkwardly, eyeing the dwarves on the rocks above who had yet to lower their guns. They all seemed curious, like their leader. I wondered about them. If they had guns, there had to be gunpowder here. Depending on how much of it was around, it could potentially be very useful in the fight against the Shadow Council. The sooner we defeated the mages, the sooner I could get back to my equipment in the castle and work on a way home.

      I tilted my head, thinking carefully about that plan. Even if they had gunpowder, the dwarves seemed territorial. It might not be so easy to get it.

      As I ran through ideas for how to convince the dwarves to part with it, Rand returned with the king.

      Alfred put on a friendly smile despite the guns still aimed at the three of us. As he introduced himself, the dwarf leader’s demeanor changed somewhat. “So the dashing middle-aged knight speaks the truth.” She whistled. “King Alfred, you’re the spitting image of your father.”

      Alfred’s eyes widened with surprise. “My father? How did you know him?”

      The dwarven lady smirked. “Very well.”

      Alfred’s face turned red. “Um. Oh. Wow. Splendid.”

      The lady laughed. She waved at the other dwarves. “You can lower your weapons.”

      They did.

      “My name’s Laurel Axehand. Captain of the Ironclad clan’s city guard. We don’t usually welcome visitors, King Alfred, so I hope you’ll forgive the rough reception. It’s not every day we get royalty up here.”

      King Alfred nodded, struggling to compose himself. “Of course, no problem. Completely understandable. And you knew my father. Um. Saved my life. Those goblins came out of nowhere. Thank you.”

      Laurel smirked. “You’re welcome.”

      King Alfred drew a deep breath. “Anyway. Down to business. As I’m sure Sir Rand has told you, we had no choice but to come here. There’s supposed to be a mountain fort—”

      “Oh, I know.” Laurel seemed all too confident. “Would you like an audience with the queen?”

      Alfred narrowed his eyes. “The queen? Well, that would be delightful.”

      Laurel jumped down. Her people followed suit.

      “Go and get the rest of your men,” she directed. “We’ll take you to her.”
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, we were all on the path heading into the mountain, following the dwarves toward their home. At Laurel’s insistence, we left the lone intact carriage behind. A few of our horses hauled the carts as far as they would go, but eventually the path narrowed too much for them to pass any farther.

      King Alfred directed a few of our men to stick around and keep an eye on the injured. A few inclines ahead made it hard for a healthy man to pass. The injured wouldn’t have fared well.

      I clambered along the rocks, following a steep decline ahead of one dwarf. As he came closer, I stared at his gun. It fascinated me, and the design impressed me. “A flintlock.” I smiled. “You must keep a flask of gunpowder on you, right?”

      The ground leveled off. The dwarf with the flintlock sounded surprised. “How do you know that?”

      It was dark down here, and the torch in Karl’s hands was our only source of light.

      I used a stone wall to guide me. “I’m from another country. We developed similar weapons. Do you use any sort of wadding, like a piece of paper or cloth, between the gunpowder and the ball?”

      The dwarf nodded. “Wadding, yes.” He sounded wary.

      “Paper?” I wondered.

      “No.” We walked a few steps in silence before he elaborated. I heard boots on the rock all around me. “We use leaves. We gather them from the surrounding trees.”

      I smiled. “Fascinating.”

      The dwarf laughed. He sounded friendlier now.

      I pursed my lips. “Who came up with the design?”

      “Um, the name was Gregor Greatdawn, a really smart dwarf,” the dwarf said. “Even I don’t know everything, but some combination of black powder, metal, and stone goes into making them.”

      We clambered down another decline, and despite the awkwardness, we continued our conversation. The technology amazed me since I’d never imagined I would find gunpowder and guns here.

      A spark of excitement flared as I imagined other cool things the dwarves might have created.
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      The path eventually grew wider and brighter. I squinted, trying to see better. As we grew closer to the light, things gradually came into focus. A group of five dwarves guarded a big black gate. The path led into a vast cavern, and I was face-to-face with a huge underground city.

      I looked up, eyeing the city with a feeling of awe. Several buildings appeared to be carved out of the surrounding stone. Others were constructed of wood, brick, or stones imported to the area. It became clear that the light came from a massive opening in the cavern above the city. Moonlight streamed down, illuminating everything.

      The city occupied several levels of the cave, with stone steps leading between each. A massive spire that stretched almost to the ceiling drew my gaze. A large, golden bell sat at the top of the spire, visible from almost anywhere within the space. The spire was beside a small river that flowed through the city’s center. Several dwarf-made bridges spanned the water, connecting one end of the cavern to the other.

      My jaw dropped as I took in the splendor of it all. After a few moments, I composed myself and saw Laurel speaking to the guards.

      One of the guards moved to open the gate. Laurel turned to the king. “Just you, plus two others. The rest wait here for the queen’s decision. And no weapons inside the city.”

      Alfred looked at the group of us, pursing his lips as he weighed his options.

      Karl stepped forward. “Forgive me, Your Majesty, but I must request that you bring me along.”

      The king smiled. “Karl. Of course, I’ll bring you.” The king’s gaze passed over Rand, landing on me. “Dr. Smith, I think you’d better come too.”

      I glanced at Rand. He frowned, disappointed about being left behind.

      Gomes was down here too. As I passed him, he smiled. “Good luck in there, Smith.”

      I nodded, grateful for his support. “Stay safe.”

      Karl and I laid our swords on the ground in front of the guards. Laurel passed into the city, and the three of us followed her with the rest of the dwarves from her small group bringing up the rear.

      We entered on the city’s second level. She walked quickly, leading us across a road paved with stones into a square. Various shops dotted the perimeter. Dwarves milled around, chatting with each other. The square was busy but not crowded. We soon reached a set of stairs behind one shop and climbed.

      Next, we headed across a bridge over the river. The water flowed down in a series of waterfalls, eventually disappearing into the darkness beyond the city.

      It was only a short stroll from the end of the bridge to the bell tower. Beyond that was a magnificent castle carved into the cavern’s wall. Two guards stood in front of the castle. Laurel talked to them while the rest of us waited. After a few moments, the guards stepped aside, and she led us in.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I was glad when we finally reached the queen’s throne room. I looked at the king, wondering how much he knew about her, but he looked as out of place as I felt. These two kingdoms hadn’t had a lot of recent contact.

      The room wasn’t small, but it wasn’t as large as some of the throne rooms I’d seen on TV or in movies. It had a low ceiling, and torches along the walls illuminated the interior. Several wooden columns decorated the walls. A narrow walkway led to a platform at the back, where the queen sat on a stone chair. Four dwarven guards occupied the dais and the stairs surrounding her. Each carried a flintlock and had an ax on their belt.

      The king, Karl, and I trudged down the narrow walkway, following Laurel toward the queen. As we came closer, I got a good look at her. Despite her short stature, she projected a certain gravity. Her skin had youth and vitality mixed with eyes that held wisdom and confidence. She wore her hair in a bun at the top of her head and on top of it rested a magnificent gold crown with blue, red, and green gemstones embedded in it. Gold and intricate designs decorated her clothes. She wore a large blue and gold cape, a similarly colored blouse, and her boots had gold buckles.

      Laurel curtsied. “My queen, please excuse this interruption. The human king Alfred Benegrath is here. I thought it best to bring him to you.”

      The queen nodded, smiling tiredly. “Thank you, Aunt Laurel.”

      At the word aunt, I jolted in surprise. I looked from Laurel to the queen. There was a certain resemblance. They both had similar foreheads and full cheeks.

      Laurel stepped aside. The queen motioned for Alfred to approach. He did.

      “King Alfred, my name is Queen Ata Jadeborn. I don’t believe we’ve ever had the pleasure of meeting before. Or rather, it would be a pleasure—had you arranged something ahead of time. You must forgive me. I am not really prepared to receive you at this time, although I understand your predicament.”

      Alfred waved with a friendly smile. “Oh, that’s quite all right, Your Majesty. I’m not terribly prepared either. Who could be ready for such times?

      “It is my great pleasure to meet you. My men and I are heading to a fort my grandfather built. If it’s possible, we’d like to continue there, and you can be about your business. We won’t bother you. We’re respectful people.”

      Queen Ata smiled, looking pained. “Unfortunately, that fort is currently overrun by goblins.” The king looked surprised. “I’m sure your men could retake it, but perhaps it would be wise to wait until morning. We have enough room in our city to host you and your men for the night. A small feast might be in order as well.”

      Alfred narrowed his eyes, sounding cautious. “That’s awfully kind of you.”

      Queen Ata laughed. “Oh, it’s not. I’m repaying a debt. When I was younger, your father showed me the same hospitality.”

      Alfred smiled. “It seems my family got around.”

      The queen snickered. “He hosted a feast for me at the old fort. That is all.”

      Alfred’s smile widened. “Then our two kingdoms should have a good relationship.” He spread his arms in an inviting gesture. “Perhaps you’d consider allying with us in our fight against the Shadow Council?”

      The queen’s eyes widened. “You have your father’s boldness, King Alfred.”

      King Alfred chuckled. “I try.”

      The queen laughed. “Unfortunately, we dwarves have our own set of troubles. Much as I’d like to form a friendship with your kingdom, I don’t want to make an enemy of the Shadow Council.”

      Alfred nodded. Despite the rejection, his smile didn’t waver. “Well, it’s good to hear you want to be friends, anyhow.” He paused. “Some of my men are outside the gate, but a few were injured aboveground. Is there anything we can do for them tonight?”

      The queen nodded. “I’ll have Laurel send a dwarf to fetch them.”

      The king’s eyebrows went up in surprise. I was surprised too.

      “One dwarf?” Alfred sounded confused.

      The queen motioned for Laurel to go. She did. “Yes.”

      “Are you sure one dwarf will be enough? Those goblins might still be out there.”

      The queen laughed. “Yes. We have some magitech for this type of thing.” She stood. “Now, King Alfred, you must excuse me. I have some paperwork to take care of, but I will see you later tonight. My people will see that you and your people get settled in.”

      As Alfred, Karl, and I left the room, my curiosity about the magitech she’d mentioned grew. What did that word mean, exactly? How would it enable one dwarf to fetch multiple humans, who were all bigger and heavier?
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        * * *

      

      After getting settled into our rooms, we went to the feast. I had received help treating my wound. On the way, I caught up with Arthur and Mauvin, who had both been aboveground. Arthur hadn’t been injured but had wanted to stick with Mauvin and Sam. The latter had stubbornly left the wagon during the goblins’ attack.

      Arthur’s eyes lit up when I asked about the magitech. “Oh, it’s a real treat.” His smile stretched from ear to ear. “It looks like a bag, but you can put as much as you want in it. The little people say it’s bigger on the inside.”

      When he said that, everything came together. They used magic to power a form of technology! A surge of excitement raced through me. I wanted to learn everything about dwarven tech. It occurred to me that if anyone were capable of helping to fix my capacitor at the castle, it would probably be these dwarves.

      The feast began. I was seated at a long table beside an anxious-looking dwarf with a big braided beard and a receding hairline. Arthur and Mauvin sat across from me, and Gomes sat on my other side. Across the room, I spotted the king and the dwarven queen.

      I couldn’t hear what King Alfred said, but he smiled and talked animatedly, looking as comfortable as if he were in his banquet hall. The queen laughed as he spoke. She looked completely comfortable. She scooped a piece of meat off her plate, chewing as she continued to listen.

      I turned my attention to the engineers near me. Gomes leaned forward. “Smith, you’re familiar with this thing they call gunpowder, isn’t that right? What’s it like?”

      I chuckled. “Well, it’s a black powder. It has explosive properties, so you have to be a little careful with it. It’s what you might call a low explosive. More suited to guns and the like, rather than causing a huge blast.”

      The dwarf next to me interrupted in a loud voice. “That’s correct! It’s not like a volcano blowing up. Nuh-uh. Far from it.”

      I looked at him. He was beaming at me.

      The dwarf leaned forward with a curious expression. “Tell me, human, what else do you know? You seem smart. Are you smart?”

      I laughed awkwardly, uncertain what to make of him. Was this his attempt at friendliness? His eyes were wide. He wore a pair of goggles over his forehead. With him leaning close, I saw some dirt on his scalp.

      “Well, I like to think I’m relatively smart,” I admitted.

      The dwarf grinned, then asked, “What’s four times three hundred?”

      “One thousand two hundred,” I answered without a beat.

      The dwarf smiled at me. Not knowing what else to do, I extended a hand.

      “My name’s Charles Smith.”

      The dwarf shook my hand excitedly and almost tore my arm out of the socket. “I’m Halgrim. Halgrim Frostbane. So you build stuff too, Smith? I always love meeting other inventors! Tell me, how do you know so much about gunpowder? Have you ever fired a gun?”

      I winced, rolling my arm to relieve the sore muscles. I explained to the dwarf that I was from another country where we had weapons like his. I told him I hadn’t used guns much but had fired one before. I knew the basics.

      As we chatted more, it became clear that Halgrim was rather smart. He knew everything about how dwarven technology worked, and he was excited to share. In return, I told him stories of advanced tech from my world, such as machine guns and tanks. His eyes lit up with wonder.

      In some ways, he was like a little kid. Halgrim had little knowledge of social etiquette and said whatever was on his mind, giving no thought to how it might be perceived. At one point, he took a piece of meat from my plate, claiming it looked good.

      Then he launched into an explanation of how the dwarfs had invented flintlocks, cannon, and magitech weapons. He raved about guns that could shrink and fit in a pocket and provided more information about the magitech bags Arthur had told me about, which Halgrim called inventory bags.

      Halgrim bounced in his seat, smiling from ear to ear. “I love this. You are so smart. We should work together. I’m the chief engineer. You can come by and see my shop. We can team up. Create something nobody has ever seen before. Oh, by the gods below, you have to come! Think of the possibilities.”

      Working together appealed to me, especially since I hadn’t gotten a chance to mention the capacitor to him yet. Before I could respond, loud clinking came from across the room, the sound of silverware ringing against a glass. I looked toward the king, who was standing.

      He gazed at all in attendance with a confident smile. “Men, women, dwarves, I think it’s about time I offer a toast. My men and I came here with very little to offer and in terrible danger, but one woman has not wavered in her spirit of kindness to us all. I think I speak for all of us here when I say we are blown away by your graciousness and humbled by this wonderful feast you have prepared for us. I can’t thank you enough for your hospitality and consideration when it comes to helping us against the Shadow Council.”

      He turned and smiled at Queen Ata. “To Her Majesty, whom I have only just met, but like very much indeed. May our friendship continue for a long time.”

      The king tipped his glass toward the queen’s, and they clinked. A few men and dwarves clapped, and smiles showed all around.

      Halgrim shouted, “Her Majesty!”

      The queen rose. “King Alfred, you have been a wonderful gentleman. It is my pleasure to host you. While I must consider the matter of military aid quite carefully, I welcome you and your men to stay here as long as you like.”

      Alfred smiled at the queen, looking grateful. “We might stick around a while, then.”

      He and the queen sat, resuming their conversation in quieter tones.

      The feast continued, and Halgrim quickly reengaged me in conversation. As the hours grew later, the drinks flowed. Eventually, some men got up and danced, and the dwarves followed suit.

      I watched them from the corner of my eye, but Halgrim was too focused on me to pay them any attention. I didn’t want to stop conversing with him, either. He was the smartest person I’d come across in this world regarding engineering. After the others grew tired and returned to their rooms for the night, we continued chatting at the table.

      Soon, it was only the two of us. Halgrim remarked that it would be fun to work on a weapon together, something that could help in the war against the Shadow Council. I smiled and nodded in agreement. My capacitor and the cabinet with most of my supplies were still in the capital. The only way to get them back would be to defeat the Shadow Council and retake the city.
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      The next day, I woke to a bell ringing in the distance. Halgrim and I had both gone to sleep late. I sat up, yawning, and stumbled out of bed still half asleep.

      When I opened the door, a piece of paper dropped. I picked it up. It was a note with Halgrim’s name signed on the bottom. He’d drawn what looked like a map of the castle, with arrows leading from a stick figure in one room to another stick figure in another room, which had been labeled “workshop.”

      I chuckled, recognizing that he was attempting to give me directions to his workshop. Thanks to the map, it was easy to find.

      When I arrived, he greeted me with excitement. “Oh, Smith, I’m so glad you’re here. Here, have an apple. Or two. They’re great.”

      Halgrim led me into the room, picking up a couple of apples from around the shop and tossing them to me.

      I bit into one. It would tide me over until I could grab a better breakfast.

      Halgrim shuffled around from one table to another, fiddling with a few machines and a flintlock on a big table. The room was much more spacious than our workshop back in Kortall, but it was also a mess. Various weapons, inventions, sketches, and tools lay in a haphazard scatter. Paper and dust littered the floor.

      Halgrim picked up his flintlock. “This is a magitech flintlock. Watch.”

      He flipped a switch on it, and it shrank to the size of a smartphone. He hit the switch again, and it regained its normal size.

      Before I could respond, Halgrim tossed the flintlock onto a table and moved on. “I bet you’d like to see an inventory bag too!”

      “Of course!”

      I followed him, passing the flintlock and glancing at it in curiosity. It looked almost the same as any flintlock I’d ever seen but had a switch on the side roughly the same size and shape as a modern gun’s safety. I figured that must be what Halgrim had used to change its size.

      Halgrim opened a drawer and removed a bag from it. “Oh, you’re going to love this. Just look at it, made of this fine magical cloth, it’s really soft.”

      Halgrim slid the bag over to me, and I studied it. It looked like any ordinary tote bag from back in my world, but it was a silver-colored material that shimmered in the low light. I picked it up and rubbed the fabric between my fingers, noticing how soft it was.

      Halgrim watched me with wide eyes. “What are your thoughts? Are you amazed? How was the apple?”

      I took another bite. I hadn’t finished it yet. “Good on all accounts.”

      Halgrim smiled. “Try sticking your hand in it!”

      I figured he was talking about the bag and did as he said. No matter how far I reached, I couldn’t feel the end of it. I put my whole arm in up to my shoulder. Then I pulled my arm out, staring at the bag incredulously. How was it done? A pocket dimension?

      As much fun as I was having with these inventions, I had to work on finding a way back home.

      I turned to Halgrim. “Hey, Halgrim, have you ever tried working with this thing called electricity?”

      “No?”

      I frowned, drew a deep breath, and looked around his workshop thoughtfully.

      Halgrim sounded curious. “Can we use electricity to build a weapon? Ooh, lightning is powerful. I should have thought about harnessing it. Is that what your country did? Oh, how I wish I could see it.”

      I smiled. I’d need electricity or another power to get my capacitor working again, but I had a good idea that would be a complex task. Additionally, I wasn’t likely to make much progress until we’d retaken the capital from the Shadow Council.

      “We did harness it,” I told Halgrim. “But it might be better to start somewhere simpler.”

      My thoughts gradually turned to weapons, eyeing everything Halgrim had in the shop. If I could improve the existing weapons here, maybe it would give us an edge against the council.

      My gaze landed on the flintlock. I recalled what the dwarf told me during our trip to the city. “That’s a flintlock gun. It must take you a while to reload it.”

      Halgrim nodded. “It’s not a big deal for me. It’s kinda fun. Gotta put the gunpowder in, some paper or leaves as wadding, then put the bullet in and shove it down there. But yeah, I suppose it does take a while.”

      I chuckled. Halgrim wasn’t thinking about what it was like for the soldiers in the field. “If we could make the reloading process faster, it might help soldiers fire more shots in a battle.”

      Halgrim looked thoughtful. I approached the flintlock again, studying it carefully. With its design, it wouldn’t be hard to incorporate some of the things we had used in my world in the early ages of guns. A simple paper cartridge and a percussion cap would do wonders for speeding things up on the battlefield.

      Halgrim followed me to the table with the flintlock and surprised me as he spoke. “What about wrapping the projectile in paper? Ooh, we could package it with some gunpowder. And maybe a mechanism to set off the gunpowder when the hammer on the flintlock comes down.”

      I chuckled. He’d thought up the concept of a paper cartridge and a percussion cap before I’d pitched it. “Exactly what I was thinking.”

      With our goal in mind, we got some paper, and I sketched some designs for him. We had most of the supplies for the paper cartridges on hand, but the percussion caps were another story. I let Halgrim work on the prototype for the cartridge.

      In the meantime, I set out to find some additional supplies for the cap. In a way, the cap would be more useful than the paper cartridges since it would also provide an element of reliability for firing in variable weather. In their current form, I doubted the guns operated well in the rain.

      However, for the percussion caps to work, we would need some mercuric fulminate, a type of explosive much better than gunpowder at providing an initial igniting burst. It was essentially the one thing that kickstarted the creation of the percussion cap in my world. It also wasn’t the type of thing I was likely to find lying around.

      Luckily, a few dwarves pointed me toward an apothecary. The shop didn’t have mercury fulminate, but it carried mercury, nitric acid, and ethanol, all the ingredients required to make mercury fulminate. Once I told the shopkeeper it was for Halgrim, they gave me ample amounts of all three.

      Halgrim was almost done with the paper cartridge when I returned to the workshop. I set down the supplies I’d procured and watched as he finished wrapping it up. I studied the design carefully, looking for any mistakes I’d need to correct, but much to my surprise it was flawless.

      Halgrim beamed, holding up the finished product. “Ta-da!”

      I smiled. “Nice work.”

      I let him get started on the percussion cap next, and while he did that I cleared off some table space to work on the mercuric fulminate. I had to be careful not to set off an explosion. After a few minutes of slowly and meticulously measuring the right amount of each solution and mixing it in the correct order and way, I created some white powder that looked right.

      All that remained was properly adjusting the existing flintlock to accommodate the percussion cap Halgrim was working on. For that, I had to unscrew the frizzen, the portion of the ignition mechanism that sat closest to the flintlock's body. I replaced it with a small piece of metal that would sit directly underneath the hammer when it came down. I also removed the flint from the striking mechanism and tested the adjustments a few times. The hammer snapped as it struck the metal underneath, commonly called the nipple.

      I picked up the modified flintlock and brought it closer to where Halgrim was working. He handed the cap to me. We passed it back and forth a few times, fine-tuning it until it fit snugly around the nipple.

      Halgrim and I grinned. Satisfaction with our completed upgrades filled me. My inner scroll popped up.

      Skill increased! Metalcrafting is now level nine.

      As the message disappeared, I realized that it had grown dark outside. Moonlight instead of sunlight poured through the opening in the cavern’s roof. I glanced out the window of Halgrim's shop, only able to see well because of the illumination from several torches in the area.

      Halgrim tossed me another apple. "For dinner! Enjoy, and I'll see you tomorrow."

      My stomach grumbled. I needed a proper meal, but an apple was better than nothing, so I thanked him and headed off.

      By pure coincidence, I ran into King Alfred on my way to the dining hall. He and Karl were headed back to their rooms with full bellies and joyous smiles. After I told him what Halgrim and I had been working on, he insisted on seeing it and invited me to present it to him and the queen the next morning.

      I wondered how long he intended for us to stay here. I didn't look forward to moving on to the mountain fort. I felt much more excited about the idea of working with Halgrim longer.

      The next day, the king and Queen Ata received Halgrim and me on a ledge outside the castle’s second story. A wooden fence on one side prevented anyone from falling onto the cobblestone roads below. On the other side, a cavern wall rose to the ceiling. A round target made of straw and cloth stood about thirty meters away.

      Halgrim lifted the flintlock for all to see. “We sped up the reloading mechanism by packaging several projectile components together and simplifying the ignition mechanism.”

      I smiled awkwardly. The king and queen stared blankly at us, and it was clear they hadn’t understood anything Halgrim had said. “Basically, we made these two things.” I held up a paper cartridge in one hand and a percussion cap in the other. “I believe you’ll find that your soldiers have an easier time with reloading their weapons, Queen Ata.”

      The queen smiled, gesturing for me to continue.

      I nodded. “Halgrim and I will show you how it works.”

      Halgrim held the flintlock for me, and I lifted the hammer, sticking the percussion cap snug on the nipple of the gun. When satisfied, I bit off some paper from the cartridge, loaded some gunpowder in the barrel, and stuffed the rest of the paper cartridge in after it.

      Once I’d pushed it down, Halgrim turned to face the target.

      I glanced at the queen. Her eyes widened. She looked impressed. “That was fast.”

      King Alfred smiled. “Was it? I feel rather clueless here. I’m not used to knowing so little. Ha.”

      The queen nodded. “Normally, I see them fiddling with several steps and components.”

      As I glanced at Halgrim, he aimed toward the target thirty meters out. He leaned down, looking through the rear sight.

      “Your Majesties, would you care to give the order?” I asked.

      Alfred smiled, glancing at the queen. She chuckled, sounding excited, then composed herself. “Should I do it? All right, I’ll give the command. Gods below, I don’t know why I’m so worked up. I’ve seen a gun go off before. I suppose it’s the spectacle of it.”

      I glanced from the king and queen to Halgrim. He looked equally enthused.

      Queen Ata spoke loudly. “Fire when ready!”

      Halgrim pulled the trigger. Bang! He fought to hold the gun steady. It rocked with the power of the shot. A bit of smoke wafted off the muzzle.

      Queen Ata and King Alfred applauded. Halgrim lowered the weapon, then jogged to assess the target.

      King Alfred beamed. “Extraordinary, Dr. Smith. You’ve impressed me again. You see now, Ata, why I wanted our kingdoms to be allies.”

      Ata chuckled. “Yes. Like you, Alfred, I am rather impressed by how quickly our two engineers have come together to develop something extraordinary.”

      King Alfred nodded. “I’m sure there’s much more they could do together. Isn’t that right, Dr. Smith?”

      Before I could respond, Halgrim shouted across the length of the ledge. “It’s a bullseye! Aw-yeah!”

      The dwarf did a little dance. I smiled, then gestured for him to come back. He ran over.

      Queen Ata sounded resolute. “I trust you are right, Alfred. Furthermore, I feel more comfortable forming an alliance with an engineer of Smith’s caliber on your side. If we can mass produce these new flintlocks before the battle against the Shadow Council, I like our chances.”

      Alfred beamed. “Excellent! So you’ll go to battle with us?”

      The queen nodded. “We’ll fight alongside you. What’s more, until we crush the Shadow Council, we’ll be happy to pool our resources with yours to create more new weapons and tools.”

      Alfred extended a hand, looking grateful. He smiled from ear to ear. The queen shook his hand.

      “My thanks, Queen Ata.”

      She shook her head. “It’s the sensible choice. Anyone who thinks the Shadow Council will stop after absorbing your lands is a fool. We’re next after you. I’d rather fight them alongside you than after they’ve conquered you.”

      “I’m glad to have the alliance.”

      They headed into the castle, speaking in quieter voices as they continued to work out the details.

      I turned toward Halgrim. “Looks like we’ll be working together a little longer.”

      Halgrim grinned. “I am so looking forward to it, friend!”

      He elbowed me in a friendly manner. I took the flintlock from him, and we headed inside.

      A sense of accomplishment suffused me. The dwarves were going to put their all into this fight against the Shadow Council, and my actions had a direct effect on Queen Ata’s decision. I still wanted to go home, but I was beginning to enjoy being a part of this world a whole lot more. The people here valued my skills, and I was making a tangible difference in this war.
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      Halgrim and I spent the rest of the day speaking to the other dwarven engineers and showing them how to produce the paper cartridges and percussion caps. Arthur, Gomes, and Mauvin joined us, taking part in the training. Midway through the day, I received a message from a runner who stated that I had been summoned to a council of war that evening with the king and Queen Ata. I left shortly afterward, headed to the queen’s war room for the meeting.

      The room was slightly smaller than the throne room I’d been in two days ago. A long, wooden table sat at one side, and several people had gathered around it. I recognized many.

      King Alfred stood at one end, Queen Ata at the other. To their sides stood Karl and Laurel respectively. Rand was there too, as were some older-looking dwarves with graying hair or receding hairlines. Lord Garth Reynolds and Lady Lychant stood together, curiously watching the others.

      A lone dwarf stood by a fireplace at the other end of the room, stoking it to keep the fire going.

      I crossed the room toward the table. The floor, walls, and roof were all stone and timber construction. Some statues decorated the space beyond the table, adjacent to the wall. Most were of different dwarves. One was a statue of a man with the face and arms of a mole.

      Rand waved at me, and I joined him at the table. The king smiled. “I believe that’s everyone.”

      Queen Ata looked around the room. “Shall we get started then?”

      I peered at the table in front of me. It contained a map of the continent, much like Alfred’s table had. Several black chess pieces had been placed strategically around the map, including one on top of the capital of Kortall. I noticed two white chess pieces in the mountains, where I assumed we were, and another three at various cities spread across Kortall.

      Alfred pointed at the two in the mountain with a stick. “Our goal is to march down from here.” He moved the stick toward the capital. “And retake the capital. There’s no way we can do that as we are now, even with the dwarven forces backing us up. We’re short on men.”

      Queen Ata nodded. “Agreed.”

      Alfred pointed at a few of the other white chess pieces. “Then there’s these pieces. They represent the rest of my army. Duke Bertram, Duke Willhelm, and Duke Tangrim each command significant troops. I sent them letters, but we hadn’t heard back from them before we fled. Which worries me, to be honest.”

      Karl frowned. “We are not in the capital anymore, which means we’re likely to miss them, even if they attempt to ride to our aid.”

      Alfred spoke animatedly. “Exactly right, Karl! We need to update them.”

      Rand raised a hand. “I’ll go, Your Majesty.”

      Alfred smiled. “I appreciate the offer, Sir Rand.”

      Laurel chuckled. “Better leave soon then, boys.” She pointed at the black pieces in the capital. “If they’ve already got your capital, look how close they are to those other armies. They could pick any of ’em off.”

      Queen Ata nodded. “Good point.”

      The others stared at the board in silence for a few moments, deep in thought. I studied the pieces, glancing past the capital toward the mountains where we were.

      Lady Lychant stepped forward. “What about traveling off the roads? We could make our way through the forest along the kingdom's edge.”

      Rand pursed his lips. “Perhaps. I like the idea. But it would take significantly longer for our armies to approach that way.”

      The king forced a smile. “Appreciative as always for your voice, Lady Lychant. I have to agree with Sir Rand.”

      One of the older dwarves spoke up. “Send a bird instead of going yourselves,” he suggested. “When the time comes for battle, we’ll march down the road with you. We’ll surprise them by coming at them from two sides. On one side the dwarves and the king’s men, and on the other your reserve troops.”

      The king looked thoughtful, poring over the map. I noticed several forks in the road. How hard would it be to track the Shadow Council’s movements? If we couldn’t do so, we might not be able to catch them by surprise. Not to mention, what if they marched back the way they’d come and caught us by surprise instead?

      The king eventually shook his head. “Too many unknowns.” He must have similar concerns.

      There was another moment of silence, and suddenly an idea came to me.

      I stepped forward. “How about striking at them from hiding? Without fighting a pitched battle?”

      King Alfred glanced at me curiously. Then his eyes lit up, and he smiled, looking excited. “I remember! You’re talking about King Alfred from your land.”

      I nodded. “Exactly.” I pointed at the map. “The Shadow Council is already here, in the capital. Or if they’re not, they will be soon. They’ve likely realized you’re not there, Your Majesty. They probably want to find you.”

      Rand spoke. “Of course. Their goal is to rule the kingdom in your stead. For that, they ideally need you dead.”

      I went on. “Your Majesty, listen, we can use that to our advantage. If they know you’re not in the capital and are looking for you, let’s drop some hints. Show your face to a few of their troops here or there. Spread rumors about how you’re hiding at another end of the mountains, or in the forest, or wherever.

      “The enemy will chase those stories. Meanwhile, you can pick them off in pieces. While they’re preoccupied with you, we won’t have to worry about them marching on your reserve forces.”

      Karl frowned. “I don’t like where this is going.”

      The king smiled. “I do! It just might work.”

      Karl groaned. “You’ll need a big force to keep you safe, Your Majesty. One stray lightning bolt and that’ll be it for you.”

      “I’m not worried. You’ll be with me, Karl.”

      Karl sighed.

      The queen smiled. “I presume the goal will be to gather all your troops in one place.”

      The king nodded. “We’ll meet here, at the old fort in the mountains. Two weeks. Rand, as you suggested, you’ll ride down to meet with the dukes.”

      The queen put a finger to her lips, looking thoughtful. “Should we join you in these new diversion tactics?” she wondered. “With our flintlocks, we could be effective. On the other hand, perhaps we don’t want the Shadow Council knowing that we’ve allied yet.”

      Lady Lychant spoke. “Agreed. If the council finds out we’re working with the dwarves, it’ll make it easier for them to find us.”

      King Alfred smiled. “Good point. Karl and I will take care of distracting the Shadow Council for now. Queen Ata, you and your people should plan to meet us at the fort in two weeks. We’ll try to clear out the goblins between now and then. Dr. Smith, I want you to go with Sir Rand.”

      I looked up, caught off-guard. “Really? Why?”

      “You’re one of my best men. I want you there in case anything goes wrong. You and Rand will also have your pick of travel companions. Take a handful of knights with you in case there’s any trouble.”

      The king reached for a ring on his left index finger. With little effort, it slid off. He held it between two fingers, lowering it onto the table, then slid the ring across toward me.

      “Also, Dr. Smith, you should take this with you. It’s my signet ring. Sign of royal authority. If you present it to the dukes, they’ll know you come on my command.”

      I picked up the ring and studied it. It was gold with intricate engravings on the band. The head of the ring had an engraving of a lily, which was placed in the center of a shield, forming a coat of arms that looked official.

      As I stuck it in my pocket, a message appeared before me.

      You acquired the item King Alfred’s signet ring!

      Queen Ata spoke, drawing my attention. “Dr. Smith, I’d like to provide you with something from us to show our support.”

      The queen smiled, eyeing Laurel. “Speak to Halgrim before you go. I’d like you to have the prototype of the upgraded flintlock you built with him. In addition, should it please King Alfred, I would like to send Laurel, the captain of my city guard, with you. She’s an excellent shot. I think she would be well suited to this mission.”

      King Alfred smiled wide. “It would please me, Queen Ata. I’m sure Dr. Smith will be that much safer with Captain Laurel accompanying him. You’ll want to avoid the council’s troops, so having one dwarf along probably won’t tip our hand.”

      Rand snorted, glancing at Laurel. “I’d keep him plenty safe.”

      Laurel laughed. “Oh, come down off your high horse, General Pretty Hair. I’m not tall enough for your attitude.”

      Rand frowned awkwardly and looked at the floor, clearly embarrassed.

      King Alfred spoke animatedly. “Now, I’m looking forward to great things from our group. Karl and I will do our best to keep the Shadow Council distracted. Should all go well, we’ll see each other in two weeks.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I met the others at the exit to the dwarven city. I’d packed up all my supplies and retrieved the prototype cartridge flintlock from Halgrim, plus all the cartridges he’d manufactured so far.

      At first I wanted him to keep a few. He assured me he would have them in mass production soon enough, so I should take what was available. I stopped complaining and took the cartridges. It seemed likely I would need every bit of help I could get.

      The others were waiting for me at the city’s gate. Laurel leaned against one of the black metal bars. An ax hung from her belt. Rand stood a couple of meters away, chatting with the knights I’d met not long after arriving in Kortall, Sir Adam and Sir Otto. Two others joined them.

      One was a young man, likely in his early twenties if I had to guess. He laughed confidently as the others spoke. He sported a buzz cut, had a short, well-trimmed beard, wore armor, and carried a sword and shield like the others. He was a knight.

      Sir Rand’s fourth companion was a knight as well. He had longer hair graying at the edges and looked more composed than the young man.

      I approached. Sir Rand greeted me with a friendly smile and introduced his companions.

      “You’ve met Sir Otto and Sir Adam already. This young knight is Sir Oliver Turner. His father served under His Majesty’s late father, and Sir Oliver is quite anxious to prove his worth.”

      Sir Oliver laughed. “I told Sir Rand he should remain here, along with the other knights. I could handle a mission like this on my own.”

      Rand chuckled. “Don’t underestimate the enemy, Oliver. Now this other knight is—”

      Oliver spoke loudly, interrupting Rand. “The other knight is Sir Quentin Allistar. We also call him the one-armed knight since he lost his left arm in a fierce battle against an ogre many years ago. Despite this, he’ll still best almost anyone in a one-on-one sword fight. I could beat him, but I’d never go all out against someone with only one arm.”

      Rand glared at Oliver, looking perturbed at having been interrupted.

      I glanced at Sir Quentin in surprise. My eyes went to his left arm, which ended above where the elbow should be. I wasn’t sure how I hadn’t noticed it before.

      Quentin extended his right hand in an inviting gesture. I shook it.

      “I’ve heard great things about you, Dr. Smith,” he greeted. “I’ll protect you with my life.”

      I laughed softly, feeling awkward, not only because everyone was still calling me Doctor. “Hopefully it doesn’t come to that.”

      Before anyone could respond, Laurel’s voice rang across the cave. “Hey, are we going?” I glanced at her. She looked impatient. “Shadow Council isn’t waiting around while we chitchat.”

      Rand shook his head and rolled his eyes in annoyance. He walked to Laurel at the gate, and we followed. “I was introducing everyone.”

      “Coulda done that on the road, Sir Pretty Hair.”

      Rand sighed. I caught his momentary smile.

      We were about to head out the gate when Halgrim shouted behind me. “Dr. Smith! Wait up! Wait for me! I have something for you!”

      I turned. Halgrim was waving something silvery in the air. He rushed to me and bent, panting to catch his breath.

      Halgrim handed me the silvery object. I recognized it as an inventory bag. “Dr. Smith, I want you to have this. You’re going to find it useful. I know it. I packed it full of helpful things myself!”

      My eyes widened with surprise. “Are you sure?”

      Halgrim nodded, looking positive. I took the inventory bag.

      You acquired the item inventory bag!

      I thanked Halgrim, and set off with Sir Rand, the four knights, and Captain Laurel, feeling well-prepared for the journey ahead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Halgrim hadn’t been kidding when he said he’d packed the bag. It turned out the damned thing had a few horses in it—actual, live horses. Once we climbed out of the cave system and were on the mountain again, I dug into the bag to see what was in there and my hand hit something soft and warm.

      I yelped and nearly fell off the mountain ledge we were on. I hadn’t expected that. Lauren was experienced in using these bags. She took the thing from me, stuck her head inside, and let out a loud harumph. Then she pulled her head out and reached inside the bag to lead out horses for each of us. The opening expanded as they emerged, then shrank to its normal size.

      “How is that possible?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “Magitech.”

      Not people to look literal gift horses in the mouth, we each mounted one. I raised the incident of my previous poor showing due to not knowing how to ride, but Laurel insisted I’d learn as we rode. I needed several pointers before I could ease my death grip and feel like I could stay mounted. We rode hard, or at least as hard as we could while traversing the mountain safely, and far harder than my bottom was happy about. Riding a horse was harder work than it looked!

      The climb down seemed easier on the horses, which were closer to mountain ponies than the big horses I was used to from Earth. It felt like they were nearly gliding over the rock. We hit a few bumps in the road, but it didn’t slow the pace.

      Laurel shouted as the wind whipped past our faces. “Don’t slow down! Goblins have been known to jump people ’round these parts. We gotta keep moving quickly!”

      With Laurel’s guidance, our group descended the mountain safely. When we reached the bottom, she slowed her horse to a trot. Rand came up alongside her, his horse slowing too.

      I fell into line between the two Odd brothers. Sir Oliver rode ahead of us and Sir Quentin to our rear. For a while, all was silent except for the rhythmic thuds of hooves on dirt as we strayed farther from the mountains.

      Sir Adam turned to me with a smile. “So, Smith, I hear you’re quite the weapons expert.”

      I smiled. “Well, I view myself as more of an engineer and a scientist. But often, building new weapons calls for quite a bit of engineering.”

      Adam beamed. “So true! I’d be curious to know more of your thoughts. I noticed you fight with a thin, lightweight blade. Is that the best choice?”

      I shrugged. “It’s what I’m used to.”

      Adam tapped his chin, looking thoughtful. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking about weapon choices lately. There are so many to choose from. I’ve always fought with a big blade, but I’d like to try other things too. My father taught me to use the mace when I was a child. Then there’s a bunch of different types of axes. I could go on and on.”

      On my other side, Sir Otto chuckled. “He’s obsessed,” Otto added by way of explanation.

      Adam grinned. “What can I say? I like my weapons. Studying them has always been a hobby. The knights visiting my village as a young child inspired me. My brother Otto too. He used to shout on the hill how he would be a knight one day, no matter what it took.”

      Otto’s face flushed red with embarrassment. He looked away.

      I smiled. Our group entered a forest. Rand and Laurel were still riding together, leading the pack. Oliver kept trying to ride alongside them, but each time he did, they sped up or slowed down, letting him outpace them or drawing ahead of him.

      As I watched them, Adam chattered on about different types of weaponry. I tried to pay attention but faded in and out of the conversation. Many of the facts he spewed were things I already knew, but once in a while he surprised me. I hadn’t known that spears were the weapon of choice for commoners or that war hammers were as commonly used as axes.

      “Actually, some might argue they’re more useful,” Adam went on. “Because the best war hammers can inflict two different kinds of damage, with their—”

      Adam cut off, glancing to his left. “Dr. Smith! Look! That’s a firejay. They’re extremely rare.”

      I glanced where he was pointing. A bird about the size of a crow and the shape of a blue jay with red wings and a yellow belly hopped off a tree and glided through the air.

      Adam marveled at it. “The name comes from its coloring. I wonder what else is around here.”

      I gazed around the forest with Adam. Sir Oliver had pulled ahead of Rand and Laurel by now.

      I glanced at Otto.

      Otto frowned. “My brother is easily distracted.”

      Adam was still scanning the forest for more rare birds. I was about to join him in the search when two low-pitched roars sounded within the brush. They were followed by stomping sounds as if something was coming for us.

      The Odd brothers and I reined in. Up ahead, Rand and the others did the same. All gazed in the same direction. Then three giant golems emerged, all wielding gigantic longswords.

      Be careful! Three enemy golems appeared.

      My inner scroll was playing the role of Captain Obvious today.

      Rand and Oliver drew their swords. The golems charged at them. Laurel drew her ax, steering her horse around and toward the third golem as one slashed at Rand.

      Rand parried the blow, moving expertly. The golem continued the assault, but Rand held his ground, guiding his horse out of the way of the blade with his knees, parrying, and striking back against the ugly creature once, then twice. Laurel steered her horse around her foe, parrying blows with her ax as she moved closer, grinning from the thrill of the fight.

      “Hold your ground! Band together, men! We’ve got the numbers!” Rand shouted.

      These three golems were similar to the golems from our first battle. They all had wooden limbs and fleshy faces. Metal covered their scalps, backs, and shoulder blades. Their abdomens were flesh that had flaked away in several places. Bones protruded like those coming out of a piece of overcooked fish.

      One turned. Some of the skin sagged below their metal scalp, revealing yet more bone.

      Laurel flashed across the field behind the golem that Rand was fighting. As he pushed it back, she twirled her ax, striking with a solid thunk as her weapon slammed into the back of its shoulder.

      Rand looked perturbed. “Hey! That one’s mine.”

      Laurel stuck out her tongue. “Well, he’s mine now, General!”

      The golem spun, striking at her. Rand switched to the golem Laurel had previously been fighting.

      Sir Oliver looked much more overwhelmed and scared. He retreated wildly, hustling to parry each of the golem’s attacks.

      Adam and Otto drew their swords, charging in. I joined them, but before we could back up Rand, Oliver, and Laurel, the golem that Oliver was fighting knocked his blade out of his hand with a powerful thrust.

      The golem roared, swinging at Oliver again. Oliver leaped off his horse and rolled to avoid the blade. Instead of hitting him, the golem hit the horse, slicing its head off.

      Oliver gasped, backing up wildly across the grassy terrain. The golem advanced on him.

      Sir Otto shouted. “Over here, you nasty brute!”

      Otto raised his sword, charging toward the golem. The golem glanced at him.

      Then two more golems barreled out of the bushes, stepping between Otto and the golem who had been fighting Oliver.

      Danger! Two new enemy golems have appeared.

      Adam rode alongside Otto. The pair engaged the new golems. I fumbled with the cartridge flintlock I’d brought. My hands shook as I tried to locate the paper cartridge.

      Rand protested, “Hey! You did it again.”

      I looked up, watching Laurel pull her ax free from the golem’s neck. It fell.

      Captain Laurel defeated an enemy golem.

      Laurel smirked at Rand. “Try to keep up.”

      The other golem charged at Rand. Rand parried its blow, then gritted his teeth, turning serious, and spurred his horse forward. In the blink of an eye, he slashed its head off.

      Sir Rand defeated an enemy golem.

      He glared at Laurel. “Same to you.”

      As the golem went down, three more emerged from the bushes behind it. My inner scroll flashed, alerting me to their presence. Oliver’s scream pierced the air, and I realized he’d backed into yet another golem, meaning two bracketed him.

      More enemy golems have appeared! Total enemies = seven.

      Oliver shouted wildly, “No! No, please!”

      I tried to ride to him, but one of the golems that Otto and Adam were fighting thrust out his fist, knocking me off my horse and across the grass.

      The blow sent me rolling head over heels. I skidded to a stop. My whole body was sore. The spot where the goblin had injured me throbbed. I struggled to sit up. For a moment, it felt like the forest was spinning. Metal crashed against metal. Golems roared, and men shouted.

      The world stopped spinning in time for me to see one of the golems lift his blade. Oliver lay on the ground in front of him, completely helpless. Eyes wide, shouting wildly, he grabbed a tree branch beside him and swung it hard against the golem’s side with little effect.

      The golem brought his blade down, cutting Sir Oliver’s head off.

      As if that blow wasn’t enough, a crash and a couple of roars filled the air. When I glanced over my shoulder, two more golems had shown up.

      A man in black robes joined them. His hands glowed blue with some kind of energy. I assumed it was magic. Since the golems weren’t attacking him, I figured he had to be the mage controlling them all. My inner scroll confirmed my deduction.

      A mage and two golems appeared. Total enemies = ten.

      The golems gained ground, and I realized we were outnumbered and surrounded. My horse had run off somewhere, but I’d hung onto the flintlock when I fell and had cartridges in a belt pouch. I backed up into the space between the others, with Adam and Otto fending off two golems to one side of us and Rand, Laurel, and Quentin parrying the blows from another three golems.

      I fumbled with my flintlock, loading the paper cartridge into it. The sound of metal striking metal rang out around me as the three remaining knights, Captain Laurel, and Sir Rand clashed with the enemy. Off a ways, I heard stomping. I assumed that some of the other golems were closing in.

      Being on horseback gave the rest of my team a height advantage, but it felt like that wasn’t making a difference. My heart raced as I fiddled with the percussion cap, securing it on the nipple.

      Rand shouted, “Hold formation! We can fend them off if we guard each other’s backs!”

      I hefted my flintlock and aimed at an approaching golem.

      Then I spotted the mage behind him, and curiosity grabbed me. What would happen if I went after him instead?

      I adjusted my aim, peering through the rear sight to line up my shot. It was hard to hold steady with the constant clashing of swords around me, but I tuned most of it out, focusing on the mage. He stood there moving his hands but doing nothing else. I lined up my shot with his right shoulder and pulled the trigger.

      The gun went off. I fought to keep it steady through the recoil as smoke wafted up. The mage leaned to one side, grasping his shoulder in pain.

      Hit! You did ten damage.

      For a few moments, the mage stood hunched over and struggling. He looked around in fear and confusion, and I lowered the gun. Did he know I had fired the shot? Did he know what a gun looked like or how it worked?

      As the mage struggled, the golems let up on their attacks. They looked around, heads turning slowly, empty black eyes peering at things as if they were uncertain about what to do.

      Rand’s shout broke the sudden silence. “Attack!”

      At his command, a whir of blades flashed around me. He, Laurel, Otto, Adam, and Quentin slashed at the golem’s fleshy torsos, wooden limbs, and bony protrusions.

      Unfortunately, the golems snapped to attention before any of the knights’ blows could land. A few parried the strikes, and others stumbled backward, dodging altogether.

      Rand cursed. His voice strained with feigned positivity. “Smith, hit him again!”

      I looked at the mage and realized he had recovered. He didn’t look the least bit pained. He must have healed himself in time to get the golems moving again. My single shot was almost enough to give us the opening we needed.

      I shoved another paper cartridge into my flintlock and thrust a percussion cap in place. My heart raced. I looked up and realized that all nine remaining golems had closed to within striking distance. Rand parried one, then another, dancing madly to avoid their huge blades.

      I leveled my flintlock, aiming at the mage again. It was clear he wasn’t injured now. I fought to hold my hands steady. Shooting to injure wouldn’t work anymore. We were on death’s door, and it was us or him.

      I squinted, breathing hard. Steady. I tightened my grip on the gun. I needed to make this shot count. My heart raced faster. I tuned out the roaring, shouting, and clashing of metal on metal that rang around me.

      I was hesitating, but I couldn’t help it. I had the flintlock aimed at his chest, and suddenly I was aware that I was about to end a human life. Was this the only way?

      Yes.

      Or at least the only way I could see.

      The mage’s eyes widened as the gunshot hit. I stared at him, equally shocked. Despite the raucous commotion all around us, it felt like it was only the two of us for a brief moment. The mage collapsed face-first into the grass.

      Critical hit! You did thirty-four damage. Enemy mage has been defeated. You gained fourteen experience points.

      As the message from my inner scroll faded, I took stock of the situation with the golems. Like when I’d injured the mage, each golem had let up on their attacks, looking confused.

      Rand shouted, rallying the others. They took advantage of the golems' confusion, rushing at their foes. The golems moved sluggishly, twisting their swords around at their sides as though trying to decide what to do with them.

      My inner scroll flashed as the four knights and Laurel landed easy hits, downing five golems in seconds. The golems crashed to the ground around me. The remaining four gazed at their fallen comrades, eyes still filled with confusion. They moved slowly, raising their swords.

      The cluster of messages on my inner scroll let up, leaving one line.

      Five enemy golems have been defeated. Total enemies = four.

      Rand and the other knights stormed toward the remaining four. Those golems put up a half-hearted fight, parrying one blow, then another.

      However, it was quickly clear that they weren’t as adept as they had been when the mage was around. Rand feigned a strike at the golem’s right side, and the golem fell for it. Rand swung his blade around, expertly slamming it into the creature’s chest.

      Laurel performed a similar maneuver alongside him, and both golems went down. Quentin sliced the third golem’s arm off, then stuck his sword into its chest, downing it with ease.

      Sir Quentin defeated an enemy golem. Total enemies = one.

      Adam and Otto teamed up on the last golem. It parried two of their blows, but Otto slashed it across the chest, and it fell.

      Sir Otto defeated an enemy golem. All enemy golems have been defeated!

      I relaxed. All was quiet now. I glanced at the fallen enemies, and upon seeing the mage, my chest knotted up. I still couldn’t believe I’d killed a man.

      Someone clapped my shoulder, and when I looked up, Rand stood beside me. He’d dismounted.

      “Good job, Dr. Smith. Thank the stars we have you around.”

      I nodded, still feeling uneasy.

      Adam laughed awkwardly. “I thought I was a goner. Holy smokes!”

      Otto spoke quietly. “You thought to target the enemy mage and took him out just in time. Genius.”

      Quentin brought my horse over. “Lucky for you, this fellow stuck around too.”

      I smiled at the horse and tenderly rubbed his face. He enjoyed it.

      Laurel whistled. “Guess we’ll have to call this one a draw, Sir Pretty Hair.”

      Rand mounted his horse with an annoyed look at the dwarf. “Call me that one more time, and I’ll send you back to the caves.”

      Laurel laughed.

      Rand sighed. “We should get going. We don’t want to run into another enemy patrol.”

      A pang of uneasiness shot through me. “What about Sir Oliver?” I eyed his body.

      Rand shook his head. “There’s no time. We’ll have to leave him. We’ll mourn later.”

      I nodded and got on my horse. Leaving Oliver didn’t sit right with me, but Rand was right. My quick thinking had gotten us out of this battle. I didn’t want to test our luck in a second one.
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      The atmosphere shifted as we finally rode out of the forest two days later. We’d turned east, and this portion of the journey took us through gentle, sloping grasslands. The sun shone overhead, and the sky was blue and clear. A gentle breeze ruffled our clothes as we plodded toward a river.

      We continued along it. I watched the water out of the corner of my eye, marveling at the fish swimming below the surface. A few looked familiar, but I also spotted a slender, orange-finned species that struck me as unique to this world.

      I rode up alongside Adam. Knowing how he loved birds, I engaged him in a discussion about the fish, hoping he’d also be interested in them. We conversed for a while, but it wasn’t long before we saw a large stony castle.

      “Duke Bertram up ahead,” Rand alerted us. “Dr. Smith, make sure to have your signet ring ready.”

      I reached into my inventory bag, where I’d stashed it for better safekeeping. Much to my amazement, the ring popped into my fingers as soon as I thought about it. I pulled it out and stuck it on my right index finger.

      As we drew closer to the castle, the surrounding land came into focus. A small village sprawled before us with ample expanses of farmland and cobbled roads. We took one of the roads up to the castle, slowing our approach as we approached a tall gate flanked by two towers. A drawbridge stood closed before us, and we were on the other side of a moat.

      Two shouts came from above. “General Rand! We see you!”

      “Hold a moment, General! We’re lowering the drawbridge.”

      The drawbridge rattled, slowly pulling away from the castle wall and angling down. It gradually sped up, taking a few minutes to completely descend until it was flush with the ground before us.

      Two guards stood on the other end of the drawbridge. They waved at us with friendly smiles. Rand led us across the bridge toward them and into the castle.

      The guards helped us down off the horses. “Duke Bertram will be glad to see you,” one commented.

      The other eyed Laurel with curiosity. “You travel with a dwarf?”

      Laurel chuckled. “Is that a rhetorical question or do you need glasses?”

      The guard looked confused. Rand rolled his eyes. “Don’t worry about her. She’s fine. Just a bit of a nuisance.” He clapped each guard on the back. “Now, let’s see Lord Bertram. The king has a plan to vanquish the Shadow Council.”

      The guards looked heartened to hear there was a plan. One attended the horses, and the other led us farther into the castle. We followed through winding passageways up to the second story.

      The corridors were still bustling with life here. Servants carried trays of food, cleaning supplies, or other items from room to room. A few soldiers milled around, chatting or standing by the windows. More than one person stared at Laurel as we passed.

      After a nice little trek down the hall, the guard led us into a room that resembled a smaller version of Alfred’s throne room. Stone walls surrounded us on every side, with wood floorboards underfoot. We traipsed along a dark red carpet, approaching a big stone chair in the rear. The area was roughly the size of a college classroom, and it didn’t take long to reach the man who sat on the stone chair. I assumed he was the duke.

      Two giant tapestries hung behind him, each decorated by a crest with the image of a black bear inside a green and blue shield. The man on the throne was heavyset, mostly bald, and wore a decorative maroon tunic. He sat up straighter as we stopped in front of him.

      He looked over our group with a welcoming smile. A thin mustache and a goatee with a mixture of brown and gray hair filled out his face. From his looks, I guessed he was somewhere in his fifties, at least.

      The duke’s gaze settled on Sir Rand. “General Rand. It’s a pleasant surprise. We received His Majesty’s message, but unfortunately, we couldn’t reach the battlefield in time. I hope he is in good health?”

      Rand nodded. “He is still alive, Duke Bertram.” He motioned to me. “This is Dr. Smith. His Majesty King Alfred has appointed him to speak on his behalf.”

      I stepped forward, holding up my hand with the signet ring for the duke to see. I flashed a friendly smile. “It’s great to meet you, Duke Bertram.”

      The duke nodded. “Likewise, Dr. Smith.”

      I lowered my hand. “My full name is Charles Smith. Sir Rand and I have come to you with a plan. We worked with King Alfred on it. We believe we can take back the capital, but we’ll need your help.

      “As you can see, we are traveling with a dwarf. Her name is Laurel. King Alfred has already allied with her clan in the war against the Shadow Council.”

      The duke sat straighter. His eyes lit up. “Impressive. His Majesty has my full support, of course!”

      A wave of confidence came over me. I felt good since Bertram received us with open arms and eager hospitality. I laid out the bones of our plan for him.

      Sir Rand and I were traveling the kingdom to rally the dukes’ forces. In a little less than two weeks, we would all meet at the old fort in the mountains. From there, the king planned to march on the capital. In the meantime, he would distract the enemy by keeping them busy with lightning raids, skirmishes, and ambushes.

      I was pleased to hear that Bertram found my plan intriguing. He asked many questions, and I got into some specifics.

      After answering many of his questions, the duke finally leaned back, relaxing in his chair. “I appreciate your detailed answers, Dr. Smith. I will have my troops at the fort in two weeks. You can count on me.”

      I smiled, feeling gracious. “Thank you.”

      The duke shook his head. “No thanks needed. Would you like to stay for a while, or will you be going? I can have a feast prepared for you if you are hungry.”

      I glanced out the window, then at Rand questioningly. He nodded in reply to my mute question. It was only midday, and the weather was as clear as I’d seen it my whole time here. We needed to visit two more dukes, and time was wasting.

      I thanked the duke for the offer and told him we would go. We only had a short time to get to the other dukes, and it was uncertain whether we might run into more trouble like the golem patrol. I was also concerned about how long the king’s small force could keep the enemy occupied. If the Shadow Council marched on the dukes, they could destroy the kingdom’s remaining armies piecemeal. Best to travel sooner rather than later.

      Soon we were on the road again, our provisions replenished and the first third of our mission accomplished. I guided my horse alongside Rand’s. He was riding by himself at the front, looking into the distance with a thoughtful expression.

      A cold breeze gusted over us, and I shivered. “How long until we reach the next duke?”

      Rand was silent for a moment. “We should be able to make it to Willhelm’s place by tomorrow. Then another two or three days ride out to Duke Tangrim by the coast. You did well in that meeting with Bertram, by the way. Good job.”

      I smiled, glad for the compliment. “Thank you.”

      Rand nodded, keeping his eyes on the road. “Before we meet with Duke Willhelm, it might be advantageous to pick up something sweet. He’s much more quid pro quo than Bertram and loves sweets.”

      I nodded. “Thanks for the advice.”

      Rand grunted. “We’re in this together. Anyway, it should be a smooth journey from here on out. You should enjoy the sights.”

      I continued riding in silence with him for a while. The Odd brothers laughed behind me, a few birds chirped in the distance, and the occasional gust of wind sighed. That was all.

      I looked at Rand, feeling curious. “Aren’t you scared?”

      Rand looked at me, confused.

      I sighed. “One of our men died back there. Any of us could be next.”

      Rand looked doubtful. “I don’t think the Shadow Council has made it out this far.”

      “We’ll see them again, eventually.”

      A slight grin formed on Rand’s lips. “It’s not my job to feel fear, Dr. Smith. Fear keeps you from taking action. It distorts you and makes you vulnerable. Better to avoid that sort of thing. If you believe you can win the fight, you will. If you don’t, you would’ve lost no matter what, so no sense in being scared.”

      Rand paused, looking thoughtful. “Fear is what killed Sir Oliver. It’s not a good thing.”

      I mulled over what he said. A part of me didn’t like his point of view. Fear had played a role in Oliver’s death, but it had been more than that. The golem had been what ultimately killed him. Besides, weren’t there situations in which it was useful to feel fear? Weren’t there times when one should run, not fight?

      Coming to grips with this world was taking time. Early on, it’d been easy. I did what I needed to do. There wasn’t time to think much about it. Now I’d killed a man. One who was trying to kill me, which made me feel better about it. It was still a jarring experience. Back home, shooting someone was something criminals did. Here, I was a hero for doing it. It would take me some time to shift my mindset.

      I needed to because in my gut I was certain that mage wouldn’t be the last human being slain by weapons I made—or my hands.
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      As the sun set, I remained lost in thought. Rolling green hills stretched on to my left with streams and lakes to the right. I rode in the middle of our small pack, veering toward the edge of the dirt road.

      Laurel had joined Rand in the front, and Adam rode up alongside them. Otto and Quentin discussed something in rather serious tones behind me. Adam, Laurel, and Rand were having a more lighthearted conversation since now and then laughter came from their general direction.

      My mind buzzed with too many thoughts and worries to pay attention to what anyone was saying. I kept pondering what Rand had said about fear. Was it fear I’d seen on that mage’s face when I hit him with the bullet moments before he went down? Was fear what had given him the moment’s pause I needed to kill him before he could blast me with a spell? Maybe.

      If that was the case, I needed to work on conquering my fear or at least controlling it. One thing was certain. I didn’t want to go out the way Sir Oliver did. I planned to survive this and get back home. Whatever it took.

      As these worries swirled in my head, the others steered us off the path, and I followed absentmindedly. I soon saw that they had located a small cavern, almost more of an overhang in the side of a nearby hill. It would provide some protection from the elements.

      We dismounted and took care of the horses. Then Rand and Adam gathered some firewood while I sat by a cave wall. Laurel fiddled with a flintlock. I saw her hit a switch on it out of the corner of my eye. The weapon shrank to the size of a smartphone, much like the flintlock in Halgrim’s shop had.

      Laurel glanced at me, making eye contact, and I looked away. I was still uneasy.

      A while later, Rand and Adam returned. I followed the others out of the cave and sat around the fire with them. Adam was telling a story. He spoke animatedly, but I couldn’t pay attention to what he was saying. The others laughed, including Otto and Quentin.

      Laurel side-eyed me, pursing her lips in curiosity. “Sir Rand, I think we have a problem.”

      The others went silent. Rand looked at me in concern. I felt like a spotlight was suddenly shining on me.

      Rand prompted, “Dr. Smith, what’s on your mind?”

      I sighed. For a moment I listened to the crackling fire. Our rations of sausage and potatoes sizzled in a pan. Savory scents wafted over the area.

      I tried to hide my uneasiness. These were all warriors, something I’d never been. They grew up in a world where violence was commonplace. Would they understand my feelings about what I’d done? I wasn’t sure.

      “I’ve been thinking about the battle with those golems,” I admitted. “I know it was necessary, but I killed a man, Rand. Shot him in the heart. I’d never seen a person dead of violence before coming here.”

      Rand looked confused. “Never? How is that possible?”

      “Where I come from, violence still happens, but it’s uncommon. We have wars. Mostly only soldiers fight. We have crime, but mostly people are safe.” I sighed. “Violence happens. I’ve been fortunate enough to avoid it most of my life.”

      “But we’ve seen your skill with the sword, Smith!” Adam said.

      Rand nodded his agreement.

      I flashed an embarrassed smile. “Where I’m from, swords are used mostly for sport. Competition fighting. I used to teach students who would compete with students from other schools.”

      Understanding dawned in Rand’s eyes then. Not the disdain I’d feared I might see, thank goodness. When he spoke again, it was softly and with more kindness than I usually heard from his gravelly tones.

      “Charles, I think I see. Not entirely, because your land sounds very different from ours. But I can imagine how it must be for you here. You’ve been doubly brave, then.”

      I scoffed. “Me? Brave? I’ve been scared half to death every fight we’ve been in!”

      “Yet you kept at it, didn’t you?” Laurel pitched in. “I wasn’t there for your fights against the council’s troops, but I heard some stories. You fought well there. I saw you fight the goblins. You didn’t flee.”

      “We all saw you battle the golems and mage,” Otto added. “Without your help, we might have all died there.”

      “Courage isn’t the absence of fear, my friend,” Rand pointed out. “It’s going on even when you’re scared.”

      That line prompted a smile from me. “We have a similar saying where I come from.”

      Rand nodded. “Most bits of wisdom are universal. I want to ask, though. Why did you offer to fight? You could have declined. You could have fled with the civilians or remained with Alfred to help the other engineers build weapons. Why throw yourself into danger?”

      I had to think about that, but the answer came faster than expected. “We have another saying in my land. ‘With great power comes great responsibility.’ I have knowledge and skills that might help. I’m responsible for using them.”

      “That is courage too,” Rand replied.

      The conversation shifted from there to other things, and this time, I joined in and laughed alongside the others. I still wasn’t wholly settled with what I’d done or what I knew I might still have to do. Still, a weight had lifted from my heart.
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        * * *

      

      We resumed our journey at dawn. According to Rand, Duke Willhelm’s castle was only a few hours away. As we returned to the dirt road, I pulled up alongside Rand. I’d done a lot of thinking about what the whole group had said the night before, and I could see Rand wanted to chat.

      He grunted, drawing my attention. “Have you had a chance to think about what we discussed last night?”

      I glanced at the road in front of me. “More than a little,” I replied truthfully. “Your land is very different from mine. It’s a lot to adapt to.”

      For a moment, we continued to ride in silence. Then he looked at me and grinned. “You’ve done well enough so far. Continue as you’ve begun, and you’ll be fine.”

      His horse picked up the pace, pulling ahead of me, and I didn’t try to keep up. I hoped he was right and wasn’t showing more faith in me than I deserved. I felt out of place, surrounded by these experienced warriors.

      After a moment, Quentin rode up alongside me.

      He flashed a genuine smile. “The general’s not wrong. You did well back there. Had you not shot that mage, we all might not be here. I expect you’ll do well next crisis, too. A man tends to show his true colors under duress.”

      I was grateful for Quentin’s kind words. I glanced at him. “I suppose he has to be tough-minded to be the king’s general, right?”

      Quentin smiled. “Oh, he’s been that way for a long while.” He looked ahead at Rand. “I knew him long before he was a general. Sir Rand’s had a hard life. He’s seen and experienced things that no one should have to. And I say that as a man with one arm.”

      I eyed Rand, curious about what Quentin meant. The general rode confidently down the path, focused on the journey ahead. “What sort of things?”

      Quentin shook his head. “Best let him tell you that. Anyway, he’s a good man. No one else I would want in charge of His Majesty’s forces. We’re in good hands.”

      I smiled, knowing Quentin was right. Rand was rough around the edges, but he was also the most capable of us here and a natural leader. I watched him for a while as we rode on, admiring how he always stayed alert.

      As the journey continued, I chatted with Quentin more. The Odd brothers rode up alongside us. Adam told me more about the weapons he was fond of while Otto steered the conversation toward discussing my “land.” Both brothers were intrigued to learn about modern-day weapons, especially when I told them about tanks.

      It wasn’t long before we saw Duke Willhelm’s castle. The second stage of our journey was nearing its conclusion.
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      Rand slowed to a gentle trot as he veered onto the cobblestone roads leading into town. Laurel rode alongside him, the Odd brothers filled in behind them, and Quentin and I brought up the rear.

      The sun was at its highest point in the sky. Small cumulus clouds congregated overhead, but it didn’t look like it would rain anytime soon. The wind was gentle, and the air was on the warm side. It was yet another perfect day to be outside, but as we rode closer to the city, the streets were eerily empty.

      In an environment where one would usually expect to hear a buzz of activity, there was only strained silence, accompanied by the rhythmic clopping of our horses’ hooves on stone.

      For a while, none of us said anything. I took in the city as we rode past houses and shops. Most were boarded up. A couple weren’t, but as I glanced through each window, it felt like they were abandoned. I didn’t see anyone anywhere.

      We rode into a town square where some stone benches sat around an intricately designed fountain with snakes looking at the sky. The water wasn’t on, and I doubted it had been on recently since the ground was dry.

      Rand guided his horse to the fountain, and we followed. He stopped. We faced each other.

      “Something’s not right,” Rand declared.

      Laurel looked curious. “Agreed.”

      Quentin eyed the boarded-up shops. “Do you think the Shadow Council’s been here?”

      Rand sighed. “I wouldn’t have thought so, but this doesn’t look good.”

      I looked around the square. “Maybe there’s someone we can ask.”

      No matter where I looked, I couldn’t spot a soul.

      Otto narrowed his eyes. “Bakery’s closed.”

      I followed his gaze. A cute little brick building stood at the other end of the square from us, with a colorful wooden sign that marked it as a bakery. The windows and door were boarded up.

      Laurel laughed. “Most important shop in town, that one.”

      Adam chuckled. “I do love a good fruit tart.”

      I gritted my teeth. “I say we continue to the castle. Someone’s bound to be there. We should split up. If the Shadow Council is here and they’ve set a trap for us, we don’t want to all fall into it.”

      The others nodded in agreement. Ideally, none of us would fall into a trap, but I didn’t see any way forward but to go to the castle.

      Rand looked at each of us. “We’ll split into two teams of three. One group heads to the castle. The other watches and waits. If we’re not back by sunset, ride out of the city and find somewhere safe to hunker down for the night. Then proceed on to see Duke Tangrim without us.”

      We all agreed to Rand’s plan. Rand, Adam, and I took the lead going up the mountain to the castle. Laurel, Otto, and Quentin followed us for a while but ducked behind an abandoned home before reaching the gates.

      As we neared the castle gates, I wondered whether we would encounter any guards. It grew chillier as we climbed, and a massive black gate soon appeared. The hill flattened, and we rode up toward the gate. Two guards watched us from the wall above. It was hard to determine what they looked like, but they stared at us.

      Rand called to them. “Good day! We come on behalf of His Majesty, King Alfred Benegrath, to see Duke Willhelm of Fairmont.”

      One of the guards shouted, “Lord Willhelm is ill!”

      Rand frowned in concern.

      Adam chuckled. “Convenient excuse for something.”

      Rand snorted. “Agreed.”

      He looked at the guards. “It’s rather urgent! His Majesty sent us! The duke will be handsomely rewarded if he sees us.”

      My eyes widened in surprise. I wasn’t quite sure how Rand planned to reward the duke.

      The guards didn’t spare a second to think it over. “He’s too ill!” one shouted.

      “Come back another day!” the other yelled.

      Rand gritted his teeth in frustration.

      I frowned. Taking the signet ring off my finger, I guided my horse to the front of our group, then looked at the guards. They were still staring at us.

      I held up the signet ring for them to see. “I have the king’s signet ring! I’m here on his authority. It’s very important that we speak to the duke!”

      The guards’ voices turned angry. “We said he’s too ill!”

      “Go away!” the other shouted.

      Rand looked up. He opened his mouth to say something, then held his tongue. He clenched his fists. His voice turned angry. “Open the gate! The duke will see us! That’s an order from the king himself! If you don’t open this gate, he will have your head!”

      For a moment, the guards above were silent. Then one shouted in a more professional tone, “Wait there!”

      Rand drew a deep breath. He was getting worked up.

      “At least we’re making progress,” I commented.

      Rand snorted. “Yes, of a sort. Well, when we see Lord Willhelm, I’ll talk to him about how incompetent his guards were.”

      Adam nodded. “Idiots. Unfortunately, it’s nothing new. Plenty of guards think they know best when they’re imbeciles.”

      Rand gritted his teeth. “More than imbeciles, frankly.”

      I nervously glanced at the castle wall where the guards had stood. Only one was there now. The other must have gone to speak to the duke or someone close to him.

      Unfortunately, the wait dragged on. At least an hour passed. Maybe two. I didn’t have a watch, so it was hard to say. Rand yelled at the guard to ask him to hurry up, but the guard said he could do nothing.

      The three of us were about ready to give up when suddenly the second guard returned.

      “You should go to the local inn!” the guard shouted. “Wait there!”

      Rand frowned. All of this was odd. I had to admit I was also curious about what was going on.

      Rand looked up. “Is the duke going to meet us there?” he shouted.

      The guard answered in a tired voice. “Just go! None of us can do anything for you here!”

      Rand groaned. I didn’t like this either, but there was no point in waiting at the castle gates any longer.

      We turned our horses around. Rand balled his hand into a fist. His face was tight with anger and frustration. He struggled to control it as we returned to the town, reuniting with Laurel, Otto, and Quentin.

      I followed Rand. He knew where he was going but said very little.

      Otto stared at him. “What happened at the castle?”

      I explained to him and the others how the guards had tried to turn us away but eventually told us to head to the local inn.

      Laurel snorted. “Men. You think the world exists to please you.”

      Quentin smiled. “He’ll calm down. Rand’s passionate, that’s all.”

      After a while, we reached a large house with a wooden sign hanging out front, denoting the place as an inn. We all dismounted, then tied our horses up and went inside.

      The interior was dark and cramped. Wooden pillars were scattered around the place, each with a single candle attached, providing a modicum of light. Wooden floorboards creaked underfoot. It was almost empty except for a potbellied man in weathered clothes. He sat on a stool on the other side of a bar, eating a bowl of stew. The man looked up as we approached, then sighed. I took him to be the innkeeper.

      We walked around scattered round tables and chairs toward the innkeeper. He forced an uneasy smile.

      “Welcome, travelers. What can I do for you?”

      Rand narrowed his eyes. “What’s going on around here?”

      The innkeeper sighed heavily and shook his head. “Can’t say.”

      Rand looked furious. “Can’t? Or won’t?”

      I nudged him. “Sir Rand, there’s no sense antagonizing him over this.”

      Rand’s expression softened. He forced a smile. “My apologies, sir.”

      Laurel stepped forward. “Why don’t you get us all some food? I think our hunger’s starting to get the best of us.”

      The innkeeper chuckled. “That, I can understand.”

      He rose to his feet, but his eyes lingered on Laurel for a moment longer than usual. He wasn’t used to having dwarves stop by his inn. From what I’d heard, they didn’t leave their lands much.

      As the innkeeper went to get our food, we found a table. Adam and Otto slid two little tables together and dragged two more chairs into place. Rand scratched his forehead, looking overwhelmed.

      Otto turned to me. “They said to wait here? Nothing else?”

      I nodded. It all felt rather cryptic.

      Rand snorted. “For all we know, they sent us here to get rid of us.”

      I frowned. “I don’t think so.”

      Rand leaned in, putting his arms on the table. “It’s the most likely scenario. We should think about what to do next.”

      Adam scratched his head. “I think Smith’s right, I don’t think—”

      Rand interrupted, “They already lied to us once. The duke is not ill. We can’t trust anything they said.”

      “Well, we can figure out what to do next over our meal,” I interjected.

      Laurel added, “We should see if the innkeeper has stabling and provisions for the horses if we’re going to wait here.”

      Soon, the innkeeper brought us our food, and we dug in. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was. The smell of the beef dish wafted up to my nose, my stomach grumbling moments before I took the first bite. It was warm and tender. I chewed.

      The others gradually lightened up. Otto and Adam exchanged some jokes. Laurel laughed with them. Soon, the humor had Rand smiling.

      We were about midway through the meal when the door to the inn squeaked open. I looked up as a portly middle-aged man with a pointed hat and a hooded green cloak entered. He shut the door behind him and looked around. Worry lined his features.

      The innkeeper approached him, saying something in a low voice. The man nodded, and the innkeeper locked the door.

      Rand murmured, “Willhelm’s seneschal. So the castle did send someone.”
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      The man in the green cloak approached our table. As he drew closer, Rand stood to greet him with a friendly hand.

      The man shook it. “General Rand. It’s a pleasure to see you again. I’m so sorry we have to meet like this.”

      Rand smiled. “It’s all right, Gunther. Please, have a seat. We are all wondering about what’s going on here.”

      Rand pulled up a chair for the seneschal, and he sat.

      “Hello, everyone. My name’s William Gunther. I’m sorry we have to meet this way, but having you enter the castle isn’t an option right now.”

      Rand sat, leaning forward with a concerned expression. “What’s going on?”

      The seneschal looked around the table, smiling sadly. "It's the Shadow Council, unfortunately."

      Rand looked surprised. "I hadn’t thought they made it out to this area."

      The seneschal shook his head. "Lord Willhelm received the letter from His Majesty calling for aid. He sent our entire troop west to protect the capital, but only a day after they left, the Shadow Council slipped their agents into the castle.”

      My eyes widened in surprise. “They were waiting for the troops to be gone, so the castle was less defended.”

      The seneschal nodded. “I think you’re right. Anyway, they were mages, and there was nothing the few remaining guards could do to stop them. Most of the guards died trying to defend the duke. They succeeded, but the mages made off with his two children.”

      ”On their way out they went through town, slaying anyone they could find. Most of the townsfolk fled or hid. The council sent a messenger the next day to speak to the duke. They made him recall his men. If we try anything the mages construe as supporting Alfred, they’ve threatened to execute the children. You see why the guards couldn’t let you in.”

      I leaned forward, eager to help. “My name’s Dr. Smith. The king gave me his signet.” I removed the ring from my finger and showed it to the seneschal. “Maybe we can help.”

      Gunther looked uncertain. “We can’t cross the council. Lord Willhelm won’t risk his children.”

      I nodded, completely understanding. “If we can find the kids and rescue them, we can break the Shadow Council’s hold over you.”

      Rand smiled. “Yes. Let us help, Gunther.”

      Gunther frowned. “I don’t know. If the council catches you snooping around, there’s no telling what they might do.”

      I felt the weight of this predicament, but I had to make him see reason. “They'll take over the kingdom if we don’t do something. Once that happens, I doubt the duke’s kids will be of much use. Who knows what they’ll do?”

      Gunther looked thoughtful. For a moment, everyone considered what I had said in silence.

      Laurel spoke up. “Smith’s right. Things are only gonna get worse for those kids if we don’t do something.”

      Gunther sighed heavily. He stood. “My hands are tied. If your group wants to do something, go ahead. Just don’t get caught. I need to get back to the castle. Otherwise, my presence will be missed.”

      The seneschal shuffled over to the door. The innkeeper unlocked it for him. He drew his hood over his head, then scurried out of the inn.

      Once he was gone, Rand looked at me. “Dr. Smith. It’s your plan. Any ideas for how to find the kids?”

      I pursed my lips, giving it some thought. “Yes. If the council wants to keep control of Willhelm, they must have agents nearby watching him. Probably troops as well since they’d need guards for the kids. If we can find a patrol, we can follow it to wherever their base is.”

      The others nodded. They agreed with my plan, but I hoped it was the best as we shuffled out of the inn. We needed Duke Willhelm’s support. Without it, we stood no chance against the Shadow Council. If anything went wrong here, I had a sinking feeling that getting him to back up King Alfred would be impossible.

      I tried to shake the sinking feeling and look at things in a more positive light. At least we knew more about what was going on. Thanks to Gunther, we knew that we needed to rescue the duke’s kids to get his support.

      Figuring the council might send someone by the castle to check on things after our visit, the six of us rode closer to the castle and hid behind a building to stay out of sight. We kept watch for a few hours. While waiting, I pulled out the photos I’d brought.

      Rand glanced over my shoulder. “Very elaborate paintings you have there.”

      “They’re not paintings. They’re images made by light striking special paper.” I held the pictures up so he could see better. “We call them photographs back home.”

      Rand looked impressed. “Who is that with you?”

      “This one here is my mom. Then my friends. The last one’s with my fencing team. Our version of sword-fighting.”

      Rand looked thoughtful. Before he could say anything, the others gathered around, except for Quentin, who kept watch. I answered a few of their questions about the photos and passed them around.

      Shortly after noon, we hit paydirt. Two mages on horseback and a squad of golems went up to the front gates. They didn’t have any trouble getting inside. We took turns watching the castle, waiting for their departure. Around sunset, Otto’s hushed voice interrupted the rest of us, drawing our attention.

      “Shh. The gate’s opening,” he muttered.

      I peered around him, watching as the gate drew completely open. Two mages on horseback rode out of the castle, followed by a procession of five golems. I figured they were the same ones we’d seen earlier. The mages led the golems down a cobblestone road into the heart of the abandoned city. The rest of us mounted our horses, but Rand held up a hand, stopping us.

      “We can track them easily enough. We won’t lose them. Let’s put some more distance between us,” he whispered.

      We watched until the mages and the golems passed behind a building. Then Rand waved us on, and we went after them. We couldn’t disguise the noise our horses made, but hopefully the mages would think it was echoes from their mounts.

      Rand stopped at the edge of the building they had passed behind, peeking around the corner. He motioned for us to follow. As we rode out onto the new street, the last of the golems made yet another turn.

      We followed, making several more turns behind the golems and the mages. Soon we came to the edge of the city, and the mages picked up their pace. We held our position, not wanting to expose ourselves where they could see us.

      The path from the city led out to an open green valley. Past that, the cobblestone road became a dirt road, so tracking the golems would be simple with their distinctive footprints. A few trees dotted the landscape in the distance, but they were mostly sparse and wouldn’t provide adequate hiding space if we continued to follow the mages. The enemy group moved at a quick pace, but the horses were still trotting, not running.

      Rand glanced at us. “There’s a forest just over the hill. I bet that’s where they’re going. We’ll wait a bit, then follow their tracks.”

      We held our position until the mages had slipped out of sight, then went on our way. My heart slammed in my chest as we rode out into the open, but they were too far away to spot us. We moved slowly, following the mages’ trail. We passed a lone tree, then eventually made our way up a small hill.

      The mages and the golems were far ahead of us, across a huge field and about to enter a forest. They remained facing forward, giving no sign they’d spotted us.

      Rand whispered to me, “They’re passing into the forest. Keep your eyes on the spot they entered. That’s where we’ll need to pick up their trail.”

      I watched as the mages and the golems moved between the trees. Once we’d given them what Rand felt was enough time, we followed the path toward the spot. Thankfully no ambush awaited us. The council’s patrol had pushed on toward their destination.

      We soon passed deeper into the forest. The mages were no longer visible, but as Rand said, the golems left a clear trail as they crushed the forest’s undergrowth.

      We zigzagged across the forest, following the enemy’s trail toward a noisy stream at the bottom of a small decline. We crossed after letting the horses drink and headed up another hill before eventually reaching a small grassy plateau.

      Beyond the plateau, the trees gave way to a giant valley filled with tents. Hooded figures in black revealed themselves. At last, I spotted the mages again. They were heading into the valley, and the golems were following them.

      Rand dismounted and tethered his horse where it could graze. We followed suit. “Careful. Be quiet. Stay behind the trees.”

      He motioned for us to follow. We peered out from behind two trees, gazing at the valley below.

      We had a problem. I stared at the camp, shifting my gaze from the tents on one side to the other, which covered a plot of land that looked as big as a football field. Hundreds of golems and dozens of mages in black cloaks, some with hoods drawn over their heads, strolled along the grass, talked, or milled around. The sunlight was fading, casting the camp in a steadily darkening glow.

      We all watched the camp until dusk hit. Then we couldn’t see anything except a few scattered torchlights in the valley. Silence filled the air, and I wondered if the others were as worried as I was. King Alfred’s forces had struggled with five mages. We’d barely escaped nine golems. How were we supposed to deal with a force many times that?

      Laurel’s voice cut through the silence. “Well. Ain’t this gonna be fun?”
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      The six of us retreated and huddled near the horses. Rand gazed around the group.

      “All right, we need to slip someone in there to gather intelligence. Smith, most of us are too well-known to the enemy, and the dwarf would stick out too. You think you might be up for a little scouting?”

      I was unsure of myself. “I’m not the stealthiest person I know…”

      “I don’t think you’ll need to be. You only have to get in and out of the enemy camp without being noticed. I think I have something that can help.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “All right. What is it?”

      Rand turned. “Quentin.”

      Quentin nodded. “Right.”

      Quentin went to one of the horses. He opened the saddlebag and removed something dark. I couldn’t see it very well, but as he brought it closer, I recognized a mage’s cloak.

      Quentin handed it to Rand.

      Rand folded it over his forearm. “Quentin took it from the mage you killed, Dr. Smith. One of us can use it to blend in. We’ll still need to be careful, but the disguise should help in the darkness.”

      Laurel snorted. “What are you talking about? They’d see right over my head.”

      Rand laughed. “We definitely can’t send the dwarf. Dr. Smith, I think you’re our best bet. We know you have some magical ability, so you’ll blend the best of any of us.”

      I winced. Was I ever going to convince these people it was science, not magic, that caused me to pop into King Alfred’s throne room out of thin air? Probably not, I thought wryly, since even I thought of it as “popping out of thin air.” I had little more understanding of the science that brought me here than they did.

      However, I was willing to bet these mages were something like the academics from my world. They were students of a subject most people didn’t study. I felt fairly certain I could fake it.

      Failing that, I’d have to make sure I was ready to run like hell.

      Rand offered me the cloak, and after some hesitation, I took it.

      You acquired the item mage’s cloak!

      I slipped the cloak on. “All right, I’ll give it a shot. But you guys better back me up if anything goes wrong.”

      Rand nodded, smiling. “Oh, don’t worry. Give us a signal, and we’ll come out swords swinging.”

      The rest of the group wished me good luck. I took a little time to check my inventory bag to ensure I was prepared. I slipped my sword into the bag with the tools I’d brought when we fled King Alfred’s castle and my flintlock.

      My nerves increased as I approached the enemy camp. In the dark, I could barely see a thing. If it weren’t for the torches and small cookfires scattered throughout, I would have been almost completely blind.

      The golems became easier to see as I drew closer to the enemy. They milled around at the camp’s perimeter in front of many of the tents. Some had swords drawn, others wielded fists of iron. They kept looking out from the camp, as if watching for anyone approaching.

      I backed up a few steps. I wasn’t sure if it was the dark or the distance between us, but although the golems looked in my direction, they didn’t seem to see me. Was that because of the cloak? Did the golems assume I was one of them because I wore it?

      I couldn’t count on the enemy making such a terrible mistake. It was more likely they’d at least perform a sentry function and intercept me. If they needed a password or something, I didn’t have it.

      I watched the creatures, tense and ready to flee at the first sign of danger. The golems tilted their heads in an almost robotic fashion. They occasionally trudged a few paces to their left or right, gazing across the grass in front of me but not seeing me.

      After I felt more confident that they would not see me, I dug out my inventory bag and reached inside. As soon as I thought about it, my tool bag appeared in my hand. I pulled it out.

      I unzipped the bag and dug through the contents with an occasional glance at the golems. Pangs of nervousness hit me when I thought about what might happen should they spot me. With those eerily empty eyes, I rather doubted whether my black cloak would fool them. These were more programmed machines than reasoning beings.

      I bit my lip and studied them again. If I was right and they had programmed responses, I could use that to my advantage. If I could probe their responses, maybe I could trick them into doing what I wanted.

      I reached down, dug through the dirt, and located a small rock. I brushed it clean, then tossed it toward the bushes about ten meters away.

      The pebble struck the bushes, rustling the leaves. The golems instantly turned their heads, staring at where the pebble had hit. They kept staring for a few moments as if concerned someone would pop out of the bushes but resumed their usual behavior when nobody did.

      I grinned. One step closer to entering the camp. I returned my attention to my tool bag.

      An idea formed as I dug around through the various supplies. The sound of the rock impacting was what caught their attention. I needed something that would produce a sustained sound to maintain the golems’ focus.

      The problem was, since I didn’t know where the kids were, I couldn’t alert the mages to my presence. I needed to get into their camp without them suspecting anything was amiss. One way might be to create something that produced a sound only the golems could hear.

      I pulled out a breadboard from my bag, normally used for building prototypes of electronic circuits. Then I grabbed a small pouch of electrical components and wires. Digging through the bag, I located a 555 timer, two small capacitors, a 1k resistor, and a potentiometer. I hooked them up on the breadboard, starting with the timer, and used a few pieces of wire to fashion an electrical circuit, doing my best to recall the instructions from memory. I finished by connecting one of two radio speakers in my bag to the circuit.

      I paused and studied my design. With this construction, the device would produce a high-frequency sound that would only be audible nearby. Those in the camp wouldn’t hear it, but the golems nearest me would. Everything looked right.

      Confident in the design, I dug a battery out of my bag and hooked it up to the device. It emitted a faint, high-pitched squeal. I smiled, feeling proud.

      Then I looked at the golems and noticed them staring at me. I jumped, fumbling the device, but kept from dropping it. Eyes wide, I soft-pitched the device toward the bushes where the rock had landed. I held my breath, hoping it wouldn’t break.

      The golems turned, almost as if watching the device fly away. When it landed, they all maintained their gaze on the bushes. I watched them, still nervous. I had to remind myself that they hadn’t been staring at me. They’d been looking in my direction because of the device. None of them were still looking this way.

      Several golems congregated at one side of the camp. They shook their heads, looking disturbed by the sound. They lifted their swords and fists, groaning and shaking them as if trying to scare something off. The sound wouldn’t let up. It would emit high-frequency noise until one of them crushed the device or until the battery ran out of juice.

      The golems eventually turned from wary and confused to angry. They stomped, and several lumbered toward the bushes. Others roared, backing up their comrades with raised fists like they were cheering them on.

      Amid all the commotion at that end of the camp, I scanned the perimeter and found an opening that was almost a straight shot from where I was. I eased down the hill, careful not to step too loudly. I still wasn’t sure exactly how good the golems' hearing was and if they might be able to make out my footfalls despite the distraction.

      Luckily, I reached the edge of the camp undetected. Most of the golems were still over at the other end. More were making their way up the hill, batting through the thicket in search of whatever caused the noise. A few moments later they began to disperse. They must have smashed my little noisemaker.

      I slipped between two tents, safely inside the camp. Most of the mages were still milling around, but I spotted a couple rushing toward the golems. They must have noticed the odd behavior.

      I frowned, hoping they wouldn’t put things together. If they did, I still had time.

      I ducked onto the main path through the camp and strode along like I belonged there. Tents lay on either side of me. The track was mostly dirt, with a mixture of grass and gravel here and there. A few mages sat outside the tents, lounging or guarding whoever or whatever was inside. Most of the tents stood closed and unguarded. I wove between two of them.

      Most likely, the kids would be in a guarded tent. It wouldn’t make much sense not to have someone watching over them. I counted three tents with guards in my line of sight. There might have been more.

      I scratched the back of my neck and slowed my pace. The question was, how would I figure out what was in each of those tents without arousing suspicion?

      I was stuck, but before I could decide what to do, someone behind me barked, “You there! Stop.”

      I froze, hand tightening around my inventory bag under my cloak.

      The voice continued. “What are you doing?”

      I gritted my teeth, unsure how to respond.
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      After a few moments of silence, footsteps approached. Whoever was behind me was closing in. I frantically ran through scenarios in my head, trying to determine which course of action to take.

      I could run for it, but I’d certainly get caught. Should I draw my flintlock or sword? No, there was no time. Plus, I was so outnumbered it was ridiculous.

      The footsteps stopped. The person spoke again. It was a woman’s voice with a commanding tone. “Turn around.”

      Taking a deep breath, I decided to do as she said.

      Unlike mine, her black robe had a red trim. I briefly wondered if that meant she was higher-ranked. The slender woman was nearly my height, and her eyes were dark, giving her a malevolent, witchy vibe. Wavy orange hair fell to her shoulders.

      Underneath her cloak, I spotted a hint of a fuzzy, sky blue tunic. Above that was a collar with a piece of gold embedded in it.

      The woman glared at me, her dark red lips creased into a frown. Then I saw the bird perched on her arm. She held that arm out at her side. Its green eyes rotated, staring at me. It was the largest raven I’d ever seen.

      “Since you don’t seem to be doing anything, I need your help.” The woman sounded annoyed.

      I nervously nodded. She didn’t seem to think much of me, so I had to assume she hadn’t realized I was an intruder. I bowed my head. “I’m at your service.”

      “Good. I'm looking for Theros. Have you seen him?”

      I tried not to show my confusion, but I hesitated, unsure how to answer. The enemy mage narrowed her eyebrows, looking concerned.

      I forced a smile. “Theros. Oh, well, no, I haven’t seen him lately.”

      The woman sighed. “The idiot. He’s supposed to relieve me to guard the prisoners. I’ve got an important meeting to attend. I can’t keep doing this all night.”

      That piqued my interest. She’d mentioned prisoners. Was it the kids I was looking for?

      I laughed awkwardly. “Oh. Theros. You know, I think I remember something now. I heard some people saying he had gotten tied up on, uh, patrol duty. They found some villagers collecting weapons and wanted to look into it.”

      The mage rolled her eyes. “Seriously? Doesn’t anyone think about me? He gets to stay out on patrol duty, and I’m stuck trying to find a replacement guard with no notice.”

      I shrugged. I turned, acting like I was going to walk away.

      The enemy mage protested. “Hey, wait a moment. Don’t go anywhere.”

      Her raven squawked as if to back her up. I faced her.

      She glared at me. “You’re going to take over. Come on.”

      I opened my mouth, feigning an objection. I didn’t want to seem too eager. “I don’t—”

      The enemy mage growled. Her raven stared at me with its eerie green eyes. “No arguments. Come on.”

      I sighed, then nodded. She motioned for me to follow.

      A soft smile formed on my lips as soon as she turned her back. Bingo! She was taking me to the prisoners, and with any luck, they would be Duke Willhelm’s kids.

      I frowned as her raven rotated its head, glaring at me. We made our way onto the main trail, stepping through camp.

      She muttered as we walked. “Blasted Theros. Idiot doesn’t give a lick about me. Just does whatever he wants. Screw him.”

      I pursed my lips. “Sorry.”

      She glared at me. “I don’t need your sympathy.”

      I nodded, zipping my lips. She continued muttering. “I bet there are no villagers. He probably made up the whole thing, and he’s having a picnic in the countryside. Biggest idiot I ever met. And lazy too. Got no manners. An arrogant fool.”

      I nodded. I didn’t want to give her cause to shift her ire toward me.

      We stopped at a white tent that looked like any other. The woman motioned to me, and I took it as an indication I should stand guard here. I peeled open the tent flap and looked inside.

      Two children sat bound with rope around their wrists and tied to a wooden pole in the ground. The boy was about four feet tall, had dirty blond hair, and a thin build. He wore a somewhat fanciful shirt and trousers. He looked at the ground as soon as he saw me. Fear showed in his eyes.

      The girl did the same, equally scared. She was taller and older than the boy. Maybe close to being a teenager? She had straight blonde hair, a freckled face, and wore a yellow dress with silver shoes. She had an almost princess-like visage.

      I shut the tent flap, then turned my attention back to the enemy mage. I smiled. “I’ll stand watch. No worries. Go to your meeting, and good luck.”

      To my surprise, the enemy mage responded with a genuine smile. “Thanks.” She approached and clasped my shoulder. Her raven glanced up, dangerously close. “I’ll remember you. We need more mages like you in our ranks if we’re to accomplish our goals of liberating the world.”

      Liberating the world? That was a very different story from what my friends had told me. Not to mention it didn’t match the reality of what I saw. An army made up of bits of one’s enemies had to be a Geneva Convention violation. Not that they had a Geneva Convention here. These wouldn’t be the first would-be conquerors who told themselves they were doing it to help people, though.

      I chuckled awkwardly. I couldn’t take my eyes off the creepy bird. It didn’t take its eyes off me, either.

      The woman removed her hand. “What’s your name?”

      I paled, looking from the bird to her. “It’s Smi, uh, Smidderbug. Ron. Ron Smidderbug.”

      Doubts about giving her my real name surfaced midway through.

      The raven croaked. The woman gritted her teeth. “Your real name. Don’t be an idiot like Theros.”

      “Sorry.” I struggled to remain composed. “It’s Smith. Charles Smith.”

      The woman nodded. “You can call me Harken. I’ll see you around.”

      She stomped off, muttering some more. “Idiot Theros. Got the brain of a twelve-year-old.” Her raven squawked. Harken called, “Smith! If Theros comes back, tell him to see me! He’s in big trouble.”

      I gritted my teeth, feeling bad for Theros. Who knew if he’d done anything wrong? “Will do!”

      As she and her bird disappeared down the road, a message popped up on my inner scroll.

      Acquired skill: Bluffing level one!

      As the message faded, I relaxed outside the tent, watching the mages in the camp. There weren’t many around, and the few that were out seemed preoccupied with their business.

      I drew a deep breath. This was my chance.

      I peeked into the tent. The kids sat on the ground by the wooden pole, in the same position as before. They stared at the ground, looking scared and nervous.

      I lowered my voice. “Hey, kids. Listen. I’m not with the council. I’m here from the king. I’m here to help.”

      At the mention of the king, both kids looked up with wide eyes.

      The boy spoke, sounding surprised. “Are you really?”

      The girl smiled. “Finally!”

      I put a finger to my lips. “Shh. You have to play along for now. If anyone asks, I’m the guard, and I’m not nice.”

      Both kids smiled.

      “We can do that!” the boy agreed.

      “Quiet,” I reminded him.

      The girl whispered, “Are you gonna free us?”

      I pursed my lips. “Soon. For now, be quiet and keep acting like normal. I have to think up a plan, but we’ll get out once I do. Okay?”

      Both kids nodded, still excited. I let the tent flap drop.
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      I stood guard for a while, casually watching the various mages still hanging around outside the tents. Despite the scare with the lady mage, this mission thrilled me. The mages who’d gone to check the perimeter disturbance had returned without raising an alarm, so I told myself I was safe. For now.

      As time passed, the mages gradually headed into their tents. I dug through my inventory bag and pulled out my toolkit, fashioning a second high-frequency sound device like the first. For this one, I used the last of my speakers. I checked it over, making sure it was just right. I wouldn’t be able to make another, but I only needed one to get the kids out.

      Soon, the campsite was nearly empty. I watched as the last stragglers ducked into a tent. On the road leading into camp, I spotted a couple of mages and golems trudging toward us. No doubt it was a patrol returning to camp for the night.

      Time to act.

      I slipped my second high-frequency sound device into my inventory bag. Then I turned and casually ducked into the tent with the kids. They looked up, eyes wide with excitement.

      I smiled. “It’s time.”

      They squirmed around in their bindings, looking eager to go. I put a finger to my lips. “Shh.”

      Both kids stilled. I nodded. They got it.

      I tiptoed to them and slid my sword out of the inventory bag.

      The boy’s eyes widened. “Cool!” His expression suddenly changed. “Oops.”

      His sister glared at him.

      I whispered, “Stick out your hands.”

      The boy did so. I cut the rope with my sword. It fell away. I did the same for the girl.

      Before we could exit, someone outside the tent called, “Hey! Who’s in there?”

      I panicked. I rushed to get my sword back into the inventory bag, simultaneously stumbling toward the entrance to the tent. If whoever was on the other side looked in on us, it would all be over.

      Before stepping outside the tent, I remembered the kids. I looked back at them, holding up my hand, and mouthed, “Stay.” Hopefully they’d understand that.

      The stranger called, “What are you doing in there?”

      I ducked out of the tent and put on a confident smile. “Just checking on the prisoners.”

      The mage on the other side wore a plain black cloak like mine. He had unruly, shoulder-length black hair, a tattoo around his right eye, and wore two long, silver earrings. His mouth hung open as he looked at me. The expression made him seem completely dumbfounded.

      I feigned confusion. “Who are you?”

      The mage tightened his jaw. “Theros. I’m supposed to relieve Magister Harken for guard duty.”

      My eyes widened. Things were coming together now. “Magister Harken put me on guard duty,” I told him sternly. “She’s angry with you. Wants to see you right away. You were supposed to be here earlier.”

      Theros groaned. “I can’t control how long the patrols take.”

      I gritted my teeth. “Maybe you should try explaining that to her.”

      Theros sighed, looking rather distraught. “I can’t. You know how she is. Strict to the max. Seriously, I can’t even cast a little telekinesis spell without her chewing me out.”

      I did my best to look unsympathetic.

      Theros moaned. “It’s ridiculous. Now she’s going to be really mad at me. Who knows what she’ll do? I could get stuck cleaning the latrines.”

      I shrugged. “Not much you can do about it now. You'll be in more trouble if you don’t talk to her.”

      Theros looked at me hopefully. “Hey, maybe you can help me out. Put in a good word. I bet she loves you since you covered for me.”

      I didn’t like where this was going. “She wanted to see you alone,” I told Theros, although she hadn’t specified.

      Theros whimpered, pleading with me. “Please. Do me this one favor. I’ll be in your debt. Just tell her I was doing my best.”

      “I don’t know. She seemed pretty frustrated with you. I don’t think there’s anything I could say.”

      Theros looked defeated. “Oh gods. It’s that bad?”

      I adjusted my tactic, trying to take on a more reassuring tone. “Just go talk to her. Get it over with. I’m sure it’ll be fine in the long run.”

      Theros shook his head. “I can’t. You have to come with me.”

      I hesitated, then shook my head. “No. Someone has to stay on guard duty.”

      “Hey, where are you from, anyway?” Theros was suddenly suspicious. Damn it, I’d hoped he would stay too rattled to think things through clearly. “Your accent sounds funny.”

      “Don’t change the subject.” I made my voice harsh. “You need to get moving, or Harken will make your bad day worse.”

      Theros sighed. “I suppose so.”

      Before I could stop him, he reached for the tent flap and pulled it open. “I’ll check the prisoners so I can bring a report to her—”

      The kids were standing inside, unbound and waiting for me.

      “Why aren’t they tied up?” Theros said. “Wait, who are you? Did you free them?”

      I didn’t waste time with a reply but hurriedly reached into my inventory bag. With a thought, the hilt of my sword was in my hand.

      Theros let the flap drop, whirled on me, and raised his hands. He was getting ready to cast a spell.

      I pulled my sword free. Theros snapped his fingers, and a fireball burst into his hand. He aimed it at me. With no time to think, I drove my sword into his body, impaling him on the blade.

      He let out a startled cry, then dropped lifeless. The fireball blinked out of existence.

      Critical hit! Mage Theros took twenty-four damage. You defeated Mage Theros. You gained eight experience points.

      My heart was racing. His cry had sounded so loud. It seemed impossible no one else had heard it.

      I slid my sword back into the inventory bag and hurried to Theros’ body, looking right and left to see if anyone had seen it. None of the other mages were out of their tents, but if someone spotted the body, they’d rouse the entire camp in moments.

      I grabbed Theros by the ankles and dragged him toward the tent. As I pulled him inside, the kids moved out of the way. They had been waiting by the opening. I laid him in a corner, then turned to the kids.

      I put my finger on my lips. “Quiet,” I whispered.

      The kids nodded.

      The boy looked sheepish. “Sorry.”

      I approached and put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s all right. We’re all okay, and I’m still going to get you out.” I breathed a heavy sigh.

      The boy nodded. Trying not to show how nervous I was, I stepped outside.
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      As I exited the tent, I adopted a casual expression and stood guard in front of it like before. I peered up and down the main walkway, hoping nobody had been alarmed by the cry. A plan formed in my mind. I would wait here for a few minutes. If no one came out of the tents, I’d grab the kids and make a break for it.

      Unfortunately, I soon heard sounds all around me and knew I wasn't that lucky. Heavy footfalls from the perimeter moved closer. Confused shouts came from the tent beside me. They were most likely mages, although I couldn't determine what they were saying. At the end of the main walkway through the camp, I spotted a fully dressed mage peeking out of the tent. They made eye contact with me, then came the rest of the way out.

      My heart raced. I was in trouble and needed to do something fast.

      I scanned the area, searching for anything that might help me. A couple more mages stumbled out of their tents, looking around in confusion. Two golems stepped into the path from between two tents. They stumbled toward me. There was a campfire between us.

      I stared at the campfire. The golems were moving closer by the second, and more mages emerged from their tents. It was only a matter of time before someone came to check on the kids.

      I reached into my inventory bag, thoughts racing. Somewhere in my backpack was ammonium nitrate. The bottle appeared in my hand as soon as I thought about it, and my eyes widened. I’d forgotten the inventory bag could do that.

      I pulled the bottle out, double-checking that it was the right thing. Some white, powdery crystals sat inside a small glass bottle. I lobbed the bottle toward the campfire.

      For a quick moment, I watched as the bottle sailed through the air. It landed at the edge of the fire, in the coals. It didn’t break, but that was okay. The fire would heat the glass, and...

      I ducked into the tent and rushed toward the kids, putting my arms around them. “Get down!”

      Both kids looked at me with fear in their eyes. I pulled them to the ground. A massive boom reverberated as the heat smashed the glass and reacted to the chemicals inside. The ground shook. My inner scroll flashed with messages.

      Enemy Mage took five damage.

      Enemy golem took seven damage.

      More enemies than I could count were taking damage from the blast.

      Confused shouts mixed with a few screams. More crackling sounded, then another boom. More shouting. We waited for a few moments until it was clear there wouldn’t be any more explosions and the messages on my inner scroll finished. I got up and helped the kids to their feet.

      The little girl sniffed. “Why’s it so smoky?”

      I smelled the smoke too. “I’ll explain later.” There was no time to go into it now. “Come on.”

      I took both kids’ hands and led them outside into one hell of a mess.

      The whole area was shrouded in a huge cloud of gray smoke. I could barely make out the spot where the campfire had been. Several tents in the vicinity had burned to ashes. Mages stumbled around with wide eyes and shocked expressions.

      The two golems who had been approaching earlier lay face-first in the dirt. The blast had taken them out. Various other groups of golems were stumbling toward the campfire’s remains. I tried to count them. Two, four, five, eight, no, nine. I was sure more were coming.

      I turned, dashing through camp and pulling the kids along. We wove around some remaining tents and others that had burned to ashes. As we circled the remains of a tent near the campfire, people shouted at me. No doubt, they were mages.

      “There!”

      “He’s got the prisoners!”

      “Get him!”

      “After him!”

      I didn’t look back to see who they were. The smoke was clearing, and I could see better. We were almost to the line of golems surrounding the outskirts of the camp. The three of us wove around another tent.

      Three mages stood before us, blocking the path ahead. I stopped, eyes widening as I turned from flight to fight mode. The kids got behind me.

      Magister Harken stood in the center, and the two mages on either side of her had unadorned robes. Her raven was still on her arm. She seethed, “Restrain him! I want him alive!”

      The mages stepped forward, summoning vines from the sleeves of their robes. I quickly reached into my inventory bag and summoned my flintlock.

      The mages flicked their wrists, and the vines sped toward me. I hustled to load a paper cartridge into the flintlock, then secured a percussion cap, aimed, and fired.

      Hit! Enemy mage took fourteen damage. You defeated an enemy mage. You gained six experience points.

      One of the mages went down. The other one got me with his vine, wrapping it around one of my arms, which he restrained against my torso. I dropped the flintlock into my inventory bag and pulled out my sword with my other hand.

      The mage tugged on the vine, and I went down with the force of his pull. I hacked at the vine with my sword. The mage charged at me, summoning two more vines, one from each hand.

      Magister Harken growled, “Kiera! Peck out his eyes!”

      I rolled onto my back in time to see the magister’s giant raven diving at me. Adrenaline flowed through me, and I slashed with my sword, striking the raven and knocking it out of the air.

      Critical hit! Magister Harken’s raven took twenty-six damage. You defeated Magister Harken’s raven. You gained sixteen experience points.

      Magister Harken cried, “Kiera! No!”

      I scrambled to my feet. I’d knocked the raven a few meters to my left. Harken raced toward the bird.

      I looked around for an opening. The remaining mage looked from me to Magister Harken as though unsure what to do. I noticed his hesitation and swapped my sword for my flintlock. Having the bag let me rapidly switch between weapons in a way that wasn’t possible without magic. Moving quickly, I reloaded the weapon, leveled it, and fired.

      Bang!

      The shot rang through camp. My inner scroll flashed.

      Hit! Enemy mage took ten damage.

      The mage dropped. I put away the flintlock and grabbed the children’s hands. “Hurry!”

      I pulled them along, rushing past the two downed mages.

      Over the ruckus, I heard Harken crying. She was full-on sobbing, broken by the death of her bird.

      The kids and I had made it past the enemy when the golems on the perimeter turned and stomped toward us. I reached into my bag.

      Harken yelled, “You’ll pay, Smith! I’ll kill you!”

      Electricity crackled, and I turned, eyes wide as she fired a bolt at me. I pulled the kids to the ground. The bolt sailed over us.

      The golems encircled us. They roared, then charged.

      I pulled the high-frequency sound generator out of my bag and flipped it on. The golems all snapped to attention. One swung at the girl. I jumped in front, taking the hit, which knocked me into her. Hard. I fumbled the sound device. It felt like something had been knocked out of my pocket, too, but I didn’t have time to look.

      Electricity crackled again. “Smith!”

      I pulled the kids low again and tossed the sound device toward Harken.

      Lightning shot over our heads. A bolt slammed into one of the golems, bringing it down.

      Harken screamed wildly. The golems all looked at her, attracted to the noise from my device. They gradually moved away from me and the kids, forming a wall between us and Harken, staring curiously at the ground where I knew the device sat.

      Harken screamed, “Out of my way, you stupid golems!”

      The distraction lasted only seconds, but it was enough for us to make tracks. I took the kids, and we made a run for it. Electricity crackled behind us. Rand, Laurel, and the other knights rode down to meet us as we stumbled up the hill. I mounted my horse faster than I ever thought possible. Rand and Quentin helped the two kids onto theirs.

      I glanced back. Several golems had been charred black. Harken raced toward us with electricity crackling in her hands. About twenty more mages were five or ten meters behind her.

      Harken screamed, “You’ll pay, Smith! I’ll hunt you to the ends of the earth!”

      Rand called, “Quickly, men!”

      We turned our horses and raced up the hill. Electricity crackled behind us, but none of the bolts hit. I figured we were too far away and moving too fast for the mages to aim properly.

      We ran between the trees, hooves crashing across the dirt, grass, fallen leaves, and twigs.

      Soon, we cleared the forest. We rode out onto the dirt road, cresting the hill that led down to Lord Willhelm’s castle. I finally drew a couple of deep breaths as my adrenaline ebbed. I was exhausted, covered in sweat, and still jumpy.

      Rand came up beside me. “What happened back there, Dr. Smith?”

      I gave him the whole story of how I’d taken over guard duty for Theros, found the kids, rescued them but had to shoot Theros, and ran for it. I told him about killing the other two mages and the magister’s raven.

      Rand blinked, looking surprised. “You’re lucky to be alive. I’m impressed.”

      I sighed. “Thanks. I’m beat.”

      Rand smiled. “I’m sure Lord Willhelm will let you rest at his castle now that we’ve rescued his children.”

      I nodded, feeling extremely lucky. I looked at the others riding with me and thought the kids were lucky too. We’d had way too many close calls out there.

      Panic jolted me as I remembered something falling out of my pocket. I’d been so preoccupied with getting away from Harken and the golems that I hadn’t thought to pick it up.

      I dug through my pocket and realized my photos were missing. All three were gone. I hadn’t only lost one.

      I bit my lip, worried and annoyed. Those photos meant a lot to me. Now that the enemy had them, it wouldn’t be long before every mage on the Shadow Council knew my face.
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      It was still the middle of the night when we rode into town. Under the light from a waxing moon, we took the cobblestone road up to the castle, passing the abandoned and boarded-up houses. The city was silent, and the air was still. The castle guards peered down at us from the top of their tower. From this distance and in the dark, I could only make out two shadowy figures.

      Rand shouted, “It’s General Rand! Let us in! We have the duke’s children!”

      The guards were still for a moment. After a beat of silence, one spoke. “Opening the gate now!”

      Both hurried back from the edge of the tower. After a moment, the front gate shuddered and creaked. It lifted off the ground. Rand led the way through the rising gate. I followed with the other knights and Laurel bringing up the rear.

      As we continued toward the inner keep, a loud horn blew. We rode up the cobblestone path, and as we reached the massive inner doors, Gunther scurried outside, out of breath and wearing disheveled clothing. He stopped and bent over, taking a few moments to breathe. Then he looked at us, smiling with a pleasantly surprised expression.

      “Oh, by the stars!” Gunther laughed. “You did it! You actually did it!”

      He rushed to the kids and helped them off the horses. The rest of us dismounted too.

      Gunther leaned over by the little boy and girl.

      “Are you two all right? You aren’t hurt, are you?”

      The boy and girl shook their heads.

      The boy stared at me with wonder. “A really cool knight rescued us!”

      The girl nodded. “He was amazing!”

      I chuckled, declining to correct the boy. I wasn’t a knight.

      Gunther took both children’s hands. “The duke will be delighted to see these two again. I’m sure he’ll want to thank you all in person. Come inside, please.”

      Gunther headed inside, and the rest of us followed after handing off our horses to some stable hands. We walked the length of the castle corridor and took a spiral staircase up to the second floor. The hallways were mostly empty, but we passed a couple of guards hurrying off somewhere. Up ahead, two other guards were tying up a mage in a black robe. One of the Shadow Council, presumably left in the keep to watch the duke. Gunther brought us to a set of wooden double doors. The mage looked up at us, then eyed the kids with Gunther.

      He gritted his teeth, wrestled free, and surged past the guards. One slammed into him, took him by the back of the head, and bashed him into a wall.

      Gunther pushed open the doors.

      The duke was seated on a fanciful wooden chair, with several guards standing near him. Two stone statues depicting giant snakes sat to either side of the duke’s chair, and above him hung a tapestry with a crest that included a snake on it.

      The boy smiled wide. “Father!”

      Gunther let the boy and girl go. They rushed up a small set of stairs to the duke and wrapped their arms around him. He laughed.

      “Rudy! Elena! It’s so good to see you’re safe.”

      The duke tousled the boy’s hair, smiling from ear to ear. He was a young man, perhaps the same age as me. His face was well-proportioned, with a square jawline and strong eyebrows. He had the same dirty blond hair as his son, which he wore in a neat crew cut.

      After greeting his children, the duke rose. Willhelm had a chiseled frame, not quite as robust as Rand’s, but athletic. He wore a green cape with a yellow tunic that came down to his knees and not a lot else. He’d dressed in a hurry after being alerted to our presence.

      “General Rand, I’m eternally grateful to you,” the duke declared. “Once the Shadow Council had the children, there was little I could do. Everything I did had to be to their liking, or they’d harm Rudy and Elena. I’m aware that the guards had to turn you away earlier. I sincerely apologize.”

      Rand nodded, smiling at the duke. “I understand, Lord Willhelm.” He paused. “But actually, you should be thanking Dr. Smith.”

      Rand chuckled, gesturing at me.

      The duke looked at me. “Dr. Smith, you saved my children?”

      I nodded.

      Rand spoke beside me. “Dr. Smith is an engineer, swordsman, and man of magic. His Majesty King Alfred has sent him on his behalf. I wouldn’t have been able to do what he did. Dr. Smith used his skills to sneak into the enemy camp, kill several mages, and distract the golems so your kids could escape unharmed.”

      The duke beamed. “Amazing.” He took a step toward me. “I am in your debt, Dr. Smith. It’s thanks to you that I get to see my children again.

      “When the guards blew their horn earlier, you have no idea how alarmed I was. I thought perhaps the council was here with new demands, ones I couldn’t stomach. I’d been dreading that day. Instead, my guards reported the moment I’d been hoping for ever since Gunther told me that your group was here and you might be able to rescue my children.”

      I smiled at him. “So you had planned for this?”

      The duke nodded with a twinkle in his eyes. “The Shadow Council had a few members in the castle, watching us. Once that horn blew, we knew they had no leverage anymore. We’ve more men within the walls than they do. As we speak, my men are rounding up every mage they can find and tossing them in the dungeons.”

      I thought of the mage I’d seen moments ago being wrestled by two guards.

      The duke continued. “Dr. Smith, you need simply name it, and if it’s within my power, I’ll give you any reward you desire. Gold, land, a position of authority. Or is it something else you want?

      “I can provide you with access to any of the resources my castle offers. You could study from the books in my library, or claim some of them as yours. I have ample men who could assist you with your engineering work if you desire a crew of capable companions.”

      The duke’s generosity humbled me. Mention of the library piqued my curiosity, but as I thought about it, I realized there was likely nothing in there to help me get home. Besides, I’d been sent here on a job. Rescuing kids from jeopardy didn’t seem like something I should need a reward for doing.

      I faced the duke, confident I’d given the matter enough thought. “To be frank, Duke Willhelm, the only reward I’d like is for you to support King Alfred in the war against the Shadow Council. He needs every soldier he can get.”

      Willhelm wrinkled his nose, looking confused. “Of course. That goes without saying. I’m under oath to provide His Majesty with my support.”

      After a brief pause, Willhelm glanced away, looking embarrassed. He continued. “If it weren’t for my children being taken, I would have provided support much sooner. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have let the enemy blackmail me.”

      I watched the duke’s face carefully. He finally glanced at me. I made eye contact with him. “It’s understandable. I’m sure any good parent would have done the same thing you did.”

      The duke maintained eye contact. “Thank you, Dr. Smith.”

      I smiled warmly. “Of course. Don’t blame yourself. The Shadow Council had you in a difficult position. Luckily, we were able to help. You shouldn’t hesitate to rely on others for help. I believe that’s a lesson His Majesty’s father passed to him.”

      The duke chuckled. “True. I remember him telling me that same thing.” He paused. “So, Dr. Smith, I assume you come with a plan?”

      I nodded, then laid out the plan for him. The essence was that we needed his troops, and we were meeting at the mountain fort in a little less than two weeks. I also mentioned that the king had already recruited the dwarves to our side, gesturing at Laurel as proof. She smiled at the duke, and his eyes lit up with excitement. The duke smiled broadly, agreeing to my request for aid with a calm voice.

      As he did, my inner scroll appeared, alerting me of a skill level-up.

      Skill increased! Diplomacy is now level two.

      As the message faded, I thanked the duke for meeting with us.

      Rand stepped forward. “We look forward to seeing you again on the battlefield, Lord Willhelm.”

      Duke Willhelm laughed. “Always a pleasure, General Rand. I’ll make sure to be there for His Majesty. Thank you again. Please, stay the night if you wish. Gunther will arrange for some food and beds for you.”

      I glanced at the others. It was obvious that I wasn’t the only one who was tired. Otto and Adam yawned. “Thank you, Duke Willhelm.”

      Gunther gestured for us to follow him. He led us down the hall to a large room with some beds lined up along the wall, already made with fresh sheets and blankets. The six of us devoured a simple repast of cheese, bread, and fruit a servant brought in, then soaked up a few hours of restful sleep.

      In the morning, we ate a simple but filling breakfast. Gunther led us back to our horses, and we set out for the next duke’s castle.
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      The morning air was cool, and the sun was still low when we set out. We followed a dirt road east, crossing grassy hills and large, picturesque fields. A few trees dotted the landscape, accompanied by rocky terrain here and there. People and buildings were few and far between.

      Adam watched the skies, pointing and smiling at various birds flying far above us. Otto peered up too, identifying the different types of birds with a cool voice. “Gold-tailed hawk. Raven. Peregrine falcon, I think.”

      It was fascinating to hear such familiar names for the birds. For that matter, it was interesting that I spoke the same language as the people here. Was that part of the magic of this place? I hadn’t met anyone speaking a language I couldn’t understand. There was still much about all this to explore.

      Rand and Quentin rode at the front of the pack, chatting in low voices. Laurel was behind them, peering at the scenery. She bit her lip, contemplating something.

      I guided my horse alongside hers. “Laurel. Thanks for joining us on this little journey.”

      Laurel chuckled. “My queen commands and I oblige.”

      That was the way of this world, I supposed. I smiled. “And you’re her aunt. Must be an interesting family dynamic.”

      Laurel laughed. “Her father, my brother, was king before her. He passed after an unfortunate injury while battling a large horde of goblins. They got him right in the dumper, if you know what I mean. He never was as good a fighter as me.”

      My eyes went to her side. She still had the ax strapped to her waist, and I spotted a silver sliver of fabric sticking out of her saddlebag. No doubt a hint of an inventory bag.

      “You were great in our fight against those golems.” I remembered how she’d matched Rand kill for kill.

      Laurel shrugged. “What can I say? Those ugly things move like slugs. Their only advantages are brute strength and numbers.”

      I grinned. “True.”

      We plodded up a small incline. The horses kicked up dirt with every step. Ahead of us, Rand was smiling from ear to ear. I’d never seen him so happy. Quentin spoke while looking him in the eyes.

      Laurel hummed. “Us dwarves are hardened fighters. I don’t know if you realize how lucky you are that Her Majesty has agreed to an alliance with your human king. I’ve been to war twice in my life. Driven the goblins from our land, toppled ogres, fought a giant, and crossed axes with my people during a civil war.

      “There’s no shortage of enemies in the mountains, and my job as captain of the guard has me at the front of it all. You think I’m a great fighter, Dr. Smith. You’re right. But there’s a reason. I’ve got almost a hundred years of experience.”

      I narrowed my eyes in confusion. “A hundred years?” I studied her features. She didn’t look that old. She didn’t have gray hair or wrinkled skin. Maybe she was losing some hair. It was thinning in a few spots. She still looked younger than my mom.

      Laurel smirked. “I’m a hundred and twenty-seven years old. Bet your grandma won’t live that long.”

      I chuckled. “You’re probably right.”

      Laurel laughed. “You humans have such ridiculously short lifespans. I can see why you cherish each other so much. And why you carry those photos of your loved ones in your pocket.”

      I grimaced in pain, remembering how those photos had fallen out of my pocket. I told Laurel about the incident.

      She raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Well. That sucks.”

      I stared ahead, feeling frustrated. “I know.”

      Laurel’s voice turned positive. “Eh, it’ll all work out, Dr. Smith. You’re a smart man. Trust me, that means a lot.”

      I nodded. “I hope you’re right.”

      “I’ve been through a hundred and twenty-seven years of life. I’m always right. I’ll share something else too. The secret to getting through all this…”

      I glanced at the dwarf. She smiled wickedly, then continued. “Have some fun.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The journey to the next duke’s castle took us two full days. We rode over numerous hills, through long stretches of flatland, and along the edges of one large forest. Based on what we had seen near Duke Willhelm’s castle, I had expected to run into another Shadow Council patrol or two, but much to my surprise, there were none. The ride was smooth, apart from a few flashes of rain.

      Near the end of the second day, the ocean came into view. It lay beyond a row of grassy cliffs. A magnificent stone castle sat on the highest one, overlooking the water. The dirt path we were on wound around some mountainous terrain. I caught up to Rand and Laurel, who were riding at the front of the group and chatting.

      Laurel snorted. “Oh, come on now.”

      Rand frowned. “I’ve got no time for these games, Laurel. We’re almost to the castle.”

      Laurel chuckled. “Why so serious, Sir Pretty Hair? Answer the question.”

      Rand rolled his eyes. “I don’t know, okay?”

      Laurel eyed me with a smile. “Ah! Dr. Smith. Perhaps you’d like to answer the question.”

      Rand glared at me. “Say no.”

      I gazed at her in curiosity. “What’s the question?”

      Rand groaned. Laurel smiled mischievously. “Just a little game of ‘would you rather.’ Would you rather be stuck with a golem’s eyes or have a goblin’s brain?”

      Rand shook his head and glared at Laurel. “He’s not going to answer that,” he interjected before I could consider the question.

      He looked at me. “Dr. Smith, as you can see, we’re almost to the castle. This is the home of Duke Tangrim. I think you’ll like him. He’s friendly and a bit of an academic. Most of the engineers in our kingdom come out here to learn.

      “If you can, consider sharing a few choice bits of your technology with him, maybe something about one of your inventions. I think he’ll like that, and it might win him over.”

      I looked forward with a twinge of anticipation as I wondered what ideas would be best to share. A fair number of things came to mind. In terms of technology, this place was far behind my world, so coming up with something useful was simple. The issue was more of an overabundance.

      As we drew closer to our destination, the city came into view. Tangrim’s capital was majestic. Buildings sprawled out all along a cliff towering over the sea. Cobblestone roads stretched from the castle to the adjacent cliffs, where more buildings sat.

      When we rode into the city, a wide variety of people were out and about. Dusk hadn’t arrived yet, but it was coming soon, so people were lighting their torches or bringing supplies indoors. The city was vibrant and full of life, the opposite of what we’d experienced in Duke Willhelm’s duchy.

      We plodded up a cobblestone road. I turned to Rand. “Odd that no one’s fearful in the slightest, considering the Shadow Council’s presence.”

      Rand looked pensive. “Agreed. It seems almost as if news of the Shadow Council’s invasion hasn’t reached out here yet. Except I know that’s not the case.”

      Midway across the cliff, the cobblestone road ended, and the ground dipped. The castle was over a narrow chasm, and I spotted a closed drawbridge on the other side. As we reached the end of the road, I glanced down. A bunch of pointy rocks filled the chasm. I looked up and spotted three—no, four—men atop the towers.

      “General Rand!” one shouted.

      “Pleasure to see you again, General!” another shouted.

      “Hold a moment!”

      After a moment, the drawbridge creaked lower until it was flush with the ground before us. We rode across it, and the soldiers welcomed us inside, chattering excitedly. Stable hands rushed out to care for our horses.

      I soon saw what Rand had meant about engineers coming here to study. The castle corridors were extremely wide, and there were ample nooks and crannies with wooden benches occupied by scholars studying under candlelight. We passed through an atrium where scholars, soldiers, and servants collected and mingled like college students in a central lounge. The guards from the front gate led us up a spiral staircase to a receiving room much like the one at Duke Willhelm’s castle.

      A skinny man with glasses and a short haircut sat atop a wooden chair. Behind him was a banner with a clam crest. The man watched as we crossed the room, forcing what looked like an uncomfortable smile. No doubt this was Duke Tangrim.

      As we drew closer, I could have sworn I saw a flicker of fear in his eyes. It was only there a moment, then gone, so maybe I’d imagined it. Or perhaps the Shadow Council was out here?

      Duke Tangrim stared at Rand. “General Rand. It’s such a pleasure.”

      Rand smiled. “It is. I’m glad to see you’re well, Lord Tangrim.”

      “Yes, I’m very well, thank you.” Tangrim paused. “I presume the king wants my help?”

      “Yes. I’ll let Dr. Smith discuss that with you since he’s the one His Majesty has entrusted with his signet.” Rand gestured at me.

      I stepped forward, holding up the signet for Tangrim to see.

      Tangrim nodded, looking grim. “Indeed, that’s the royal signet. What tidings do you bear, Dr. Smith?”

      I told Tangrim I was an engineer and shared a little about the trebuchet I built for the king in the first battle. Tangrim's eyes lit up at my description of the device. “Fascinating! I’ve never heard of such a device. You should draw up the plans. I’ll put them in the library.”

      Seeing how pleased he was, I segued into the plan to meet at the mountain fort in a little over one week. Tangrim listened attentively, bobbing his head as I spoke. When I finished laying out the plan, he forced a smile.

      “Dr. Smith, the king will have my full support!” he promised. “No question about that. Especially when he has the support of those dwarves. Most excellent to hear of this alliance.”

      That had been as easy as our first stop. After the rough time at Willhelm’s, I’d been worried. I glanced at my comrades, exchanging smiles with them.

      Duke Tangrim went on. “Now, I know it’s late, and you’ve probably been traveling all day. Let it never be said that the duchy of Hallinger is not hospitable. We will provide you with fine accommodations and comfortable beds and prepare a feast as well! I hope you’re hungry.”

      My stomach growled, betraying how hungry I was. We’d been rationing food pretty tightly the last couple of days.

      Duke Tangrim dismissed us with haste, promising he’d be along to join us at the feast very soon. In the meantime, we accompanied the guards to the dining room. It was smaller than King Alfred’s dining hall, and to my surprise, it was nearly empty.

      The guards directed us to a long table in the center of the room. A few older gentlemen—maybe scholars studying here—were scattered around, chatting among themselves. The guards took up a post by the door, and as time went by, more and more people shuffled into the room. Soon, the dining hall had grown loud. Servants brought out dishes for everyone, and men and women alike dug in.

      Duke Tangrim sat at the head of our table. He placed a napkin on his lap, then picked up a big turkey drumstick and took a bite.

      I was seated rather close to him. I leaned toward the table, eyeing him as he chewed and swallowed.

      “So, Duke Tangrim, I hear you’re an academic,” I remarked.

      Tangrim kept his eyes on his dish. “Ah, yes, I am.”

      I smiled at him. “I bet we have a lot in common. I was intrigued when I learned the dwarves had gunpowder. I bet the kingdom could do a lot with it.”

      Tangrim looked up at me, focusing his gaze. “Like what?”

      I described how I’d modified the dwarves’ flintlocks and told him some of my other ideas for the gunpowder, including potentially using it to build a cannon or an explosive.

      Tangrim looked down at his dish. “Amazing! King Alfred is lucky to have you.” The enthusiasm in his voice never made it to his eyes.

      I felt a tad weird about his reaction. Rand sat across from me. He leaned forward in his chair, speaking as if he hadn’t noticed anything was off. “His Majesty is not the only one who’s lucky to have Dr. Smith,” he told Tangrim. “We wouldn’t have made it this far without him.”

      Tangrim looked at me, narrowing his eyes in thought.

      I glanced around the room, noticing for the first time that there was music playing. Plenty of the men and women in attendance were rowdy, slapping the table, laughing, and swaying back and forth in their chairs almost as if they were drunk. They might have been because each had a goblet of wine in front of them.

      I spotted the Odd brothers at a small, round table, chatting with a group of three scholars with glasses. Each leaned over the table, enthralled by the conversation.

      Laurel sat at the other end of the long table from Rand and me. She looked up at a tall, sturdy man in a chainmail vest. He laughed with a smile that revealed he was missing a tooth. She stroked his arm. He seemed into it.

      I took a bite of my food, then looked at Tangrim. He was biting into his turkey leg again.

      “I’m surprised that everyone is so cheery,” I commented. “Not worried about the war in the slightest.”

      Tangrim frowned. He wiped his face with his napkin. “Why is that surprising?”

      I pursed my lips. “I would have expected the Shadow Council to inspire more fear. The last place we went, the houses were all boarded up or abandoned.”

      Tangrim’s eyes widened. “Well, my people have faith in my leadership. That I’ll bring us through this.”

      The more I spoke to him, the more I felt something was off about this interaction. Tangrim seemed on edge, but nobody else was that way. “The Shadow Council hasn’t been out here, have they?”

      Tangrim’s eyes flashed with fear. He looked at his plate. “Luckily, no. We’re far from the capital, though. They probably don't see the point in coming out here. It might be too hard for them to get here, too.”

      I glanced at Rand, feeling skeptical, especially about that last part. Tangrim’s castle was on the water. It would be easy for the Shadow Council to approach by boat, and I was sure that even with medieval tech they could travel faster on water than on land.

      If they had been to Duke Willhelm’s duchy, it only made sense that they might visit Tangrim’s lands.

      Rand seemed wholly unconcerned, though, and I was hesitant to say anything accusatory in front of Tangrim. We were counting on him to lend support for the battle ahead, and I wasn’t sure of his motivation for acting the way he was.

      At the end of the night, some of the soldiers came to escort us to our rooms. Rand was behind me, but the soldiers informed us with cheery voices that we would all get separate bedchambers for the night.

      “Nothing but the finest of accommodations for the king’s men,” one of the soldiers announced with a smile.

      I smiled, then bade Rand good night. My room was only a couple of doors down from his.

      As I lay down to sleep, my mind was still on Duke Tangrim’s odd behavior. I placed my inventory bag on a small nightstand near the head of the bed. If what he had said about the Shadow Council not being here was true, why had he looked so nervous at dinner? Was he scared of going to war?

      He was an academic. Maybe he wasn’t used to it. I’d certainly had doubts. That didn’t entirely explain his actions.

      I rolled over in bed, still puzzled. One more thing didn’t add up. Duke Tangrim’s castle was easy to get to. Why wouldn’t the Shadow Council have come out here?

      As that thought crossed my mind, I glimpsed a flicker of movement out of the corner of my eye. A panel in the wall near my bed was silently opening. I sat up, surprised that it was a secret door and someone was coming into my room!
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      I snatched my inventory bag off the nightstand. A man dressed in all black slipped out of the secret door. He had a large, crooked dagger in one hand. Something resembling a ski mask covered his face. I could barely see him in the low light, but he seemed thin, maybe wiry, and short. He raised his knife and lunged toward me.

      I rolled backward off the bed, narrowly avoiding his strike, and slammed into the floorboards on my left side with a loud thud. It hurt. I didn’t have much time until the man, clearly an assassin, made his way around or over the bed. I reached into my inventory bag, and my sword came to me. I pulled it out, looking up as the man lunged at me again.

      This time, I raised my sword and blocked the knife with the edge of my blade. The man retreated, eyeing my weapon warily. It had more range than his knife.

      I got to my feet. The man reached into his boot and removed a second dagger.

      I pressed my lips together. “Who are you?” I thought through some of the possibilities. “Who sent you? The Shadow Council?”

      The masked man twirled a knife in one hand and came at me.

      I parried his blow, retreating. He slashed at my wrist with his other knife, and it was all I could do to avoid the strike.

      I focused on parrying his blows and dodging when I could. I saw several openings but was too slow to take them. My assailant moved lithely, shifting weight from one foot to the other as easily as a leaf might change direction in the wind. His weapons might not have been the ideal choice against my sword, but it still took every ounce of my concentration to counter his blows and keep from being hit.

      He wasn’t only adept on his feet. His strikes kept my blade moving constantly to parry as he wielded both knives with harmonious skill. Once, then twice, he came close to finding an opening, but each time I parried his blow at the last moment, protecting my chest. All the while, I was retreating, trying desperately to stay clear of those dancing blades.

      I backed up some more until my heel hit something solid. The wall. His blade flashed as it came at me from the left, slashing open the forearm of my free hand.

      Enemy hit! You took six damage.

      I leaped to my right and tried to circle. My assailant shifted to his left, staying in front of me. Excitement gleamed in his eyes. He thought he had me. I felt like he was right. He came at me again, slashing my side this time.

      Enemy hit! You took twelve damage.

      The strike left me weak and dizzy. I parried another blow, barely, and skidded to my left. The masked man stayed before me, slashing madly with both blades one after the other to press his advantage. I dodged one and parried the other. I leaped onto the bed with a burst of adrenaline, dodging yet another strike.

      I was breathing heavily. That jump had taken a lot of strength, and my side still hurt. I shoved aside the pain and swung my sword down at him. The assassin was badly positioned, and I was sure there was no way he could avoid the strike. He leaned backward, contorted his body, and parried the blow with both knives.

      I followed up with a couple more downward slashes, but he parried each strike the same. Even with the high ground, I couldn’t land a hit. As I tried to find an opening, I noticed that he steadily shifted away from the bed, out of reach.

      Soon, I couldn’t reach him anymore. He looked at me, focusing his gaze as he studied me from head to toe. I took a couple of moments to catch my breath, holding my side as I tried to figure out what to do next.

      I gritted my teeth. “Whatever the Shadow Council is paying you, I’m sure the king would match it,” I tried. “Give up now, and I’ll put in a good word for you with him.”

      The assailant shook his head. He shifted to move around the bed.

      I kept one eye on him, peering around the room. It wasn’t huge, but it was spacious enough. It was hard to see well in the dark, but the sparse furnishings included one nightstand, the bed, a simple window with green drapes, a dresser, and two wooden chairs. The chairs were stacked in a corner, and the rest of the furniture was up against the walls, leaving a large portion of the floor clear.

      My gaze went to the door, and a thought formed. Maybe fighting back wasn’t my only option.

      My assailant carefully approached the bed, and I took off running. I leaped over the footboard, racing toward the door.

      Quick footsteps pattered behind me. I spun as I reached the door, slashing with my sword.

      The assassin’s eyes widened. He danced backward, but I still caught him on the wrist.

      Hit! Enemy assailant took four damage.

      I pressed him back some more, advancing with several quick thrusts. He parried my blows, backtracking on the defensive. It looked like I might have him for a short moment. When I noticed an opening and went for it, he slithered out of the way, then knocked my blade to the side and started in on me.

      Once more, I was on the defensive. I retreated until I was at the door again, parrying madly. With my free hand, I reached for the doorknob, but it was a struggle while attempting to fight him. He almost stabbed me in the chest, and I knew the door was a no-go.

      I refocused all my energy on the fight, parrying two quick blows and riposting to go on the offensive. He danced backward two steps, and as I closed in, I realized that his left hand moved slower than the right. That was the hand with the wrist I’d slashed open. He was struggling with it.

      Recognizing an opening, I redirected my strikes toward that side of his body exclusively. He parried the first two blows, then I feinted toward his chest, and he fell for it. My next strike cut open his thigh. The assassin screamed, shifting all his weight to the other foot.

      Hit! Enemy assailant took fifteen damage.

      I stepped back out of his range and watched him for a moment. He dropped one of his knives, holding his thigh in pain. He grimaced, tightening his hand around the other knife. Despite the wound, he still exuded determination.

      I made eye contact. “Give up. It’s over. You can’t win with that kind of injury. I don’t want to kill you.”

      The assassin looked at me with fire in his eyes.

      I narrowed my eyes. “Drop the knife.”

      Instead of doing that, he jumped off his good leg, plunging toward me with his knife. I tried to back up, but my heel hit the door. His knife was coming straight at my chest. I acted on instinct, thrusting my sword into his gut before he could hit me.

      Hit! Enemy assailant took twenty-eight damage. You defeated the enemy assailant. You gained fourteen experience points.

      As the message on my inner scroll faded, I pulled the sword free. The assailant fell onto his back, clearly dead.

      I drew a deep breath, hastily dressed, grabbed the rest of my things, and reached for the doorknob. I had to remind myself that it was him or me. I’d taken three human lives now. How many more would I tally up before I could go home? I ducked out of the room, still feeling a pang of guilt at having taken a life, but it was getting easier each time.

      Rand was only a couple of doors down. I raced down the hall to find him. I still had no idea where the assassin had come from or why they had targeted me, but I was worried about Rand and the rest of our group. Somehow, I doubted I was the only one on the Shadow Council’s hit list.

      As soon as I thrust Rand’s door open, I saw that he was fighting not one but three assailants. All three were dressed like the one I had fought, but instead of daggers, they wielded extremely thin swords much like mine.

      Rand was backed up against a wall, wielding his sword and shield but not wearing any armor. He blocked one blow with the shield, then parried two of the other blades with his sword. His gaze darted from one assailant to another, struggling to keep up with all their attacks. He was breathing quite hard and low on energy.

      I rushed toward the assailants, striking one off-guard as I thrust my sword into his hip.

      Hit! Enemy assailant took thirteen damage. You defeated the enemy assailant. You gained ten experience points.

      I pulled my sword out, dancing to the side as the other two assassins looked at me. One moved away from Rand, advancing on me with a series of quick slashes. I struggled to parry his blows, retreating rapidly. My side still hurt where the other assailant had cut me, and the pain started to get in the way of my ability to fight. Still, I found some solid ground in this duel, eventually seizing an opening for a quick riposte.

      As I struck back at the assailant, someone across the room cried out. A body hit the floor, and moments later Rand was on the other side of my foe.

      Trapped, the remaining assailant lunged at me without defending himself. The move forced me to thrust my sword into his gut, stopping him. When I pulled it out, he dropped. It was a déjà vu moment for me.

      Critical Hit! Enemy assailant took thirty-two damage. You defeated the enemy assailant. You gained ten experience points.

      With all our foes down, Rand and I looked at each other with knitted brows, trying to work out what was going on.
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      Rand hustled to put on his armor. Then we headed out the door.

      Rand spoke in an urgent tone. “We have to find the others and get out of here.”

      I hurried to keep up with him as we speed-walked down the hall. “Where did those men come from? How did the Shadow Council get in here?”

      Rand spoke quickly. “Those weren’t the Shadow Council’s men. Did you see any of them use magic? No. The Shadow Council is made up of only mages. Those men are probably working with or paid by the Shadow Council, which means there are traitors around here.”

      We turned a corner, hurrying down another long stretch of hall.

      I peered down the dark corridor, worrying as I walked. “Do you know where the others are?”

      Rand maintained his focus, looking ahead. “I have some ideas. I know this castle well.”

      Ahead of us, a door swung open. Rand and I tightened our grips on our swords, ready for a fight. Laurel stumbled out of the room. Her hair stuck up in every direction, she looked cranky, and blood dripped off the ax in her hand. Her clothes and armor were crooked and wrinkled as if she had tossed them on in haste.

      She turned her head and looked at us. “Ugh. What a night. You know, I was ready for some stanky time with Mr. Good Lookin’ Soldier Man. What a letdown.”

      Rand stepped toward her. “There are traitors here, Laurel. Dr. Smith and I were both attacked as well. We need to find the others.”

      She pursed her lips, looking serious. “Oh, serious business. Smithy boy looks a bit beat up. Sorry, I’m still tipsy.” She hiccupped. “Hey, how do you know I was attacked?”

      Rand rolled his eyes. “You have blood on your ax. Come on.”

      He strode past her, leading the way. Laurel smirked as she followed him. “Ooh, Mr. Detective. I like it.”

      As I walked past her room, I noticed a dead assassin on her bed. Like me, it seemed only one had attacked her.

      As we neared the end of the hall, I noticed a door ahead on the left was wide open. The sound of steel on steel emanated from the room. Occasional grunts or footsteps alerted me to movement, too. Rand picked up the pace. The three of us strode into the room, weapons raised and ready.

      Four assailants in black crowded around Otto and Adam, who stood back-to-back in the center of the room. The assailants had thin swords like the ones Rand’s assailants had carried, and Adam and Otto held swords and shields. As the Odd brothers blocked blows and parried, I noticed that Adam favored his sword, using it almost exclusively to block the enemy’s attacks rather than his shield.

      A fifth enemy in black was dead on the floor. Next to him lay Quentin, who I realized with a pang of sadness also appeared dead. Run through the chest.

      Rand’s gaze found Quentin, and he stared at the knight for a long moment. His mouth opened, and his eyes widened.

      Laurel gritted her teeth. “Charge!”

      The enemies glanced at her, distracted for a moment. Otto moved forward, thrusting his sword into the gut of one distracted man. That man went down. Laurel engaged another, and Otto and Adam split the remaining two.

      Rand shook his head, then charged into the fray. I followed. We teamed up against Otto’s and Adam’s opponents, taking them down with three strikes or less. I landed one of the hits, dealing a nearly fatal blow.

      Critical hit! Enemy assailant took eighteen damage.

      Adam finished off the assailant with a blow to his chest.

      By the time we finished, Laurel had taken out her man. Rand blinked, looking down at Quentin. He crouched near the man.

      Otto approached, staring emptily at the two of them.

      Rand was tearing up.

      Grimacing in pain, Adam put a hand on Otto’s shoulder.

      Otto looked at the floor. “He stepped in front of a blade for me. I should be dead.”

      Rand closed Quentin’s eyes. “As much as it pains me, we’ll have to leave the body. Come on. Let’s hurry before they send more men.”

      Laurel was quiet and solemn as we went through the corridors. The pain in my side worsened, but we couldn’t slow down to deal with it right now. Besides, it turned out Adam was injured too. His left arm was slashed near the elbow, which he said made it painful to move.

      Otto looked at the rest of us, visibly worried. “You think we’ll be able to walk out the front door?”

      Rand pursed his lips. “No, it probably won’t be that easy. If they attacked all of us at once, there’s something truly foul afoot here.”

      I was willing to bet the duke was behind it. Between his manner over dinner, the way the council “hadn’t been here,” how we’d all been split up, and assassins sent in using secret doors? It felt obvious, but I wasn’t certain Rand was ready to believe that of one of the dukes. Not yet.

      Sharing Otto’s concern, I told the group about the secret passageway in my room, where the assailant had entered.

      “Yes, same here,” Otto confirmed. “They came in through this hidden portal over here.”

      That was our way out. The best way out without being seen, anyway. Everyone agreed we should take it and see if it might provide an alternate way out of this mess.

      The secret passageway led to a large staircase that descended to a series of tunnels under the castle. Even Rand seemed surprised as he picked up a torch at the top of the staircase and led the group down. I trailed him, steadying myself by placing a hand on the wall. There was no railing, and it was a long drop.

      The tunnels were narrow and supported by stone beams. Despite how old they looked, they were organized and fairly clean. We went through a couple of chambers, most of which seemed like storage for big wooden crates, hay, alcohol, or other resources. We came to a couple of spots where the tunnels split off in multiple directions and wondered if we were heading toward the exit.

      I was wondering if maybe we should turn around when we came across a somewhat large chamber different from the rest. Instead of wooden crates, barrels, or stacks of hay, this room held tables, workbenches, assorted metal tools, and various other mechanical contraptions. Like the other rooms, everything was arranged neatly. Most tools hung on the walls, and more than one table was clear of debris.

      I followed Rand through the room, gazing around as I wondered what the room was for. The layout reminded me of Halgrim’s workshop, albeit much tidier.

      We were making our way around a table when the pain in my side suddenly worsened. I braced myself against the table, gritted my teeth, and struggled not to cry out, but I still gasped.

      Rand stopped, looking worried. I leaned over, which reduced the pain.

      “Dr. Smith.” Rand looked uncertain about what to do.

      I sighed. “I’m all right. I think I can keep going.”

      Rand nodded. I straightened, but the pain roared back as soon as I did. I doubled over, swearing under my breath. That drew more concerned looks from the others.

      Otto stepped forward. “You’d better let me look at that, Dr. Smith.”

      I drew a couple of deep breaths, then glanced at Otto. He studied me with a sympathetic expression.

      Rand cleared his throat. “Otto’s no healer, but he knows a thing or two, Dr. Smith.”

      “All right,” I agreed.

      I worked my way around the table and plopped on a wooden bench. Otto came around to me. He pulled up the side of my shirt, looking at the wound. Rand and the others gathered around the table.

      Rand bit his lip. “Remain calm. We’ll take care of this.”

      I glanced down at my side, noticing the wound was still bleeding.

      Otto grimaced. “Rand, bring the torch closer to me.”

      Rand did as Otto said. Otto wandered around the workspace, gathering a few bits. When he came back, it was with cloth to use for bandages. A good pressure dressing would stop the bleeding, but I didn’t want an infection.

      I frowned. “Hey, Adam. Do you think you could go back to the other room and get a bottle of that alcohol we saw?”

      Adam looked at me with an unfocused gaze. “You want to drink right now?”

      I shook my head, then explained how I wanted to use the alcohol to clean and disinfect the wound. It only took a few minutes for Adam to make it to the other room and back. I lay on my side, and Otto poured some over the wound. It hurt more than I could say, but that was the least of the pain I’d feel if it got infected.

      A few moments later, Otto wrapped a bandage tightly around the wound. It hurt like hell. I swore he was trying to put the cloth inside me!

      Finally, he ceased his ministrations and stepped back. “Try getting up now, Dr. Smith.”

      I did. The pain was much less, but I still felt weak on my feet. I trudged across the room, trying to work myself into a more energetic state. We still had a long way to go before we were out of the castle.

      I was about to tell the others I was ready to go when a device on one table caught my eye. I raised my eyebrows and stepped over to the table. The device was no bigger than a basketball. It was steel, with twelve long claws pointed out from a spherical body. It seemed unfinished since there was still a baseball-sized hole in the top of it.

      The claws had initially drawn my attention, but as I peered into the hole, I noticed what was on the other side of the claws, and it was a whole lot more interesting. Several small chambers had been constructed within the device’s body, connected by thin metal tubes leading into one large chamber. It didn’t seem like the large chamber was finished since several metal tubes weren’t flush with its sides.

      However, it was obvious that this would be a weapon.

      I glanced across the table. It only took me a few moments to locate several pieces of parchment with scribbled designs. Duke Tangrim had signed the top of each piece. The images the duke had drawn laid out plans for a device that a mage’s lightning would activate. It would release hydrogen from within the small chambers by the claws, which would then mix with air and force the claws off the device with an explosive force.

      Several sets of footsteps approached me. Rand spoke in a low voice. “What is that?”

      I swallowed hard. “Plans for a magical explosive.” I picked up one sheet of parchment. I showed it to him, then pointed at Duke Tangrim’s signature. “The duke is working with the Shadow Council.”

      Rand pressed his lips firmly together. “So he’s the traitor. This was all a trap from the beginning.”

      I nodded. I’d guessed as much, but this evidence was damning.

      Otto stepped up to the table and looked at the designs.

      I picked up the weapon. “We can’t let them finish building this. It’ll make their lightning even more powerful.”

      Rand grunted. “We should destroy everything.”

      I looked around the room. “Agreed.” We were still underground, and the tunnels on either side of the room were narrow. No telling how difficult it was to escape. As much as I would have liked to burn the room's contents, a big fire in this place wasn’t smart. The smoke was likely to be thick, and it would have nowhere to go but down the tunnels.

      I dropped the weapon into my inventory bag. “However, I think I’ll take the prototype and these documents with me. The king might want to see them.”

      Rand nodded in agreement. I picked up the documents and dropped them in the inventory bag too.

      Item acquired: Magical explosive!

      Item acquired: Magical explosive designs.

      Adam, Otto, and Laurel joined Rand and me in scouring the underground workshop for any more weapons. We found several additional documents with more designs, although few were built yet. I put all the documents I could find in my inventory bag.

      Adam and Otto got in a little destruction therapy, hacking up a few of the tables and benches with their swords and getting in a couple of good laughs. Laurel smashed up a few of the different metal contraptions.

      By the time we finished, we had reduced the workshop to splintered wood, dented metal, dust, and ashes. We hurried out of the room, making our way through the tunnels.

      The path took us through two more chambers the size of a small bedroom each. Eventually, the tunnel began to descend, and after only a few hundred meters, I spotted the end. Despite the low light, I saw how it widened ahead.

      As we plodded forward, it became clear that the tunnel opened into a large cave. As we neared the cave, I heard a few quiet voices. There were people on the other side. Although I couldn’t make out exactly what they were saying, the fact that they were chatting in casual voices probably meant they were bad guys.

      Rand quietly drew his blade. I pulled my sword out of my inventory bag. The rest of our group drew their weapons.

      As we grew closer, the voices suddenly let up. An authoritative voice barked, “Someone’s coming! Get ready.”

      Another man growled, “It’s them.”

      The first voice spoke again. “Remember your orders. Don’t let them through. Kill them all.”

      Rand took the lead. The tunnel was narrow where it met the cave. Behind our adversaries, a huge opening led to a beach. Ten to fifteen men stood in the cave and at its mouth, blocking our exit. All wore chainmail and carried weapons and shields. I spied mostly swords but also a handful of lances, an ax, and two hammers. Each man wore a piece of cloth with the crest of Tangrim’s duchy, a clam holding a pearl inside a blue shield.

      The men charged at us, shouting and swinging their weapons. Most targeted Rand since he was at the front of our group. He expertly blocked various blows, dancing around others. Otto and Adam came out of the cavern after him, engaging the enemy on either side as Rand attempted to push forward.

      It quickly became clear that there were too many of them. Rand, Otto, and Adam fought multiple opponents at once, quickly forced onto the defensive. I watched as the trio struggled to keep up. Adam’s arm was injured, and he struggled the most. More than once, Rand reached over and blocked a blow, saving his hide.

      Laurel’s voice carried over the sound of clashing weapons, grunts, and war cries. “Dr. Smith, your gun.” I noticed that she had her flintlock in hand.

      I swapped out my sword for my flintlock. This area was still too narrow for all of us to engage the enemy in close-range combat, but the two of us could do some damage with long-range attacks. I loaded a paper cartridge as Laurel measured some gunpowder and shoved a projectile down her standard flintlock. I secured the percussion cap on my gun.

      I finished way ahead of her. I quickly aimed and fired, knocking down the enemy closest to Rand.

      Critical hit! Enemy soldier took eighteen damage. You defeated enemy soldier. You gained six experience points.

      Laurel fired the next shot, tagging another enemy in the chest. Rand landed a hit after that, dealing a fatal wound to a third.

      I got off two more shots, and our group gained the advantage. Soon Rand, Otto, and Adam advanced with ease. Then we outnumbered the enemy five to four. Laurel and I swapped out our guns for our ax and sword respectively. We rushed into the fray, overwhelming the remaining enemies. Otto dealt one a fatal hit, then Rand, and Laurel. The last enemy soldier turned and scrambled out of the cave, shouting for help at the top of his lungs.

      We followed him out of the cave’s mouth, but Rand commanded us not to give chase. Looking around, I noticed that we were on a beach. The dirt underfoot had given way to sand. A giant boulder stood before us, mostly blocking our view of the water, although I saw some waves around it. They rose and fell in the distance, and the tide flowed in and out at a steady pace.

      Rand spoke urgently. “This way. I know this beach. We can take cover in the forest not far from here.”

      The rest of us followed him, heading up the sand. We were without our horses. I wasn’t sure where we were going, but I felt the same urgency Rand did. I glanced up, catching sight of Duke Tangrim’s castle on the cliff directly above us. Beyond that, clouds covered the night sky, obscuring the stars.

      As we walked, the forest gradually came into view. I wasn’t sure if Duke Tangrim would send more soldiers after us, but if he did, it would be easier to evade them here than out in the open. Whatever came next, we needed to stay alive and get back to warn King Alfred of the duke’s treachery.
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      We traveled the rest of the night and the next day through the forest and encountered no more soldiers. At this point, I was fairly confident that Duke Tangrim’s men wouldn’t come after us. I doubted they would venture out this far if they were looking for us. In many ways, what damage he could do was already done. We’d spilled our plans to the man, which meant the Shadow Council would soon know them.

      Adam and Otto found a clearing, and we camped for the night. Laurel helped with lighting a fire. At least we still had some of our rations.

      Rand stared into the fire while the food cooked, looking sad. “There’s a small town west of here. We can pick up some horses there, then we should head to the mountain fort.”

      I pursed my lips. “Sounds like a plan.”

      Everyone nodded in agreement. No one looked particularly happy, though. I didn’t blame them. Duke Tangrim’s treachery hit us hard.

      We didn’t talk much that night. Adam, Otto, and Laurel crashed after eating. Rand stayed up longer, looking into the fire with a troubled frown. I eyed him for a while. His focused gaze suggested he was thinking hard about something.

      The fire crackled and popped. The air had long since turned chilly, but the flames warmed us. I wondered what was going on in Rand’s mind.

      Rand picked up a stick and poked the ground. “Dr. Smith, you should get some rest. I’ll take first watch.”

      I chewed my lip. I was tired and wanted to sleep. “You sure?”

      Rand stared at me, frowning. “Yes.”

      I sighed. “All right.” I paused. “Don’t trouble yourself too much over last night’s events.”

      Rand snorted. “I’m not troubled.”

      I was skeptical about that. His behavior indicated otherwise. “We couldn’t have known Tangrim was a traitor. We should count ourselves lucky we’re still alive.”

      Rand poked the ground some more. “Well, some of us are.”

      He was referring to Quentin. I gritted my teeth, remembering how the old knight looked when we found him in Otto’s and Adam’s chamber. Otto said Quentin had taken a blade for him.

      Rand sighed. “He must have rushed to their room after he beat the assassin in his. That old fool.”

      I smiled sadly. “Same thing we did.”

      Rand looked me in the eye suddenly. “We don’t need to talk about this.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t mind. I can tell it’s bothering you.”

      Rand frowned. “It’s not.” He kept poking the ground, looking irritated. “I don’t get bothered by this kind of thing, Dr. Smith. I grew up on the streets of the capital. Did you know that? The orphanage burned to the ground when I was eight.

      “I was on the streets until I joined the army at fifteen. I’ve seen more people die than you’ve met since you’ve been here. I kept soldiering because that’s what I do. There’s no time in this world to stop and feel bothered. You do that, you’re going to lose your neck. Trust me, I’ve seen it.”

      I sighed deeply. “Quentin warned me that you’ve had a hard life.”

      Rand narrowed his eyes. “What else did he tell you?”

      I lowered my gaze and responded truthfully. “Nothing. He said I should talk to you if I wanted to know more.”

      Rand smiled. “That man was always a good friend.”

      “How long did you know him?”

      Rand’s gaze turned distant. “Since I joined the army at fifteen. Quentin was one of my mentors back then. A few years older than me, he was kind although I was…well, I had trouble getting along with others. I wasn’t one for chitchat, and if anyone looked at me the wrong way I was quick to throw a punch. Quentin was, you know, probably my first real friend.”

      Rand laughed. “I treated him like crap back then. I seriously don’t know why he put up with that.”

      I smiled. There was something fun about hearing tales from when Rand was younger. I asked him more questions about that time, and he opened up. He spoke to me about how he’d learned that it wasn’t enough to be strong. He also had to get along with others to make his way through the world.

      He told me about how lost he’d felt before joining the army. He’d found a family among the troops, not only with Quentin but eventually with the king, Karl Magnusson, and others. Before that, he’d had to beg for scraps and got caught stealing once or twice.

      Rand smiled softly, glancing into the fire during a lull in our conversation. “Not sure why I’m telling you all this,” he admitted.

      I wasn’t sure either.

      He glanced at me. “Quentin’s the only one I told before. I guess you seem trustworthy, like him. And, well…”

      Rand looked at the ground with a nervous expression.

      He eventually continued. “I guess I am bothered by his death. I won’t let it get in the way of what we have to do. I can’t ignore all he was to me, either. A mentor, a friend, one of my most trusted knights, and really, one of the closest things I have to family.”

      I smiled. After a while, I bade Rand good night and lay beside the fire. It felt good to know that the general could confide in me and that he had admitted how much Quentin’s death bothered him. I was sure it was the first time he’d acknowledged having emotions to me.
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      We ventured out of the forest the next day, making our way back onto the road and into town. It wasn’t hard to find horses for all of us, and once we had them, the journey went much faster. Rand kept repeating how anxious he was to make it to the mountain fort. Eventually we veered off the road and forged ahead on a more direct, unmarked path through the wilderness to see if we could arrive sooner.

      Despite our unorthodox path, we still came dangerously close to a patrol of enemy golems and mages at one point. We ducked behind a row of trees and made our way up a hill. They must not have seen us because they didn’t follow. We arrived at the mountains within a few days and started our climb.

      Laurel took the lead, steering us up the mountain at a quick pace. “Don’t slow down. Unless you want to whack a couple of goblins,” she warned.

      I chuckled, remembering how that had gone for us last time.

      Rand narrowed his eyes. “How come you’re in the lead?”

      Laurel smirked. “’Cause I’m the only one who’s been to the fort before. Remember, I dined with the old king, or did you forget?”

      Rand’s eyes went wide. “Oh. That.”

      Laurel laughed. “He was quite wild in his younger years. I hear he settled down eventually.”

      Rand grumbled, riding at Laurel’s tail. We sped past the entrance to the dwarven city and forged ahead on a winding road that led farther up the mountain. Eventually, we slowed as we came within view of a towering stone structure that stood atop a nearby cliff.

      The path widened on this section of the mountain, giving way to a huge expanse of grassland as wide and as long as several football fields. Cool gusts of wind swept through the valley as we rode across it, eventually making our way to a gentle upward slope. The grass became sparser as we climbed, and the terrain became rockier. Outcroppings narrowed the path once more. The old fort was ahead of us on the left, situated at the edge of a precipitous cliff.

      The walls stretched to the cliff’s edge, looking down on a forest below. The ground leveled off somewhat, and we came up alongside a stone wall that ran along the path to the fort.

      Our horses slowed to a trot as we neared the wall. We soon passed from the dirt and grass of the mountainside onto a cobblestone road. Ahead of us, a circular vantage point provided an excellent lookout. Rand dismounted, and the rest of us followed suit. We tied our horses to a couple of hitching rails near a stone barrier.

      My curiosity led me out to the edge of the wall. I looked at the trees below and out across the foggy expanse of land beyond that. The road we’d taken to the mountain fort had been relatively easy, but any enemies attempting an approach from another side would find it hard. The cliff was at nearly a ninety-degree angle, and I knew from experience that the forest below would make it difficult for the enemy to use their lightning.

      Rand directed us to follow him, and we climbed stone stairs. They took us closer to the fort, eventually leading us to a big iron gate that lay open. The structure was massive, almost castle-like in appearance and size. A set of big wooden doors lay past the gate. As we proceeded through them, it became clear that King Alfred, Karl, and the troops hadn’t arrived yet.

      Laurel drew her ax. “Careful. Last we heard, goblins were living here. Remember?”

      The rest of us drew our weapons. We continued along a stony corridor, passing beneath archways and around old wooden benches and tables, a few of which had been smashed. Likely by the goblins.

      The passageway was thick with dust, dirt, and spiderwebs. Every few meters, openings in the rock provided windows that showed the scenery around the fort. We passed a few doors leading to inner chambers, potentially bedrooms or a dining hall. More than one door had been smashed. Splintered wood was strewn across the floor. We carefully made our way around it.

      I frowned. “Seems like they might have moved on by now.”

      We made our way deeper into the fort. There were plenty of signs that the goblins had been here, but no actual goblins. At least not yet.

      The others nodded, then Adam pointed out some strange markings on the wall. “Like claw marks or something.”

      Rand frowned, looking closely at it. “Laurel?” he asked. “You recognize this?”

      The dwarf shook her head.

      I ran a finger along the marks, curious about them. Each mark was nearly the width of my fingers and stretched about a meter or two long. “A goblin couldn’t have done this.”

      The others nodded. Rand eventually continued down the hall. “Let’s keep going.”

      The path ahead took us through a darker stretch of the fort. There was a metal fixture on the wall where a torch had once sat for anyone who might need it, but the torch was long gone now. We stumbled through the dark.

      As my eyes adjusted, I eventually noticed more claw marks on the walls around me. Most were slashed diagonally into the woodwork at odd angles, but I spotted a few horizontal ones. They reminded me of the marks from a mountain lion or a grizzly bear sharpening their claws. I was hardly an expert on this kind of thing, but whatever it was had big claws.

      Rand’s voice drifted back. “Hey. Take a look at this.”

      The rest of us stepped closer to him. He stood in front of an enormous, scaly piece of blue skin roughly the size of a large dog. The skin was frayed along the edges like it had been torn from a larger piece. Rand leaned down, then rubbed the skin between two of his fingers. Laurel frowned.

      Rand spoke in a low voice. “Laurel? You know what this skin is from?”

      Laurel rolled her eyes. “Just ’cause I live up here don’t mean I know everything.”

      Rand stood.

      I leaned down by the skin, feeling it for myself. It was like paper between my fingers, but slightly rough. It flaked away easily. “Seems like it’s from some type of lizard.”

      Before I could think further, Rand stepped around the skin and continued down the hall. He gestured for us to follow. I brought up the rear.

      We came across a few more pieces of similar skin, albeit smaller. More claw marks ran across the walls. The darkened corridor grew lighter as we passed through a section with ample windows on either side. Laurel directed our attention to the left, where a giant set of wooden doors had been smashed to bits, splintered wood strewn across the floor like leaves beneath a tree in the fall.

      Laurel grimaced. “That’s where I ate with His Majesty’s father.”

      The five of us turned toward the dining hall. We carefully stepped around the splintered wood and ducked under the wrecked doorway. A few dining tables had been torn to kindling, and many more claw marks covered the walls of this room.

      Shattered stones and rocks of varying sizes mixed haphazardly with the broken tables, some as large as a small dog, others mere pebbles. Huge amounts of light cascaded down from the ceiling where the roof had caved in. A portion of it still stood, but we were out in the open for the most part. I tasted fresh air.

      I peered around the room. Shadows shrouded a few corners. In one, an animal lay on its belly, curled up much like a sleeping cat.

      Our group stepped farther into the dining hall, and I saw the animal more clearly. It had scaly blue flesh, the same color as the skin we had found earlier. It was about the size of a large horse. Its sides rose and fell as it slept peacefully.

      The creature had a long tail that narrowed at the end, much like a lizard. Most of its features were reptilian, but it also had a row of spindly, soft bristles that ran the length of its back and two sharp horns on its head. It also had two giant wings folded at its sides, covering its hind legs.

      It didn’t take long for me to figure out what I was staring at. I glanced at the others, gauging their reactions. Each looked as stunned as I was. It was hard to tell if they’d heard of a dragon before, but I had and knew we were looking at one.
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      The silence was palpable. I watched the sleeping dragon with a mixture of awe and nerves. Rand slowly moved closer to the animal, and I followed. We tiptoed across the stone tiles until we were only a couple of paces away from the beast. I’d long since given up being surprised at the different fantastical creatures in this world, but something about seeing a dragon hit differently than a dwarf, a golem, or a goblin.

      Up close, I could make out the line where the dragon’s darker backside transitioned to a lighter-colored belly. The dragon’s side rose and fell as it slept, breathing deeply. Its head faced away from us, and it didn’t seem to have heard us entering the room. The dragon’s scales shimmered in the dim light.

      Rand tapped my shoulder. I looked at him, and he whispered, “Dr. Smith. Let’s go back.”

      I nodded silently, eyeing the creature one last time. Rand and I tiptoed backward.

      After a few steps, I turned to him. “King Alfred’s coming here. We’ll have to warn him about this.”

      Rand looked thoughtful. “You’re right. I’ve only heard legends of these creatures. They say one can ravage an army of men. It might be best to leave it alone. If we can intercept His Majesty, maybe he’ll turn back.”

      I was worried. “We told the dukes to meet us here.”

      Rand nodded, wiping his brow. He looked as troubled as I did.

      We backed up a few additional steps, but before we could reach the doorway, there was a loud clang behind us. Rand and I snapped our heads up, looking up at the dragon. It was stirring.

      I looked back for the source of the noise and saw Adam’s face turning red. He’d smacked his armor against something. He whispered, “Sorry, guys.”

      The dragon’s wings shuddered. It craned its neck, turning its head around and looking at us. Its eyes widened. It bared its teeth in a show of aggression, then let out a tremendous roar.

      “Seriously, Adam?” Laurel drawled, backing up.

      Adam’s voice shook. “Dammit. I’m sorry, guys.”

      Otto grumbled, “You always screw things up.”

      Rand gritted his teeth. “Nothing we can do about it now. Get ready, every—”

      The dragon leaped to its feet, spread its wings, and rushed at us.

      We scattered. Rand and I leaped over an overturned table. The beast smashed into it a moment later, and I knew it was coming for us.

      The dragon roared again.

      Rand shouted, “Dr. Smith! Over there!”

      I glanced at the narrow alcove he was pointing toward. A short sprint later, he ducked into the recess and disappeared. I scrambled, nearly tripping over my feet as I rushed toward the opening.

      The dragon stomped after me, growling and roaring. I ran as fast as I could. My heart raced as I struggled to keep ahead of it. I stumbled over bits of rock and wooden debris. I didn’t dare look back. The dragon’s cries grew louder, and I knew it was closing in.

      Out of breath, I slammed into the edge of the alcove. The blow hurt, and I was sure I’d have a bruise, but that was better than being eaten! I pushed through the pain and clambered deeper into the recess, entering a narrow passageway. No sooner had I gotten inside than the dragon’s claw slammed against the stone. The walls around me shook, and for a moment I thought they might collapse on me.

      The dragon scraped the opening. It reached into the passageway, raking the stone mere centimeters from my shoulders. I slipped deeper into the corridor, wide-eyed as I tried to slow my breathing. That had been a close one.

      Rand spoke farther down the passageway. “Smith, are you all right?”

      I was trembling but nodded. I couldn’t get over how close that had been. Nature had a way of combining the beautiful with the deadly. “Yeah.” I stared at the dragon. It paced, looking agitated. “What now?”

      Rand slid closer to me. “There’s a tunnel ahead. I have no idea where it leads, but I suggest we take it.”

      The dragon clawed the alcove again.

      I stared at it and worried. “What about the others?”

      Rand frowned in concern. “They’ll have to find their own way out. They should have an easier time since the beast has taken more of a liking to us than them.”

      The dragon slammed both front paws into the alcove. The stone shook. I jumped despite myself. The thing was big. And mad.

      Rand looked me in the eyes. “Come on.”

      I followed. I didn’t want to stick around and see what might happen if the dragon succeeded in getting the passageway to collapse. As Rand and I slipped farther down the dark corridor, I recalled the gaping hole in the dining hall's roof. Had the dragon done that? It seemed the most logical explanation.

      Unfortunately, the passageway soon ended. The last few meters weren’t paved with stone, only covered with dirt. We kept going toward a big hole in the ground. Rand pulled a rope from his inventory bag and tied it off. Using that, we descended into the tunnel below.

      The farther we went, the darker it got. By the time we reached the bottom of the rope, the sounds of the dragon outside the passageway had faded completely. The air was cold and the ground damp. The tunnel didn’t look natural since several wooden beams held up the ceiling. Maybe a mine? Rand reached for something on the wall, which turned out to be a torch. He lit it, illuminating our surroundings.

      I looked at the tunnel before us. It sloped down at a gentle angle. “I guess the goblins aren’t around anymore, huh?”

      Rand started walking. “No,” he answered calmly. I followed him down the tunnel. “The dragon must have driven them off. Or eaten them. It’s a good thing we got here before the king. But we better get out of here soon and warn him or hope the others do.”

      I nodded. “Can’t believe we ran into an actual dragon.” Then I added with a faint smile, “Man, it seems like your country has everything.”

      Rand stared at me in confusion. “What do you mean?”

      I explained how the place I was from had no dragons, goblins, dwarves, or magic. He frowned, looking skeptical, but didn’t say anything. We continued.

      It was hard to get the dragon out of my head. It was the definition of majestic. I would have appreciated it more if it hadn’t been trying to kill me.

      As we walked farther along the tunnel, we ran into several forks where it split off in two or more directions. Rand and I tried to choose a path based on what would most likely lead us to the surface, but it was hard to determine. We chose our route in a mostly haphazard fashion, taking turns deciding. I chose the route for the first fork, Rand for the second, and I chose the third.

      We moved deeper into the tunnel system, and I felt like we’d chosen wrong somewhere back there. The tunnel kept sloping down, and I couldn’t see an end to it no matter how far we traveled.

      Eventually, the tunnel began to narrow. Then I was sure we had gone the wrong way. I said something to Rand, but he continued.

      “There’s something up ahead,” he insisted. “A room. I can reach it.”

      He shook out the torch, then went down on his hands and knees, crawling through the tight passage. I did the same.

      We came out into a large chamber as Rand had said. It was roughly the size of a small classroom, like the workshop underneath Tangrim’s castle, but it had a low ceiling less than a meter above our heads. Instead of workbenches and metal contraptions, this room held piles of gold trinkets and jewels.

      The gold glittered in the torchlight as Rand relit it. There were at least five separate piles scattered around the room, and all were as tall as Rand or I. We headed toward one of the piles, then waded through some of the gold. Up close, I could make out the shape of each piece. Much of the gold was in the form of coins, but there were also goblets, necklaces, shields, cups, a few helmets, and many more trinkets.

      Rand turned to me with a hint of a smile. “Oh, man. His Majesty is going to love this.”

      I picked up a glimmering gold sword, hefting it carefully. It was light, and as I ran my finger along the edge, I realized the blade was dull.

      I dropped the sword, still in awe of the sheer amount of treasure. “This must be why the dragon was so agitated. I bet this is its lair.”

      Rand chuckled. “You’re probably right. We should be careful. It’ll have a way to get down here. If we can find that, it’s also our way out.”

      Rand waded farther into the room. I followed, glancing back at the tunnel we’d come in from. “We should probably leave if we can’t find a way out,” I suggested. “If that thing comes down here while we’re here… ”

      I let the sentence trail off as we came to the center of the room. Among a bed of gold coins and enclosed in a barrier of gold trinkets sat three shimmering blue eggs, unguarded by anyone. The eggs were each only slightly larger than a basketball. Their color darkened toward the center, taking on a more cerulean shade, while the tops and bottoms were sky blue.

      A wave of understanding came over me. “It wasn’t only guarding the treasure.”

      Rand turned toward me, wading back through the mounds of treasure. “Right. We’d better leave the eggs alone.”

      We finally found a second entrance, but it was a steep stone tube running up one side of the room. We could maybe climb it with enough time, but there was nowhere to hide if the dragon came in from the top. We’d be toast. Instead, we opted to backtrack into the tunnel system.

      As I followed Rand out of the dragon’s lair, I couldn’t get the image of those eggs out of my mind. It was like something out of a story, and as we made our way back up through the tunnels, a flurry of questions came to mind. How long had the dragon been lairing there? How old were the eggs, and how soon would they hatch? Did the dragon have a mate? Where did it get all its treasure from?

      Rand and I came to a fork and took a different path this time. However, we had only been traveling down the new tunnel for a few minutes when the sound of wings beating against stone came from ahead, along with sharp claws scraping the rock.

      Rand looked at me, shocked, eyes wide. I heard an angry roar from up ahead. The dragon had another way into the tunnels. It was coming after us!

      We moved as fast as we could. The dragon scrambled down the tunnel toward us, thrashing as it approached. The tunnel shook. It was barely wide enough for the dragon to fit. The creature had to haul itself forward with its claws. That slowed it down, but it was still coming at a good pace. We quickly came to the fork again and took the path back to the dining hall.

      The path veered up at an incline, which made climbing harder. A burst of heat washed over me from behind and orange light flared. The dragons here breathed fire!

      Rand and I picked up the pace, clambering up the path so fast we were out of breath. The tunnel eventually leveled off, and we pumped our legs harder. Moments later, the dragon crashed onto the landing behind us.

      Rand spun, drawing his sword and raising his shield. “Behind me, Smith!”

      I ducked behind him, then drew my sword. The dragon roared, releasing a mighty blast of flames. The cavern shook. The wooden beams burned. The flames crashed into Rand’s sword and shield. He gritted his teeth and held firm. Sweat beaded on his brow.

      For a moment, it looked like the fire might overpower him, but the ceiling collapsed in front of us. Dirt and rock rained down with a clattering boom, extinguishing the dragon’s flames. Clouds of dust spewed everywhere. I coughed.

      Rand shouted, “Let’s go!”

      We raced back to the rope. I was only halfway up it when the dragon’s head burst through the mound of dirt that had caved in between us. It roared, pulling its body through the soil and rubble. Rand and I scrambled the rest of the way up the rope.

      When we returned to the dining hall, we discovered the dragon had dug through the floor to get to us. Several of the stone tiles were torn out, and there was a massive hole. Rand and I gaped. It had ripped through how many feet of stone and dirt, chasing us down? How the hell were we supposed to get away from it? Then the dragon burst back up through the hole it had dug, landing with a shudder on the floor before us.

      Rand gritted his teeth. “Back me up, Dr. Smith. I’m going to need it.”

      I stepped up beside him, raising my sword. The dragon rushed at us, swiping with its claws.

      I parried one blow, but the force of the dragon’s claws nearly knocked my sword out of my hands. I managed to hold onto it but stumbled backward. Rand blocked a blow with his shield. He struck with his sword, but the dragon whacked that arm out of the way with its tail and roared in his face.

      Rand backed up, eyes bulging and beads of sweat on his brow. I’d never seen him so intimidated. The dragon flapped its wings, creating a huge gust that knocked both of us on our butts.

      It opened its mouth as if about to release a jet of fire.

      A horn sounded in the distance.

      The dragon shut its mouth, eyes narrowing. I could only think of one reason that horn might be sounding. Rand confirmed it in a low voice. “His Majesty is here.”

      There was another horn blast, and the dragon snapped its head, looking to the side. It backed away from us, glancing around as if to ascertain the source of the noise.

      There was another horn blast, and the dragon snarled, looking agitated. It looked up at the hole in the ceiling above us.

      It spread its wings, going up on its hind legs, and I suddenly got an idea. I tossed aside my sword. It wasn’t going to get through that scaled hide easily anyway. I had another weapon that might.

      I reached into my inventory bag and withdrew the dwarven flintlock. I’d taken to loading the thing and putting it into the bag already set to fire. I figured it would save time in a crisis, and this certainly counted! When the flintlock appeared in my hand, and I withdrew it from the bag, the weapon was already prepped to fire.

      All I had to do was point…and shoot.

      I aimed carefully. I had a few seconds while the beast was distracted by the horns. It wasn’t looking my way, having dismissed us as minimal threats. With good reason, I supposed. I hoped to prove that a mistake.

      I lined up the sights perfectly on the dragon’s head, then gently squeezed the trigger. It sent a metal ball about three-quarters of an inch in diameter shooting down the barrel. The round hit, striking the dragon squarely in the face, ripping through scales and bone.

      The dragon didn’t have time to roar in pain.

      Critical hit! You dealt forty-five damage to the Enemy Dragon. The Enemy Dragon has been defeated. You gained eighteen experience points.

      The beast swayed on its feet, then fell forward. I skittered out of the way. The dragon slammed into the stone tiles beside me, hitting the floor with a resounding boom.

      I stared at the fallen beast in shock. Part of me couldn’t believe I’d taken it down. I kept expecting it to get up, angrier than before, but the dragon was still. There wasn’t a shred of life left in it.

      Then I heard a concerned voice in the doorway. “General Rand! Dr. Smith! Are you all right?”

      Looking over, I caught sight of a group of six soldiers. After Rand and I confirmed we were all right, the soldiers marveled at the slain dragon.

      A few patted Rand and me on the back. “Incredible. Can’t believe it,” one marveled.

      “Great work, General Rand,” another congratulated.

      “Fantastic job, Dr. Smith. Man, you have some guts.”

      I laughed. Guts? I’d been trying to stay alive.

      A fourth soldier shook his head. “His Majesty will want to see this.”
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      It didn’t take long for King Alfred to make his way to us. As the soldiers had predicted, he marveled at the work Rand and I had done in taking down the dragon.

      The king leaned down, looking closely at the beast, and rubbed a hand along its side. “Magnificent creatures, dragons. Such splendid scales. Vivid colors. Pristine features. Centuries ago, it’s said they used to be more widespread, but time has not been kind to them.”

      The king grinned at us, then continued. “Anyway, you did well in taking it out, gentlemen. Be proud of the courage you showed today. I wish we had not had to kill it, but alas, such is the fate when man meets dragon. There isn’t enough room in this fort for the both of us.”

      We were about to leave the dining hall when Laurel, Adam, and Otto stumbled into the room. All were surprised that we had slain the dragon. Adam’s jaw dropped when I told him I had dealt the finishing blow.

      “Incredible, Dr. Smith!”

      Rand stepped forward. “Where were the three of you?”

      Laurel grinned. “Miss us, Sir Pretty Hair?”

      Rand side-eyed her. “Well, we could have used your help fighting the beast.”

      Laurel glanced at the dragon. “Looks like you dealt with it just fine. Anyway, we stayed safe in this smaller room Adam and Otto found down the hall.”

      Otto nodded, looking away with a sheepish expression. “It’s like a meeting hall. Honestly, I didn’t think we stood a chance against the dragon. It looked like you two were running away as well.”

      Alfred glanced at Laurel, Adam, and Otto with a curious gleam in his eyes. “Interesting. Where is this room you were hiding out in?”

      Adam smiled. “Your Majesty, we can show it to you if you like.”

      Alfred nodded. “Yes. We’d better take this conversation there. We have some rather important things to discuss.” He grinned. “Karl, send a runner to gather my advisors and Queen Ata. Have them meet us in this room. We have much to do and little time.”
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        * * *

      

      The meeting hall was dimly lit and surrounded by stone walls. Wooden pillars stretched along the right and left side of the room as I entered, supporting the ceiling. A faded, worn carpet provided a walkway for our group. There was a hint of red in it, which gave me a glimpse of what once had been. The color had faded over the years to a muddy brown.

      We made our way toward a huge, round table in the center of the room. Rays of light descended upon the table. It was the only source of illumination in the room. Glancing up, I spied two huge transparent panels in the roof—a skylight.

      The king sat at the table, and we joined him. The surface stretched four or five meters in diameter and appeared sturdy despite its years. Overhead, several faded banners hung from wooden beams that stretched between the pillars on either side of us. The fabric held the crest of the blue lily, but the color had faded. Some were ragged and punched full of holes like moths had gotten to them.

      The king, Karl Magnusson, Sir Rand, and my group were the first in the room. We chatted casually while others slowly joined us. A runner spread the word, and soon the king’s advisors, Lord Reynolds and Lady Lychant, joined us at the round table. Queen Ata strode in a few minutes later with several of the dwarves from our last meeting in the dwarven city.

      Laurel got up and sat beside the queen, smiling as she rested her arms on the table.

      King Alfred looked around at everyone. A couple of servants hurried up the table, depositing plates of pastries and sausages. A few moments after the servants left, the doors creaked. King Alfred stood. The doors slammed shut.

      “All right, everyone, I think we’re all here.” He rubbed his hands together, looking a tad anxious. “First order of business. Status updates. As you know, Karl and I have spent the last two weeks using hit-and-run tactics against the Shadow Council. I’d say we had a lot of success. The council has been pretty confused about where I am, and they’ve mostly been floundering around, per our scouts, not gaining much ground.”

      Karl frowned. “The last status update from the scouts is concerning, though.”

      The king sighed. “Yes. That’s the bad news. Yesterday, one of our scouts—little Peter, I think. Is that right, Karl?”

      Karl nodded. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      The king smiled. “Right. So Peter came back and told us that the enemy’s forces are gathering at the base of the mountains. They know I’m here. That’s the bad news. This fort will be a challenge for them to assault, so maybe we can hold out here a while longer.”

      Queen Ata leaned forward. “With them all gathered in one place, it’ll be a lot easier to take them down.”

      Rand laughed. Karl looked uneasy.

      The king spoke again in a low voice. “One would hope. We’ll need the rest of my troops if we’re going to stand a chance. Dr. Smith, what’s the news from the duchies?”

      The king sat, gesturing for me to take the floor. All eyes were on me. I stood, sighing as I thought of Duke Tangrim’s treachery. I didn’t feel good about sharing that.

      “Good news and bad news.” I paused as I considered how to frame everything. The king helped himself to a plate of some pastries and sausages. I continued. “I’ll start with the good news.

      “Duke Bertram and Duke Willhelm have promised to meet us here with their armies. Bertram was apologetic. He couldn’t get his troops to the capital earlier when we needed them. Willhelm had some trouble with the Shadow Council. They kidnapped his kids, but luckily, we got them back.”

      King Alfred nodded. He smiled with a mouth full of food. He swallowed. “And Duke Tangrim?”

      I glanced at Rand with a frown. He reassured me with a smile. I looked at the king. “That’s the bad news. Duke Tangrim won’t be lending us support.”

      I described how we had arrived at his castle, and things had initially seemed promising until several assassins ambushed us in our rooms. I told King Alfred about the chamber we’d discovered underneath the castle, a workshop that proved Duke Tangrim was working with the Shadow Council.

      The king’s expression darkened. I didn’t feel good about going on. Rand leaned forward. “We took the designs from the workshop and destroyed everything. Whatever they were working on, it’s over now.”

      The king looked curious. “You have the designs?”

      Rand looked at me. “Dr. Smith does.”

      I fished into my inventory bag and pulled out a stack of parchment. I slid the top piece over to the king. It displayed the design for the spherical weapon with claws powered by a mage’s electricity. The king peered at it. Wrinkles appeared on his forehead, and he looked surprised as he studied the design.

      Then he looked up, clenching his jaw and baring his teeth in anger. “How dare he!”

      Everyone around the table was sympathetic to the king’s pain. The king slammed a fist into the table. After a moment of heavy silence, he seethed some more. “That traitor will pay. I’ll have his head. That’s a promise. Karl, hold me to it.”

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

      Queen Ata leaned forward. “Dr. Smith, what does this mean for our odds in the war? Will this Duke Tangrim march against us along with the Shadow Council? How many men does he control?”

      The best I could do was shrug. The only thing that was clear was he wouldn’t back us up.

      Rand stood. “Thankfully, Tangrim’s duchy is the smallest of the three. He commands many men, but I believe we can still win, even if he marches on us with the Shadow Council.”

      Queen Ata bit her lip, clearly worried. “We’ll have to hope your other dukes arrive in time, then.”

      King Alfred narrowed his gaze, looking at the queen. “Having second thoughts about our alliance, Queen Ata?”

      The dwarven queen pursed her lips. “No. But we must win.”

      King Alfred smiled. “We will.”

      Rand and I sat. The king gestured at Queen Ata, and she stood.

      Rand helped himself to a pastry as she spoke. “As you know, we’ve been working on upgrading all our weapons following Dr. Smith’s designs. The work has gone well so far. We’ve upgraded nearly seventy percent of existing flintlocks, and given a few more days we should finish the rest. Laurel, we have a new gun for you too, so after the meeting, see Nasir. He’ll help you get set up with it.”

      Laurel grinned. “Looking forward to it, Your Majesty.”

      Ata nodded, continuing. “Our men are receiving some basic training on how to use the weapons, but it’s proving to be easy for them to adapt, so I have no doubt they’ll be skilled enough to use them in the battle ahead. You’ll be happy to know, Alfred, that I have no bad news from our camp.”

      King Alfred chuckled. “Excellent. Dr. Smith, why don’t you work with the dwarves to prepare for the coming battle? Maybe you can build something new?”

      I smiled at the king and queen. I liked the idea of using my engineering skills again, and Ata also seemed intrigued by the idea of recruiting me to help.

      “Halgrim is here, so that would be perfect,” she agreed. “Actually, the last few times I’ve spoken to him, he hasn’t been able to stop talking about you, Dr. Smith. I think he might be obsessed.”

      Laurel chuckled and rolled her eyes. “Sounds like Halgrim, all right.”

      I smiled. “Well, we had some good conversations.”

      Ata smiled too. “There you go. Why don’t the two of you see if you can come up with some new weapons or maybe some traps for when the enemy arrives?”

      I agreed to the idea, and she sat.

      King Alfred wrapped up the meeting by giving everyone assigned tasks. Rand would meet with the army captains to discuss strategies for confronting the enemy. Lord Reynolds and Lady Lychant would continue advising the king on civil matters. Karl would draw up plans for keeping the king safe during the battle and if the worst should happen. Ata and her dwarves would locate good vantage points for when the enemy arrived.

      Once Alfred had finished doling out these tasks, he dismissed us. The soldiers opened the big wooden doors at the front of the meeting hall, and I strode out, heading down the hall in search of Halgrim.
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      The hallway outside the meeting room was raucous and crowded. While we’d been talking, it seemed like every soldier in King Alfred’s and Queen Ata’s armies had made their way inside, and everyone was chatting and looking around like the place was one big giant museum.

      Rand and Laurel barked commands. I slipped past a couple of dwarves and several human soldiers, focused on looking for Halgrim. Unfortunately, the dwarven engineer was nowhere to be found, but I got some answers when I asked around.

      “Saw him going that way,” one dwarf replied.

      “Oh yeah, I think he’s down that hall,” another advised.

      I eventually encountered a dead end with two doors on either side of me. I tried one. The room on the other side was empty and only as big as a bedroom closet. I tried the other door, and when I stepped inside, Halgrim was leaning over a table, hard at work.

      This room was roughly the same size as Halgrim’s workshop at the dwarven castle. It was much emptier, though. Only two wooden tables and eight chairs occupied the space, and there weren’t any decorations on the walls or rugs on the floor.

      As I shut the door behind me, I noticed that Halgrim wasn’t the only person present. While he studied a few pieces of paper on the table before him, Gomes and Sam collaborated on a small mechanical device at the other table. Arthur and Mauvin weren’t far from them. The two were fiddling with a big black cannon. I glanced at Halgrim, figuring it must be his work.

      Three small windows provided ample light to work by. It was chilly in this room. I shook off a shiver as I paced across the stony floor, headed toward Halgrim. He looked up as I approached.

      A smile spread across his face. “Dr. Smith! Oh, it’s so great to see you. I’ve been dying to work with you again. Honestly, dying.”

      I laughed. “I’m excited about it too.”

      The other engineers dropped what they had been doing and gathered around me. Gomes stepped forward. “We all heard about your mission. Did it go well? Kick some Shadow Council butt?”

      I grinned, thinking of my whole adventure, especially where I had infiltrated the enemy camp, burned down several tents, and barely escaped with my life. I told the others about that part of the mission, describing how I’d created a sound device to distract the golems.

      “Ah.” Mauvin leaned back against one of the tables. “So they rely heavily on sound to detect enemies. Good to know.”

      I nodded. “That’s right. Hey, Sam, I’m glad you’re doing better.”

      Sam chuckled and scratched the back of his neck. “Ah, well, you know. That lightning hurt like hell, but it couldn’t keep me down for long. Damn, I missed a lot though, didn’t I?”

      Arthur clapped his back. “It’s okay, buddy.”

      Halgrim’s eyes lit up. “I brought ’em on when I heard they were part of your engineering team.” He turned back to the table, focusing on the design he had been working on. “Hey, how come you never told me you had a team, Dr. Smith? Would’ve been good to know. Work is much better when you have a good crew.”

      I looked around at the others. Truth be told, I hadn’t known they were my team. I’d joined them to build the trebuchet, but I saw how excited everyone was to see me, so I didn’t bother correcting Halgrim.

      I peered over his shoulder at what he was drawing, quickly recognizing it as a cannon. “Interesting sketch. Is that what Arthur and Mauvin are working on?”

      Halgrim’s eyes lit up. “Oh yes! Full-size cannon. It’s only at the prototype stage now, but once we nail down these little fixes, we should have a few of these babies ready for the battle. I had Arthur and Mauvin fine-tuning the bore.”

      Halgrim pointed across the room to where Arthur and Mauvin had been when I entered. I glanced where he was pointing, eyeing the large cannon. I couldn’t assess it from a distance, but it seemed to be built well from where I stood.

      Halgrim chuckled. “Anyway, I want to know what you’ve come up with.” He thrust a finger at my chest excitedly. “We need something good. What have you got, Dr. Smith?”

      I pursed my lips. All of the excitement was energizing me. The wheels in my head turned as I worked through some of the issues we’d faced in our previous fights against the council and potential solutions. Before I knew it, I was at the table with Halgrim, drawing sketches on the back of one of his used sheets of parchment.

      “One of our biggest problems is the lightning. We need something to lessen its effectiveness. Maybe a way to block, weaken, or draw it to another source.”

      That last possibility was particularly intriguing. I started to draw the design for a metal rod with a weighted base. We could stick these rods anywhere on the battlefield and move them during battle if needed.

      Halgrim’s eyes widened as he watched me draw. “Ooh, that’s good.”

      I wasn’t done with the idea for the metal rods before I came up with a new idea. My sound devices had been extremely effective against the golems. If Halgrim and I could somehow develop a replacement for the speakers, we could build more. I sketched the road to the mountain fort with little X’s to indicate where I thought we could place the new sound devices. We didn’t need many. Three seemed to be the optimal number.

      Halgrim leaned close. “That will distract the golems?”

      I set my pencil down. “It’ll drive them crazy. They’ll probably stop advancing, and they’ll search out the source of the sound. If we place the devices underground, they won’t be able to find them easily. While they’re searching, we can get in some extra hits with the cannon.”

      Halgrim was intrigued and expressed his eagerness to get started on the designs right away, but I wanted to show him one more thing first. I fished the designs from Duke Tangrim’s workshop out of my inventory bag, showing the dwarf several of them.

      In addition to the magical explosive we’d discovered, Tangrim had also drawn up designs for spikes that could be shot long distances with magic. He’d also modified a golem’s arms to extend their reach and allow them to latch onto a foe or blade with an adhesive.

      Together, we modified some of these designs for our use. Tangrim had written down the formula for the adhesive, and I put Gomes in charge of gathering all the materials to make it. Mauvin volunteered to work on the spikes. I tasked Sam and Arthur with constructing the metal rods that I hoped would serve to draw the mages’ lightning.

      Meanwhile, Halgrim and I took on the challenge of building the sound box. As he cut some wood for each side, I got out my tool bag and fished through it for supplies I could use to create the heart of the device, called the speaker driver. I had a piece of coil in the bag and hooked it around a small metal rod that Halgrim had brought with copious other supplies from his workshop. Between those supplies and everything in my bag, I had enough to build a complete speaker driver.

      I secured everything inside a circular frame and assessed my work with pride. A message popped up on my inner scroll, making me more confident.

      Skill increase! Engineering is now level thirteen.

      Skill increase! Knowledge is now level thirteen.

      I searched through all my supplies again, noting what we had. Much to my delight, I counted two more metal rods like the first one and plenty more coil.

      “All right, Dr. Smith. How is this?” Halgrim showed me the pieces of wood he’d cut for the sides of the box.

      I measured the wood against the speaker driver I’d built. We adjusted the box’s size until it was as small and compact as possible with everything still fitting cleanly around the speaker driver. Halgrim and I cut a hole in one of our boards for the driver to fit in, then screwed the driver into the box and continued the rest of the setup.

      By the time we finished building two of these, daylight was fading. Luckily, Halgrim had gotten the hang of things. I let him tackle the third speaker box while I worked on three sound devices and hooked the first two speakers up to a pair of them.

      Gomes came over while we were doing this and set a few lit candles around our table. I smiled, thanking him.

      Arthur gazed out the window, looking worried. “It will be hard to set things up in the dark.” He fastened an angle bracket to a large metal rod.

      Gomes waved dismissively. “We’ll get it done, Arthur. We always do. Especially when Dr. Smith is around.”

      I held a piece of wire between my teeth as I pushed a few components into the breadboard. I took the wire and connected it. “It will be a bit difficult, but we’ll manage. We could wait until morning, but I think it’s better to do it now. Who knows when the Shadow Council will arrive.”

      For a while, we worked in silence. I plugged in a few more wires and realized I was almost done with the sound devices.

      “We’re almost ready over here,” I advised without looking up. “How are the rest of you faring?”

      Gomes spoke with pride. “Finished with the glue, helping Arthur and Sam now.”

      Sam’s voice was strained. “Got six metal rods done, working on the seventh.”

      Arthur piped up quickly. “I’m working on the eighth.”

      Mauvin’s reply came from the other end of the room in an almost monotone. “Seventeen spikes completed.”

      We could have used more spikes and metal rods, but I was reluctant to work too late into the night and knew we still had to set everything up. It was best to save some energy for that. I gathered the others as soon as Halgrim and I finished the sound devices. We headed out of the fort and down to the mountain path below.

      Gomes grabbed a torch off the wall as we went. I was thankful for the light, but it only illuminated things within a small radius, which meant the path in the distance and a large portion of the mountain around us were still shrouded in darkness. We descended a stone staircase, then hiked across a cobblestone road that paralleled the wall adjacent to the fort. When the cobblestones ended, I thought about the best placement for the sound devices. We trudged about twenty meters down the path. I stopped before the ground sloped down around a couple of rock outcroppings.

      “We’ll put them here, right under the surface,” I told the group.

      I figured we’d space them about five to ten meters apart. That should cover most of the mountain path and hopefully lead to a glut of golems blocking the road.

      Next up was Mauvin’s spikes. I directed Sam and Gomes to dig several holes around the sound boxes, and Mauvin got to work gathering leaves and finding some fishing nets to cover the holes and camouflage them.

      As the group did this, I headed back up the road with Arthur. I took the glue Gomes had made and spread it along the stairs leading up to the fort. With any luck, that would cause some congestion for any mages or golems that made it past the sound boxes.

      Arthur and I carried the metal poles to the top of the fort’s defensive walls. As we climbed the stairs, I thought about the upcoming battle. I ran through a few scenarios in my head, trying to determine if there was anything I hadn’t accounted for.

      We soon reached the top, where we encountered Queen Ata’s sharpshooters. We gave two metal poles to a group of sharpshooters by the doorway. I briefly explained their purpose and that they could be moved if needed.

      I peered over the edge of the wall as we walked toward the next group of dwarves. Gomes, Mauvin, Sam, and Halgrim were still setting things up below.

      Arthur spoke in a soft voice. “It’s a pleasure working under you, Dr. Smith,” he said. “Yer a smart man.”

      I smiled. “Thanks.”

      Arthur nodded. After we set up a second pair of metal poles by another group of dwarves, we continued chatting some more. Eventually, Arthur mentioned that he wouldn’t be fighting in the battle. I was surprised until I remembered how he had previously declined to fight in the battle outside the capital.

      When I asked him about it, he answered with a comfortable smile. “It’s the way I was raised. Like you, I come from another country. ’Tis called Polnar. We are a nation of peace and wield no weapons, no matter what danger or threats we face. My country is a very different place than Kortall. I adjust and do some things differently, but still… I will not wield a blade or any other weapon. Even if it means my death.”

      Arthur’s explanation made me wonder about what I was doing. We finished the rest of the metal poles, and I thought he might get along better in my world than in this one. His values weren’t so different from those many people on Earth espoused. Was it the right way to go?

      I remembered a quote I’d once heard, although I couldn’t remember the source. It went something like, “All it takes for evil men to succeed is for good men to do nothing.”

      I took a moment to catch my breath and stared at the horizon. The moon shone brightly, and the stars were out in a cloudless sky. I marveled at the view.

      If I had a choice, I would rather not kill. As I worried about the battle ahead, I knew I would when it came down to it. I didn’t fight and kill people because I wanted to. I fought because it was the only way to protect my friends.
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      A loud horn blared in the morning, waking me up. I'd slept on the floor of the feasting hall with my engineering team and nearly a hundred soldiers. A few of the king’s men had swept the room and cleaned out the debris and dragon remains the day before. I glanced to my left. Mauvin was a few paces away. He rubbed his eyes, looking like a college student struggling to get up for an eight a.m. exam.

      Rattling armor as the soldiers clambered to their feet surrounded me. Most seemed much more alert than I was. Some men were chatting as they strapped on armor while others barked orders. Several dwarves hustled by on my right, taking a staircase near the back of the hall that I hadn't realized was there.

      Rand called across the room, "Dr. Smith! The king wants to see you."

      I stumbled to my feet, looking around. I patted my hip, feeling the inventory bag in my pocket.

      Rand emerged from the crowd. "Dr. Smith. Let’s go. We need to hurry." He gestured for me to follow.

      I went with him, although I was tired and flustered.

      The king was outside the castle, sitting on a horse and looking down at the road before us. A huge force of golems occupied a grassy valley between two large hills a few hundred meters down the path from where we were. A stream ran between the two hills, disappearing around the one on the left.

      As I scanned the enemy forces, I noticed mages scattered among the golems. Each wore a black robe, and along with the golems, they were all arranged in an orderly fashion as if ready to march. A mage in the front of the group waved a white flag.

      Then I saw the group of men behind the golems. No, not only a group. This was a whole army, several hundred strong. They were decked out in plate armor, carrying swords, spears, hammers, axes, maces, and more. One of the men in the lead held a flag with the crest of a clam holding a pearl on it. Duke Tangrim’s crest.

      The king turned to me. “I’ll ride out to meet with them.”

      He surprised me. “Is that wise?”

      The king frowned while gazing at the enemy army. The golems and mages parted. The man with the white flag rode forward. Two men on horseback followed him away from the crowd. From this distance, I couldn’t tell who they were.

      The king forced a smile. “It’ll be all right. That’s a flag of truce, so they want to talk. I’ll have Karl along and yourself, to be sure.”

      Karl was on horseback next to the king. He kicked his horse forward. “I’ll lead the way, Your Majesty.”

      The king gestured for his bodyguard to go ahead. “Sir Rand, I’d like you to come with me as well.”

      I mounted a horse one of the king’s stable boys brought over for me. I still wasn’t a proficient rider, but at least my butt didn’t burn with pain every time. Rand gestured for me to go next. The king followed with Rand bringing up the rear. The four of us rode down a short hill until we reached a section of cobbled road and continued toward the valley.

      We rode past the spot where Halgrim, the engineers, and I had set up the sound devices the night before. The enemy was close. We stopped in front of the sound devices. The three enemies approaching with the white flag stopped several paces down the road from us.

      This close, I could make them out more clearly. I didn’t recognize the flag bearer or the other guy in black robes. The third guy was Tangrim. He wore a full suit of plate armor and carried a sword sheathed at his side. His face was angry, even fierce-looking.

      Tangrim gave me the impression that he thought he was the aggrieved one here. All the same, he didn’t look the part of a fighter. His gut stuck out too far, and his face was bright red.

      One of the men in black robes—the one without the white flag—rode to the front of their group. He had a full beard, wavy brown hair that fell to his shoulders, and creases around his mouth from frowning. He reined his horse to a stop, sitting tall with a confident expression as he gazed upon the king and the rest of us.

      Rand whispered to me, “That’s Malakai. General of the Shadow Council. It’s said he conquered our neighbor Wesland by battling and defeating an entire army of men by himself.”

      Unlike Tangrim, Malakai truly cut the image of a warrior. I couldn’t tell if he wore armor under the black robes, but his gaze made the hairs on my arms stand on end, even when he wasn’t looking at me.

      I swallowed, eyeing King Alfred with concern. To my amazement, the king didn’t seem fazed. His gaze was glued to Tangrim.

      “Tangrim, you dare show yourself here, traitor?” Alfred called.

      “It’s not treason to follow the rightful rulers of the world, young fool,” Tangrim snapped.

      Alfred scoffed. “What did they offer you to betray your country, your people? What was your price? Wealth? The promise of power?”

      Malakai cut in. “I think perhaps our time would be better spent discussing the coming battle or perhaps your surrender?”

      For the first time, I felt certain I saw a crack in Malakai’s even demeanor. It was there for a moment, the flicker of concern making him purse his lips before speaking, the small hint of worry in his eyes before he spoke. It was gone quickly, but I felt confident the man didn’t want Alfred and Tangrim continuing this discussion.

      This meant we did want them to keep talking about it. Anything that threw Malakai off his game had to be good for our side.

      “I don’t know,” I interjected, my voice pitched to carry. “I think a lot of us would love to know the price of Tangrim’s loyalty.”

      I had a feeling it wouldn’t take much to get Tangrim talking again, and I wasn’t wrong. He whirled on me. “You arrogant peasant! What they offered me was simple—to become one of them. I’ll be trained to become a mage, and I will rule with them.”

      Alfred’s eyebrows went up. I looked at the king. “Is that possible, Your Majesty? Can you be trained to use magic, or are people born to it?”

      “Born to it, I’ve always heard,” Rand chimed in. He looked at me with a small smile that told me he understood what I was doing.

      If we could convince Tangrim that his ally was lying to him, it would be amazing. It also felt unlikely. Still, anything we could do that drove a wedge between them benefited us.

      Alfred frowned. “I’ve always understood much the same.”

      Tangrim gritted his teeth. “Of course that’s what ‘they’ say. It’s how mages keep power to themselves. They only train those who they feel have earned it. As I have. Right, Malakai?”

      Was it me, or did I hear the faintest doubt creeping into Tangrim’s voice? Good.

      “Of course, my lord duke,” Malakai replied. “Now, we have more important things to discuss. Alfred, as I’m sure you’re aware, my name is General Malakai. I’m sorry about putting you in this situation.

      “You might not believe me, but the last thing I want is for anyone to die here. I’m a peaceful man at heart. I want nothing but the best for your citizens. Like you, I strive to rule with a just hand.

      “Now, I won’t lie to you. I will take over your kingdom, and there’s little you can do about that. It’s simply about who is the best man for the job. Mages are more fit to rule.”

      Alfred narrowed his eyes. “I think not.”

      Malakai smiled faintly. “You think you’re more fit to rule than the Shadow Council?”

      Alfred stared at Malakai with a hardened gaze. “I think you’re slime who will say anything to get what you want. I’ve seen your golems, Malakai. Where did you get the parts for your army? The human parts, I mean.”

      Malakai snarled, “Let me get to the point, then. I’d like to offer you a deal. I would prefer not to spill any more blood, so if you surrender here, Alfred, I will let you live. You’ll be allowed safe passage out of the country and to any destination outside our empire you wish.

      “Furthermore, we’ll grant safe passage to a small group of people, whoever should wish to accompany you, and you’ll be allowed to take whatever you can carry on your backs. We’ll admit you back into your castle to retrieve anything you might have left behind. This is all in exchange for giving up your right to the throne, but that’s all we need from you.”

      King Alfred’s hardened gaze slowly relaxed, and he chuckled. “I don’t think so, Malakai. I’m sure you’ve tried that tactic against others, and maybe it’s worked before. Not today. You’re welcome to be the one to run away, and I’ll stay here and let you leave with whatever you can carry on your back.”

      Malakai offered King Alfred a pained smile. “A generous offer. Like you, I can’t bring myself to leave this land.”

      Alfred shook his head. “Then it seems we are at an impasse.”

      The Shadow Council general looked around at us. Then his gaze settled on Alfred. “Perhaps you’d like time to consider my offer? I can give you two hours to discuss it, and we can meet again.”

      I nudged my horse forward. Something was off. Malakai was trying way too hard to get the king to accept his offer. “You know you can’t win against us,” I declared on a hunch. “That’s why you keep trying to talk us out of the battle.”

      “Dr. Smith, I presume? Oh yes, I’ve heard of you.” Malakai smiled. “It’s wonderful to meet you. Look at my fighting force. Do you really think I can’t win this battle?”

      I looked. Malakai was right. He had double, maybe triple the men we did. We had the high ground and the fort, but I wasn’t sure how useful that would be. We desperately needed Bertram’s and Willhelm’s forces.

      Malakai sighed. “Alas, Dr. Smith, as I told King Alfred, I do not want to fight. I will if I must, but I prefer not to spill blood here and now.”

      Another idea suddenly came to me. “You don’t want to disturb the dragon.”

      Malakai’s eyes widened. He cracked his jaw. “So, you know about the dragon. I didn’t think you did. You must be mad indeed, setting camp so close to its lair.”

      I hesitated. How much did he know? Certainly, he couldn’t know we’d killed the beast. How much should I tell him?

      Malakai sighed. “If you know about the dragon, you’ll know it’s a dangerous beast. It benefits neither of us to disturb it. I’ll be honest. My goal is to befriend it and assist with hatching its eggs. Given that you’re closer to it than me, Alfred, I suggest you think carefully before deciding on my earlier proposal. Oh, and I’ll also add, we can’t have you taking the eggs with you.”

      Alfred’s gaze hardened. “The answer’s no. You really think I would let you get your hands on a bunch of dragon eggs? Not to mention the damage I know you would do to this kingdom.

      “If you won’t leave, Malakai, I’ll have no choice but to fight you. Let me warn you—you won’t like the result of this battle. I’ll give you one last chance. Back down, or face the full might of my men, the dwarves, and both dukes Willhelm and Bertram, who will be arriving any moment now.”

      Malakai shook his head. “You give me no choice either, Alfred. I’m sorry it’s come to this.”

      Alfred turned his horse. “You’re not sorry. If you were, you’d leave this land in peace!” he shouted over his shoulder. “Come on, Karl, Smith, Rand. Nothing more we can say to this man.”

      The king led us back toward our line of troops and the castle. Malakai’s and Tangrim’s horses turned and trotted back toward their line of men.

      When we reached the castle, all of us dismounted and brought our horses inside. Stable hands hustled to lead them away.

      When I looked back at their army, the white flag was gone, replaced by a new one. This one displayed a crest I’d never seen before. A hand held up, palm to the sky, with a blue aura around it like it was using magic. A cool gust of wind rustled my hair, and I knew the battle would start at any moment.
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      The enemy golems stomped forward, beginning their advance across the grassy terrain. I watched them march from my spot between Sir Rand and King Alfred. We sat at the top of the stone stairs, in front of the fort’s front door and inside the metal gate. A small force of guards in full armor wielding swords surrounded us. The golems lumbered up the road. Rand watched them with a calculated expression. Everything was so quiet for a moment that I heard the birds chirping in the distance.

      Rand looked up and shouted, “Fire the cannon!”

      After a moment, I heard three loud bangs, one after the other. The blast blew several enemy golems to the ground. The rest kept advancing, unaffected by their comrades’ demise, leaving the bodies on the path behind them.

      After a moment, I heard a couple more bangs, and more golems went down. The advancing golems continued their march at a steady pace. I pursed my lips. Rand glanced at me and the king. “You should probably head inside. It’s safer there. I’ll remain here to lead the troops on the ground. Dr. Smith, you might want to aid them on the ramparts. You’ll probably be most useful there.”

      As we moved through the castle, more cannon fire rang out above. We made our way down to the feasting hall, then up a set of stairs. The cannon roared on. The path up the stairs was dark since there were no windows. As we neared the top of the stairs, I spied a hint of light coming from a doorway that looked like it led outside.

      We emerged at the top of the fort’s walls. Another set of booms echoed, and several cheers went up from the people on the walls. The king and Karl moved toward the wall, looking down at the enemy and taking stock of the situation.

      I noticed my small crew of engineers and Halgrim. They stood a few meters away. Gomes, Mauvin, and Sam each operated a cannon while Arthur served as their cannonball loader.

      Halgrim shouted, “Go, go, go! Give ’em another round!”

      Arthur shoved the cannonballs down with a wooden pole. He stepped out of the way and gave the others a thumbs-up.

      Gomes, Sam, and Mauvin lit fuses. They sizzled. A moment later, three loud bangs rocked the fort. Smoke spewed from the cannon. I looked over the wall in time to see a couple more golems go down.

      From this height, I could see the enemy better. The cannon fire had left a trail of golems on the path leading to the ones still marching. The mages and Duke Tangrim’s troops rustled in the valley below, starting to move forward. They trailed the golems. Malakai and Tangrim rode side by side, near the front of the human troops but still well outside our firing range.

      Soon, the golems reached the sound devices. I'd set up a tripwire to turn them on using an improvised battery-type power source. They must have hit it because suddenly, the golems ceased their advance. They bumbled around wildly, acting disoriented and annoyed. Their movements were confused, and a few smashed the ground.

      A couple of the mages rode closer to them, shouting something. I couldn't hear their words. The golems glanced at the mages in confusion. Some trudged closer to the mages, then back the way they'd come as if they couldn't decide what to do.

      Then one golem stepped on one of our leaf traps, and its foot fell into the hole. The golem tried to pull it out, but Mauvin had designed the trap well, and its foot came out shredded. When it tried to take a step, it collapsed.

      Several more golems suffered the same fate. I was surprised that golems kept falling into them after they had uncovered them. Despite their bad eyesight, I had thought they were smarter than that. But no. They were all too intent on getting to the source of the sound. The golem army thinned before my eyes.

      Malakai strode forward and held up a hand. A blue aura concentrated around it. Three lightning bolts flashed simultaneously, aimed at the ground.

      The electricity scorched the earth, burning away all leaves and grass. It left behind dirt that had been singed black. The golems were still distracted, though.

      Malakai peered at the ground, and I realized that his electricity had revealed all the traps. Their placement revealed that there was something in the middle of them, although the sound devices weren’t visible.

      Malakai’s hand glowed blue again, and I watched with shock as several fallen golems rose into the air. He smashed three of them together, forming a giant ball, and dropped it on a sound device.

      The golems hit the ground with a resounding boom. The impact was so powerful that it fractured the ground, punching a giant crater into the spot where the sound device had been.

      Malakai repeated the maneuver on the next two sound devices. The golems were no longer distracted. They resumed their advance.

      I bit my lip and watched as the enemy army rumbled forward. The cannon alongside me roared, taking down several more golems. Although Malakai had destroyed the sound devices, I was still optimistic. They had done a good job of slowing the enemy advance, and masses of enemy golems littered the ground near the traps. We had cut their numbers by a quarter, if not more.

      Soon, the golems reached the stairs leading up to the fort. Then they encountered the sticky glue Gomes had made. Midway through their climb up the stairs, several golems stopped, frozen in place. Others pushed through their stuck comrades, but they quickly got stuck too.

      In a matter of seconds, flailing golems packed the entire stone staircase. They pushed and shoved each other. Several fell over, and their hands got stuck as well. The mages and Tangrim’s men halted behind them. Malakai gritted his teeth in anger.

      Below us, Rand shouted, “Enemy’s in range. Fire!”

      Guns went off all around me. The mages and Tangrim’s soldiers dropped like tin cans at a shooting range. Malakai looked up, pointing desperately at the walls above. A blue aura formed around his hand, and he shot a lightning bolt at a group of dwarves.

      The metal poles we’d made drew the lightning, and the dwarves continued reloading their weapons unharmed. Several more lightning bolts flashed, aimed at other dwarves, but the metal poles did their job again. Feeling good about the way this was going, I took out my flintlock and knelt. I aimed at a mage, then fired.

      Critical hit! You did seventeen damage. Enemy mage has been defeated. You gained ten experience points.

      The dwarves alongside me released another round. Guns popped, and bullets rained down on the mages and soldiers below. The dwarves around me cheered, and I cheered with them. We were winning this!

      As we all reloaded for another go, shouts of alarm rose from below. The mages and soldiers were growing frantic. A few tried shooting lightning bolts at us again, but the metal poles easily kept us safe. The rest backtracked, trying to work around the stone staircase, but because of the way the various stone walls enclosed the area, it was cumbersome and time-consuming.

      We released another round, downing more of Malakai’s and Tangrim’s men with a storm of loud gunfire.

      A message flashed across my inner scroll.

      Critical hit! You did eighteen damage. Enemy mage has been defeated. You gained eleven experience points.

      A shout rose from within the enemy ranks as we reloaded our weapons. I peered at them through a slit in the wall. A few of Tangrim’s men were climbing over the fallen golems. Another shout came from the hillside adjacent to the staircase, and I realized that a wave of Tangrim’s men had worked around the stairs. These men carried ladders tall enough to scale the walls.

      As they rushed toward us, more soldiers shoved a device on wheels up the hill. I couldn’t see what it was because a tarp covered it, but I got a bad feeling in my gut.
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      I finished reloading my flintlock and peered down at the enemy. They hastily leaned ladders against the wall. Enemy soldiers climbed. A series of bangs went off around me. A few of Tangrim’s troops fell backward off the ladders, but two more rose in their stead for each one that did. I hurried, pointing my gun down, then aimed and fired at one.

      Critical hit! You did sixteen damage. Enemy soldier has been defeated. You gained thirteen experience points.

      The man fell off the ladder and crashed to the ground.

      Then I heard a loud crash and looked at the other end of the fort. Almost a dozen soldiers gathered around the device I’d seen earlier. They had uncovered it, revealing a battering ram. They pulled the battering ram back, then slammed it into the front gate again with a mighty crash.

      I reloaded my gun again, but by the time I finished, the enemy soldiers were nearing the top of the wall. At the other end of the wall, I spotted a dwarf leaning out, taking hold of the ladder, and pushing it back. Several of Tangrim’s men screamed as they fell.

      Another ladder was only a meter or two away from me. I aimed and fired, shooting one soldier off the top of that ladder. I hustled to the ladder, getting there a moment before the nearest soldier reached the top. Like the dwarf, I flipped the ladder away. More screams rang out.

      My inner scroll flashed several notifications about the kills, but I didn’t take the time to read them. I swapped my flintlock for my sword, then hurried along the wall toward the next ladder. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Laurel. She crouched low with her flintlock aimed through a slit in the wall. She pulled the trigger. A loud bang sounded.

      I took long strides as I rushed past her, watching the next ladder. Before I could reach it, an enemy soldier clambered onto the top of the wall. I lunged toward him, thrusting my sword and trying to catch him off-guard. He parried my blow. I followed up the attack with a series of feints and jabs, which flustered him. Then I landed a fatal hit by thrusting my sword into his chest.

      Critical hit! You did sixteen damage. You defeated an enemy soldier. You gained sixteen experience points.

      As soon as that enemy soldier fell, two more took his place. They must have scaled the ladder while I was fighting the other soldier. They charged at me with energetic roars. I parried their blows. Although they outnumbered me, I felt good about this matchup because I saw how ugly their footwork was. Within a few seconds, I spotted an easy opening and lunged, slicing one beneath the armpit.

      Hit! You did eight damage. Enemy soldier is unable to fight.

      I turned my attention to the other soldier, but three more came at me, stumbling over their fallen comrade.

      I backed up, parrying madly. Two more soldiers scurried onto the wall, joining the others to make it six of them coming at me. I let out a cry of frustration, barely parrying a blow that might have taken my arm off. It took all my concentration to avoid their attacks, and I would soon run out of space to retreat.

      Then I heard a cry on my left. One of the soldiers crumpled to the roof. The others looked around wildly. Laurel stood on the other side of them, smirking. Her ax dripped with the fallen enemy soldier’s blood.

      “Looks like you could use some help, Doctor.”

      I smiled in relief. Three soldiers charged Laurel. I parried blows from the other two, finding the fight much easier. I quickly lured one into exposing his back to me and stabbed his waist, bringing him down with a loud thud.

      Hit! You did fourteen damage. Enemy soldier has been defeated. You gained twelve experience points.

      The next soldier came at me but stumbled over part of the stonework. He lost his balance, and I took advantage with a strike to his sword arm.

      Hit! Enemy soldier took ten damage. Enemy soldier is unable to fight.

      Laurel was still fighting two enemy soldiers at the other end of the pathway. The third lay crumpled at her feet. She looked at me as she parried their blows, swinging her ax around and pushing them back.

      “I’ve got these two!” she shouted. “Go on, Dr. Smith. See if anyone else needs your help.”

      I watched her parry another blow, then counterattack by smashing her ax into the enemy’s armor. It bounced off, leaving a small dent. They stumbled back a step from the force of the blow.

      I felt confident about her odds, so I rushed down the wall, looking for other ways to assist. Halgrim, Gomes, and the other engineers were battling near another ladder against a crowd of eight or ten enemy soldiers. Halgrim’s eyes widened as an enemy brought their sword down on him. He barely parried the blow with his ax.

      I rushed toward the enemy soldier and plunged my sword into his back.

      Critical hit! You did fifteen damage. Enemy soldier has been defeated. You gained thirteen experience points.

      The soldier’s knees buckled, and he smashed into the stone underfoot. Halgrim smiled wide as he laid eyes on me.

      “Dr. Smith! Oh, by the gods below, it is so good to see you. I thought I was a goner for sure.”

      I smiled, but there was no time to chat. I spun in time to see two more soldiers charging at me. I made quick work of them, metal clashing against metal as I found openings and cut them down.

      Two enemy soldiers have been defeated. You gained twenty-two experience points.

      Halgrim and I made our way alongside Gomes and Sam.

      Gomes grinned. “Dr. Smith! Glad to have your help.”

      I parried the enemy’s attacks, searching for an opening. “Of course! You all right?”

      Sam pushed an enemy to the side toward Gomes, and Gomes bashed in his head with a mace. The enemy went down.

      Gomes breathed heavily. “We will be if we can make a dent in these forces.”

      I feinted right, then went left, cutting down an enemy.

      Hit! You did eight damage. You defeated an enemy soldier. You gained twelve experience points.

      I grinned. “How’s that?”

      He looked impressed. I moved to the next soldier.

      My presence heartened the engineers. They fought with renewed vigor and downed two more men.

      Gomes confidently shouted, “We’ve got it from here, Dr. Smith! Go on, I’m sure someone else needs your help.”

      I wished them good luck. Racing forward, I soon spied Rand below. He, Otto, and Adam were inside the front gate. The battering ram hammered on it, producing a loud crash every time the enemy soldiers brought it forward.

      Ahead were three of King Alfred’s men alongside a dwarf. They were fighting a group of ten to fifteen enemy soldiers. Many fallen dwarves and defending soldiers littered the ground. The number of fallen allies concerned me.

      Caution led me to study the enemy soldiers for a moment. They moved as a team, coordinating their attacks in a way other soldiers hadn’t. They pressed Alfred’s troops back.

      One of King Alfred’s men thrust his lance forward. The enemy soldier sidestepped it, then another enemy thrust his sword forward, nearly impaling King Alfred’s man. A block from his comrade saved him.

      I hurried toward the group and joined their ranks. Then I went on the offensive, launching myself forward with a furious chain of jabs and thrusts. The dwarf voiced a loud battle cry and swung his ax, landing one bloody hit. A soldier beside me gritted his teeth. “Thanks for the backup.”

      I sidestepped an enemy strike, then lunged. The enemy dodged. I struck again, and this time they parried. I remained focused on the battle, surrounded by a cacophony of metal on metal as the soldiers, the dwarf, and I fought like dogs.

      Three enemy soldiers engaged me at once. My sword flashed right and left, parrying blows with desperation and exhaustion. I got a hit against one enemy. One of King Alfred’s men parried a blow that came mere centimeters from my neck. I slashed out, pushing two enemy soldiers back a step.

      Then I saw Tangrim watching me from the ground in front of a ladder with one soldier guarding him. Tangrim held a sword, and it was a lightweight blade like mine. His sword was unmarred by blood, shining in the sun like he’d never used it. The soldier in front of him watched us. I took down the soldier I was fighting and was face-to-face with Tangrim and his man.

      Tangrim’s guard charged. I parried two blows, then feinted left and struck right. He didn’t fall for the feint. He parried, then pushed forward with a series of slashes and jabs. I carefully danced backward three steps, parrying each blow. Sweat slicked my brow. The fight was exhausting but exhilarating. The enemy eventually lunged forward for another jab, and I found an opening. I parried, then launched into a quick riposte. He slid backward, but I continued pressing him. Our swords clashed two more times, then I stabbed him in the chest, and he went down.

      Critical hit! You did twenty-four damage. Enemy soldier was defeated. You gained twenty experience points.

      The enemy collapsed, leaving an opening between Tangrim and me.

      The duke took a step forward, lifting his chin as he made eye contact. He gripped his sword tighter.
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      I held eye contact with Duke Tangrim for a few moments. On my left, King Alfred’s men clashed with the remaining enemy soldiers. Part of me felt a responsibility to back them up. I was fighting to protect everyone.

      Another part of me hesitated to turn my back on the duke. He wasn’t a very tall man, nor was he particularly menacing. He had a mop of short, dirty blond hair, a big nose, and a wide chin. He wore armor that sagged around his shoulders, revealing too much of his neckline. That was his weak point.

      His sword trembled in his hand. He took two steps toward me, his eyes hardening. “Get out of my way, outsider!” he shouted. “I’m warning you!”

      I took an en garde pose. Based on his appearance and how he acted, I thought this would be an easy fight. Tangrim’s lips quivered, and when I didn’t get out of his way, he raised his sword.

      Then he charged.

      I brought my sword up, parried a blow, and slipped backward along the ramparts. Metal clanged against metal as he struck several more times. I skidded backward, parrying each blow. He swung for my head, and I ducked.

      I tried to go on the offensive, but he quickly parried my strike, then launched into a series of attacks. As I danced backward, I realized that Tangrim was a much more skilled foe than I’d given him credit for.

      Tangrim gritted his teeth, staring at me with anger in his eyes. “What do you think you’re doing? Why do you fight for Alfred? You don’t know him.”

      I blocked a couple of his strikes and bit my lip, staying focused. “I’ve eaten with him, traveled with him, spoken to his men.” I lunged, aiming at Tangrim’s chest. He jumped backward. “I think I know him.”

      Tangrim pushed me back with another pair of flashy strikes. Our swords pinged as I parried the blows.

      “How long have you been here? You don’t know anything.”

      I parried another blow, then struck his right side. Tangrim dove away from the attack, stumbling down onto a lower part of the wall, away from the outer edge. His sword clinked against the stones. I leaped down to the lower wall across from him and pointed my sword at him. He’d dropped his. I lunged, but he quickly scooped up his blade and jumped backward, dodging my strike. He gritted his teeth and parried my next blow.

      I continued my offensive, slashing left and right, feinting and jabbing to get a hit.

      Tangrim narrowed his eyes and shoved aside a jab. He launched a series of counterstrikes, pushing me back along the wall. “I could kill you right here, but it would be such a waste. Why do you fight for these people? Give it up. They’re nothing to you.”

      I gritted my teeth. They weren’t nothing. Rand, Laurel, the Odd brothers. Halgrim. My small team of engineers. Tangrim shoved his blade against mine as though trying to overpower me.

      “Just give up,” he repeated in a low voice, his face near mine. “You don’t need to fight. This isn’t your war.”

      I stumbled backward and crashed over a crate of supplies. I rolled over my shoulder and stumbled to my feet. Tangrim jumped onto the crate.

      He grinned. “Come now, Dr. Smith! You cannot best me. Say you give up.”

      I shook my head. “Never.”

      He struck at me, and I skidded backward. He jumped off the crate and we resumed our usual pace of fighting, sword clanging against sword.

      “I have friends here. I fight for them.”

      Tangrim frowned. “I thought you were smarter than that.” He beat me back with a series of high and low slashes. “You’re educated. Skilled with a sword. Alfred’s a barbarian compared to men like us. Don’t you want to be great? You could be so much more.”

      I parried a hit, then thrust my sword forward, pushing Tangrim back with a string of clanging blows. Alfred was no barbarian. I didn’t care about greatness. I cared about protecting people and making the world a better place. That was why I was an engineer. I didn’t care what the history books said about me if they mentioned me.

      Tangrim backed up around the crate, using it to put some distance between my sword and his. “You could serve the Shadow Council with me.”

      I lunged at him. He parried. “Next you’re going to tell me your side has cookies. Not going to happen, Tangrim.”

      Tangrim snarled and lunged at me. I jumped away from his blade. He hopped onto the crate. “I’ll sadly have to kill you then.”

      He struck at me, and I backed away. He jumped down, launching a quick streak of slashes and thrusts. My sword clanged against his as I blocked. I stumbled back, struggling to keep up with his blows. I swung around a torch, parrying right and left. He lunged at me on the left, and I spotted an opening on my right. I went for it, nicking his arm.

      Hit! Duke Tangrim took four damage.

      Tangrim shook off the damage and came at me. I backed up and pushed the torch at him. He dove away from it. It crashed onto the stonework.

      More clanging rang out as I skidded backward, blocking each of his blows.

      Tangrim snarled, “You’re nothing. That mind is wasted in your body.”

      I bit my lip, thinking it was the other way around. I’d seen Tangrim’s sketches. He was intelligent, maybe as smart as me. However, he had no heart. Tangrim feinted right, and I fell for it. I had no time to react as his sword slashed me on the left, cutting me in the same place the assassin had.

      Enemy hit! You took eighteen damage. Warning: Status condition afflicted.

      My side roared with pain, and I struggled to stay focused on the fight. I backed up wildly, swaying as Tangrim took advantage of my weakened state. I grabbed hold of my side with my free hand. I parried a couple of blows and dodged the rest, keeping out of reach of Tangrim’s sword.

      Then I stumbled into something that blocked my path backward. I parried again. No time to look and see what it was. I focused on blocking Tangrim’s attacks. With the way my side throbbed, I doubted I could work around to the other side of him.

      Karl and several guards defended the king ahead of me. They were in the doorway leading down to the fort below. Shouts rose from the dark stairwell beyond them. In the distance, Rand yelled for men to hold their positions and keep the enemy at bay.

      Tangrim shoved his sword against mine, pressing me back with surprising strength. I somehow held my ground. I gritted my teeth, circling him. He pulled back and slashed at my hip.

      I jumped away from the strike. His sword clanged against the stonework. I almost fell over but caught myself on the wall in time. I spun away, narrowly parrying Tangrim's next strike.

      He pushed me back with an array of speedy thrusts. I stumbled away from him, struggling to dodge or block when I could.

      Then a horn blew in the distance. Tangrim let up on his attacks, suddenly curious. Cheers went up from King Alfred's troops around me. They shouted with joy.

      "Duke Bertram's here!"

      "That's his crest, the symbol of the bear."

      "Look, the snakes are here too."

      "Yes! Willhelm's arrived!"

      "We're saved!"

      Tangrim's eyes widened. He advanced on me with a furious sequence of blows. "I'll kill you and Alfred," he snarled. “With him dead before the other dukes arrive, we still win.”

      As I parried, I recognized that Tangrim was being less careful with his attacks. An air of desperation accompanied each strike. He lunged forward without a care for where his body was relative to my blade.

      At first, I struggled to take advantage of the openings he gave me. I stumbled along the edge of the wall, still holding my side. It was tough enough to endure the pain and block his hits.

      Eventually, he lunged at me, leaving his left exposed. I sidestepped the attack and thrust my sword forward. He dodged the strike somehow, but it was enough to get him on the defensive. I followed it up with a hurried string of attacks. Eventually, I pinned Tangrim against the wall like I had been and struck at him with all my might.

      He parried. My sword connected with his, and the force of the blow knocked his arm sideways. I followed up with another strike, and he tried to parry again, but it was a feint this time.

      I raised my sword a hair, adjusting the trajectory, and struck his exposed neck. My sword came away wet with blood, and Tangrim crumpled.

      Congratulations! You defeated Duke Tangrim. You gained fifty experience points.

      I stumbled away from the fallen duke. The pain in my side roared louder now. The message on my inner scroll disappeared, and a new message popped up.

      Level up! You reached level fourteen.

      Skill increased! Swordsmanship reached level thirteen.

      Strength +2, Dexterity +1, Intelligence +1, Health +3, Stamina +5, Mana +1

      Acquired power: Invent.

      The pain in my side made me woozy. I trudged toward the outer part of the wall, making my way up a short set of stairs. As I looked around, Tangrim’s troops faltered. Several of them had eyes on the fallen duke. Their loss of morale led to many deaths as Alfred’s remaining troops and the dwarves landed decisive blows.

      Several of Tangrim’s troops fled the field. Those who couldn’t backed up against the walls, dropped their weapons, and put their hands in the air in surrender.

      I peered over the edge of the wall, looking at the troops below. As Alfred’s men had said, Duke Bertram’s and Duke Willhelm’s troops marched up the road below. The mages, the golems, and what remained of Tangrim’s troops on the ground would soon be caught between Bertram’s and Willhelm’s forces and the small band of men we had inside the castle gates.

      Bertram and Willhelm both commanded huge armies. Rand had been right. Tangrim’s army was the smallest of the three by a considerable margin. With the two dukes, I estimated that we had double the number of troops the enemy did.

      Karl called my name behind me. I stumbled away from the edge of the wall and glanced over my shoulder, catching sight of him and the king as they approached.

      Alfred smiled. I returned it. With great effort, I took two steps in his direction. I rocked back and forth, struggling to stay upright. My side was burning.

      King Alfred opened his mouth to say something.

      Before I could hear it, I fell forward and hit my head on the stonework.
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      Halgrim’s bearded face hovered over me, but it was blurry. I blinked a couple of times and shook my head to regain my senses. Excited chatter filled the air around me. Halgrim’s voice was the loudest.

      “Smith. You’re awake! Oh, great gods below, I’m so glad.”

      I blinked a couple more times. Things slowly came into focus.

      Sam spoke beside Halgrim. “How do you feel?”

      I opened and closed my mouth. It felt incredibly dry. “Thirsty,” I croaked.

      Arthur answered on my other side. “I will get water. Patience.”

      I heard his footsteps as he walked away. I looked around, taking note of my surroundings. I was still on the walls above the fort, but the fighting had ceased. A few other injured soldiers lay around me, along with the fallen—dwarves, Alfred’s men, and Tangrim’s troops. Most of the injured were silent, but a few groaned or moaned.

      With some effort, I sat up. “What happened?”

      Sam explained that I had hit my head, and a healer had attended to me. Several healers hurried around the battlefield, looking after other injured men and dwarves. They wore blue uniforms, which made them somewhat easy to spot.

      Gomes stared at me with wonder. “We all saw your fight against Duke Tangrim. Fantastic job, Smith.”

      I chuckled, glad that Gomes was in good spirits as always.

      Arthur returned with some water, and I drank up. My throat felt much better.

      Although the healers were helping, a few injured soldiers around me were still in pain. I wanted to help them and felt sure that I could. The healers were administering potions and salves. One performed a minor surgery. I wasn’t a medical doctor, but I knew a little about modern medicine and was sure that would mean something.

      I struggled to stand, intent on lending my aid where needed, and nearly collapsed. Gomes caught me.

      He helped me down. “Easy there, friend. You need to rest.”

      I gritted my teeth. “I want to help. There might be something I can do for the injured.”

      Mauvin frowned. “Don’t try to be a tough guy.”

      I sighed. “I don’t want anyone else to die.”

      Mauvin pinned me with a hard stare. “You’re injured. You need to rest.”

      Gomes put an arm between us. “Easy there, Mauvin. Smith’s head is in a good place. But, respectfully, Mauvin has a point. You can’t help anyone if you don’t help yourself.”

      I frowned and started to object, but Sam and Halgrim backed Mauvin and Gomes up.

      I looked at Arthur. “Arthur?”

      Arthur shook his head. “Rest now. Help later.”

      I sighed. With great reluctance, I agreed to rest. The others helped me down from the ramparts, and we found a small bedroom for me to lie down.

      I glanced at the ceiling. Despite my soreness and exhaustion, sleep was hard to come by. After a while, I remembered the message on my inner scroll from when I’d defeated Duke Tangrim. I pulled it up to check on my progress.

      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 9, Woodcrafting 7, Electronics 10, Bluffing 1

      Available skill slots: 1

      Powers and Spells: Invent.

      Everything looked familiar, but I noticed one new thing at the bottom of the display. I hadn’t had any powers or spells before. I recalled the message that had popped up when I’d beat Tangrim, saying I’d acquired a power. Was that what Invent was?

      As soon as I wondered about it, my inner scroll rearranged itself, displaying a chunk of new text and getting rid of the old.

      Invent: This power enables the user to merge elements of magitech, human technology, dwarven engineering, and other sources to create new tools, weapons, and special items. Level this skill to create more impressive items!

      I pursed my lips, wondering how exactly I would use the power and how it was different from what I already did. Hadn’t I worked with Halgrim to upgrade the flintlocks? That was dwarven engineering, right?

      I yawned, finally tired, and decided that the Invent skill was something I could look into another day. I dismissed my inner scroll, and sleep took hold of me within a few minutes.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up to a knock on the door. I rolled over in bed, rubbing my eyes. For a moment there was silence, then another loud knock greeted me.

      I sat up. It was dark outside. “Come in.”

      A boy of maybe twelve or so pushed open the door. He had unruly, dirty brown hair, freckles, and a skinny figure. He must be one of Alfred’s runners.

      “Dr. Smith! His Majesty wants to see you. Sir!”

      I rubbed my eyes some more and yawned. The runner stared at me.

      All of a sudden, his eyes widened, and he put his hand over his mouth.

      “Oh, my stars! I forgot to introduce myself. Name’s Robbie.”

      I forced a smile. “Nice to meet you, Robbie.” I knew I had to meet with the king. I swung my feet off the bed and cautiously stood. Much to my relief, my side no longer hurt nearly as bad. I was a lot less dizzy too.

      Robbie led me down the hall. We walked past a few dragon scratches in the wall as we turned through the halls ahead. Eventually, we came to the meeting hall. Everyone had gathered around the circular table, and King Alfred stood. I strode into the room. Torches on the walls and candles on the table provided a plethora of light. A guard shut the door behind me.

      King Alfred welcomed me with a smile. A few of the others around the table clapped. I grinned, liking the attention more than I cared to admit. It felt nice to be surrounded by good people like this.

      I looked around the table, noting everyone in attendance. Karl sat on the king’s right, and Queen Ata sat on his left. Beside Karl was Lady Lychant, then Lord Reynolds, and Sir Rand. Next to the queen was Laurel and two older dwarves, both with white in their beards and proud smiles.

      Alongside the dwarves sat Duke Bertram and Duke Willhelm.

      I sat. The king lifted a glass, and I realized that everyone at the table had wine.

      “Cheers. To a battle well fought!”

      I lifted my glass alongside the others. We all cheered, then downed our wine.

      The king slammed his glass on the table.

      “We came into this battle outmatched, but I’m proud of everyone here. You know why? Because you persisted. We fought the Shadow Council, and we won!”

      More cheering and applause. The king grinned and continued.

      “I want to give special thanks to the men of the hour. Duke Bertram, Duke Willhelm.” The king tilted his head toward them. “We couldn’t have done this without either of you.”

      More cheering ensued.

      Bertram grinned. “Call on us anytime, Your Majesty.”

      Willhelm sipped his wine. “Especially if you have good wine—like this!”

      I laughed with the others.

      The king nodded. “I appreciate that, and I might need to call on you two again.” His tone turned more serious. “Several Shadow Council mages escaped, including Malakai and the majority of the leaders in his group. I’m sure they’ll be back, so we’ll need to be prepared.”

      “The coward ran as soon as they saw the ducal armies coming,” Willhelm interjected, raising chuckles around the room.

      Alfred laughed with them but sobered again. “Despite our victory, we lost a lot of good men. Men who fought hard. It wasn’t only this battle, either. We lost men at the battle near the capital and in other skirmishes throughout the war. Let us not forget their sacrifice.”

      The king bowed his head. Everyone else did the same. I followed suit, feeling a camaraderie with these people and the fallen.

      The king sighed heavily. “Geoffrey, a member of my trusted guard, fell in battle against Duke Tangrim’s troops. Sir Quentin Allistar, a loyal knight for more than two dozen years, fell at Tangrim’s castle in a noble attempt to save Sir Otto Odd. Sir Oliver Turner, a promising young knight, fell in battle against the mages and their golems.”

      The king looked up, gritting his teeth with a gleam of anger in his eyes. “We won’t forget them nor the others who have perished. We’ll make their sacrifices count for something.”

      The king lifted a fist. The others did the same, and I copied them.

      The king spoke with a more positive tone. “Tonight, we celebrate. Tomorrow, we continue the war against the Shadow Council! We’ll need to bolster our forces, recruit new men and train them, and we’ll need to find help wherever we can.” The king made eye contact with me. I smiled.

      “Duke Tangrim is gone. Some of his troops were killed. Many surrendered. I’d like to think we can trust them. He supported the Shadow Council, but they were only following orders. They’re good men until proven otherwise. I still have trouble believing that Tangrim betrayed us, but he did, and the kingdom owes Dr. Smith a debt of gratitude for taking care of him.”

      King Alfred paused. Everyone around the table clapped. Rand patted my back from his seat next to me. I smiled, glad to be appreciated.

      The king waited for the noise to die down. “Duke Tangrim’s troops will need a new leader. Someone wiser than he was, with a bigger heart and as sharp a mind. As you’re all probably aware, his duchy has quite a few scholars in it. Most of you probably know that scholars can be… Well, they’re stuffy. And they like books. Facts. Knowledge.

      “You see where I’m going with this? We need someone they will listen to and follow. We need someone I can trust too.” The king paused. “That is why, after careful deliberation with my trusted colleagues, including Lady Lychant, Lord Reynolds, Sir Rand, and Sir Karl, I have decided to offer the late Duke Tangrim’s duchy to Dr. Charles Smith.”

      The king smiled at me. My jaw dropped. I wasn’t sure what to say. I blinked. “What?”

      The king chuckled. “I’m offering you a duchy. What do you say, Dr. Smith? Join me, and let’s stop the Shadow Council’s advance once and for all.”

      I felt numb. Everyone was staring at me. My mind went to the capacitor in Alfred’s castle. I still intended to get it working again, so I could return to my world. Now that we’d finally pushed the Shadow Council back, maybe I’d have a chance to do that. How could I accept a position as duke when I might leave this place at any moment?

      I offered the king a warm smile. “This is a generous offer, Your Majesty, but I’m not sure I’m the right man for you.”

      Alfred’s expression turned worried. “You’re serious? You’re turning me down?”

      I hesitated, then nodded.

      Alfred suddenly leaned over, looking me in the eyes. “I’m not one to beg. If you decline, there are plenty of other nobles in the kingdom I can pass these holdings to. I’d ask you to please reconsider. I was serious when I said we need someone I can trust who is also a man of intelligence like Tangrim was. You’re the only one who fits.”

      I gritted my teeth. I could see the king’s point.

      The king gazed at me with understanding in his eyes. He’d accept my answer, whatever it was. I knew I had to say yes. I cared too much about these people, and they needed me.

      I sighed. “All right. I’ll do it. But only for a little while. Eventually, I’ll be going back to my country.”

      The king nodded happily. “Of course. That’s no problem. Until then, I’ll be relying on you, Duke Smith.”

      As he said my new title, a message popped up on my inner scroll.

      Title acquired! Dr. Charles Smith has now gained the title of duke.

      Alfred raised his hand. “Now, let us celebrate!”
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        The story continues with Eldritch Engineer book two, Kingdom of Shadows, available at Amazon.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Kingdom of Shadows]
          
        

      

      
        
        Claim your copy today!

      

      

    

  







            KEVIN’S AUTHOR NOTES

          

          

      

    

    






OCTOBER 10, 2023

        

      

    

    
      And we’re back with another fun LitRPG story! Hope you enjoyed this one; it was fun coming up with the idea.

      Parts of this book were inspired loosely by my re-reading a few of Christopher Stasheff’s old ‘Warlock’ series. Great storytelling, if a wee bit dated by today’s social standards. Still, the idea of a person of science dropped into a world of magic has appealed to me since I was a kid, and having a chance to play with the concept here was pretty cool.

      Absolutely, here's a continuation of your author notes draft for your new LitRPG series:

      I have to say, diving into the world of Kortall has been a challenging experience. The blend of engineering and magic allowed me to explore new avenues of storytelling that I hadn't ventured into before. It's a departure from my previous works, but one that felt incredibly rewarding. It’s a little bit the ‘road not travelled’ for me, since I was once a Physics major with an interest in engineering as an advanced degree. I ended up doing other things with my life, but I never lost my love of the sciences.

      The challenge of having a protagonist who is not just a warrior but a thinker added a unique layer to the narrative. Charles, with his scientific background, approaches problems differently than your typical LitRPG hero, and that's what makes this story stand out. It's not just about leveling up; it's about solving problems, optimizing strategies, and yes, saving the day through brains as much as brawn.

      I also want to give a shoutout to my co-author, Michael, who once again proved to be an invaluable creative partner. Our brainstorming sessions were pretty intense, and I can't wait for you all to see what we've cooked up for the next installment.

      We've got a lot more in store for you, so stay tuned! There are SIX books in this series, and they’ll be coming at you fast and furiously.

      I often give shout-outs to other authors I’ve been reading lately, and I wanted to mention a few cool books I found today. The ‘War Core’ series by Dean Henegar was a TON of fun to read. It’s got some brilliant new looks at how LitRPG can be written, and I was waiting on each new book as it came out. Now that it’s a completed four-book series, I wholeheartedly endorse it.

      I also read ‘Earths First Straighter’ books one and two. This series isn’t done yet—and I hope they continue it for a long time to come! Han Yang and Michael Angel did a terrific job bringing this story to life.

      That’s it for today! Stay tuned, because book three is coming fast.

      I hope you enjoyed this book! If you did, I'd be honored if you'd leave a review. Your feedback helps other readers discover the story so they can enjoy it too!

      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 and foremost, thank you for joining me on this wild, imaginative journey and for taking the time to delve into these author notes at the end!

      Challenges with New Ideas

      Coming up with new ideas is always a challenge, especially when you have created or collaborated on over 100 series and more than a thousand books. Doing this 'one more time' can be a daunting task. However, with a great collaborator like Kevin, life becomes easier. I want to say 'Thank you!' to Kevin, who has been dealing with major health challenges while working on this series.

      It seems that many of us who have been authors in the 'Indie Publishing' world for over five years are starting to feel the toll on our bodies. Kevin has been in the industry for over ten years, releasing stories, and even longer when you consider that his mother had a publishing company a long time ago!

      Honestly, I had not seen his author notes when I wrote this, so I didn't know he also thanked me. What a guy!

      Filling the Creative Well

      I've heard some authors toil to get the story out of themselves. For many years, I didn't understand that personally since I had little problem with that myself. Until the first time, I had problems (back during my first series, Kurtherian Gambit), and then I had issues a few years ago, which I solved by purchasing a large number of comic books to help jump-start the creative juices.

      It's that time again.

      I am using all the tactics and strategies to keep my personal creative well filled, and I am finding it occasionally difficult to do this while running the publishing companies. Don't get me wrong, I'm not complaining. Due to the fantastic fan support, I am able to focus on creating stories and publishing in an industry that I love.

      For that, I am eternally grateful!

      It's just sometimes, I wish there was a magic method (short of shrooms or drugs) that allowed me to connect with my creative brain stem a little easier.

      Cooler Days in Vegas

      Thank God, it's getting cool in Vegas again! We are now in the high 80s for daytime temperatures, and life feels like we can live without the threat of dying due to lack of air conditioning.

      It's even getting nippy enough to have jackets at night and/or early morning. This means that in the morning when I toss my laptop bag into the car to work during breakfast, I have to concern myself with a jacket as well.

      SOOO much better than starting in the low 80s and highs in the 100s. I'm thankful Fall is here!

      I hope you enjoyed this story and will read the other five (I can hope, right?), and I'll catch up with you in the next book!

      Chat with you in the next book.

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle

      

      

      
        
        MORE STORIES with Michael newsletter HERE:

        https://michael.beehiiv.com/ 
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      Free Worlds

      (with Michael Anderle)

      Deadly Fathoms (B00k 1)

      Fatal Depths (Book 2)

      Augmented Fatality (Book 3)

      Entrapped Worlds (Book 4)

      Savage Stars (Book 5)

      Freedom Dawns (Book 6)

      

      Realms of Power and Fury

      (with Michael Anderle)

      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

      (with Michael Anderle)

      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

      Clawing for Battle

      Clawing for Victory

      

      Adventures of the Starship Satori (Space Opera blended with military SF)

      Finding Satori - prequel short story, available only to email list fans!

      Book 1 - Ad Astra: Book 2 - Stellar Legacy

      Book 3 - Deep Waters

      Book 4 - No Plan Survives Contact

      Book 5 - Liberty

      Book 6 - Satori’s Destiny

      Book 7 - Ashes of War

      Book 8 - Embers of War

      Book 9 - Dust and Iron

      Book 10 - Clad in Steel

      Book 11 - Brave New Worlds (2019)

      Book 12 - Warrior’s Marque (2020)

      

      The Ragnarok Saga (Military SF)

      Accord of Fire - Free prequel short story, available only to email list fans!

      Book 1 - Accord of Honor

      Book 2 - Accord of Mars

      Book 3 - Accord of Valor

      Book 4 - Ghost Wing

      Book 5 - Ghost Squadron

      Book 6 - Ghost Fleet (2019)

      

      Valhalla Online Series (A Ragnarok Saga Story)

      Book 1 - Valhalla Online

      Book 2 - Raiding Jotunheim

      Book 3 - Vengeance Over Vanaheim

      Book 4 - Hel Hath No Fury

      

      Blackwell Magic Series (Urban Fantasy)

      Book 1 - By Darkness Revealed

      Book 2 - Ashes Ascendant

      Book 3 - Dead In Winter

      Book 4 - Claws That Catch

      Book 5 - Darkness Awakes

      Book 6 - Spellbinding Entanglements

      By A Whisker (short story)

      The Raven and the Rose - Free novelette for email list fans!

      

      Dead Brittania Series:

      Dead Brittania (short prequel story)

      Book 1 - King of the Dead

      Book 2 - Queen of Demons

      

      Raven’s Heart Series (Urban Fantasy)

      Book 1 - Stolen Light

      Book 2 - Webs in the Dark

      Book 3 - Shades of Moonlight

      

      Other Titles:

      Over the Moon (SF romance)

      Midnight Visitors (Steampunk Cat short story)

      Demon Ex Machina (Steampunk Cat short story)

      The Coffee Break Novelist (help for writers!)

      You Must Write (Heinlein’s rules for writers)
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      Sign up for the LMBPN email list to be notified of new releases and special deals!

      https://lmbpn.com/email/

      

      For a complete list of books by Michael Anderle, please visit:

      www.lmbpn.com/ma-books/
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        Connect with Kevin McLaughlin

      

        

      
        Website: http://kevinomclaughlin.com/

      

        

      
        Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/kevins.studio

      

        

      
        Twitter: https://twitter.com/KOMcLaughlin

      

        

      
        Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/kevins.studio/

      

        

      
        Connect with Michael Anderle

      

        

      
        Website: http://lmbpn.com

      

        

      
        Email List: https://michael.beehiiv.com/

      

        

      
        https://www.facebook.com/LMBPNPublishing

      

        

      
        https://twitter.com/MichaelAnderle

      

        

      
        https://www.instagram.com/lmbpn_publishing/

      

        

      
        https://www.bookbub.com/authors/michael-anderle
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