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CHAPTER
 1


The
New Dungeon












The
door to our room at the inn slams open, almost scaring me out of my
chair. We finally get enough money to stay in some nicer rooms for a
change, and Bentley seems determined to wreck the place every time he
enters.


“Guess
what!?” Bentley exclaims, almost tripping on his way into the
room.


“Anytime
you kick the door open like that and ask 'guess what', it never ends
well,” Ryry says.


“Uh,
not all the time,” Bentley says, “anyway, guess what I
just heard?”


“Again,
‘guess what I just heard’ always leads to ‘here’s
some crazy dangerous mission I just accepted without thinking’,”
Ryry comments.


“What
did you hear?” I answer.


“Somebody
found a new dungeon,” Bentley says with an enormous grin.


I look
at Ryry, and she just shrugs her shoulders, “I think he’s
waiting for us to jump up in excitement.”


“What
do you mean a new dungeon?” I ask.


“Dude,
everyone’s talking about it at the market. There was an
earthquake east of here in the Whieren Mountains and it uncovered the
entrance to a dungeon nobody’s ever seen before.”


“And...?”
Ryry asks.


“And
we should go explore it, obviously,” Bentley responds.


“Why
would we want to do that?” I ask.


“Because
one, there’s probably a ton of loot in there we can get. And
two, we know what the dungeon is so we have an advantage over
everyone else,” Bentley says.


“Say
what now?” Ryry asks.


“What
do you mean, say what now? Whieren? Earthquake? Dungeon? None of that
rings a bell?”


“Should
it?” Ryry asks just as EJ and Brie walk into the room.


“Did
you hea—?” EJ asks but Bentley cuts him off.


“I
was just telling them!” Bentley interrupts.


“Can
somebody who’s not an idiot please tell me what’s going
on?” Ryry asks, sounding a little annoyed.


“The
Trials of the Minotaur,” EJ says.


“That
was the expansion dungeon they invited you to beta test, wasn’t
it?” I ask.


“Yep,
and it was supposed to go live the day after we got transported
here,” EJ replies. “This dungeon everyone's talking
about, same place, same way it was discovered, it all sounds like the
set up for the Minotaur event.” 



“Oh
no,” Ryry starts, “when the smart one starts talking like
the dumb one, it’s definitely trouble.”


“You
cleared the beta dungeon, right?” I ask.


“A
couple times,” EJ says. “There were some nice drops in
there I wish I coulda kept.”


“Nice
drops,” Bentley reiterates. “Nice meaning epic. Epic
meaning we have to get our hands on them.”


“Are
we really entertaining this idea?” Ryry asks.


“He
did beat it more than once,” Bentley says, “that means we
basically got a walkthrough for real life.”


“A
walkthrough for real life?” I ask. “I don’t even
know if that makes sense or not.”


“It
doesn’t have to make sense, we got one. There are other
adventuring groups heading there, trying to be the first to come out
with the epic stuff, but we got the advantage over all of them. It’s
a no-brainer.”


“No
brains is right,” Ryry mumbles.


“I’m
actually kinda with Bentley on this one,” EJ says.


“Whenever
you think one of Bentley’s plans has a chance of working out,
it doesn’t work out at all. Vanika? Giant elemental? Any of
those words ringing a bell?” Ryry asks.


“Two
words. Walk. Through,” Bentley says, putting a lot of emphasis
on them.


“Uh,
I think walkthrough is one word in this case,” Brie says,
taking a seat on one of the beds.


“Either
way, this is our shot at the big time. We clear this dungeon first
and come out with crazy drops we’ll be famous. Maybe we’ll
get some free stuff around town or something for once,” Bentley
says.


“I
wouldn’t mind some free stuff,” I say.


“See,
three votes to go wreck this dungeon,” Bentley exclaims.


“Wait,
I didn’t say yes to—” I start.


“Wanting
free stuff means yes to dungeon wrecking, no take backs,”
Bentley blurts.


“Ugh,
are you sure about this EJ?” Ryry asks


“I’m
not saying it’s gonna be a walk in the park like Bentley’s
making it out to be, but I think it’s doable, especially if it
is the Minotaur Trials,” EJ replies.


“And
how are we gonna know if it’s the Minotaur trials or not?”
Ryry asks.


“The
entrance to the dungeon had two paths for you to choose from. Both
led you to a constantly shifting maze that was extremely easy to get
lost in,” EJ says.


“That
sounds fun,” Ryry remarks.


“But,
there is a secret third entrance that takes you to a series of ten
rooms. Some are puzzles, some are straight combat. All of them are
way easier than taking on the maze,” EJ finishes.


“So
if this dungeon has the secret path, that should prove it’s the
Minotaur Trials,” Bentley says.


“And
if it’s not?” Brie asks.


“If
it’s not, then we take another vote, but my gut’s telling
me it’s the Minotaur Trials, and we’re gonna walk outta
there with some crazy drops,” Bentley exclaims


“The
more you hype it up, the less I wanna do it,” Ryry says.


“You
say that now, but when we find that first magic dagger or something,
you’re gonna be singing a different tune,” Bentley
replies.


“We’ll
see,” Ryry says.


“It
would be nice to test out some of this training we’ve been
doing with Ritt,” I say.


“Yeah,
we’ve been killin it with the monfolk training, we gotta be in
the low twenties by now,” Bentley says. “That’s
definitely a high enough level to take out a minotaur.”


“I’m
only doing this if the secret path is there. If the only thing there
is the shifty maze, I’m out,” Ryry says.


“Fair
enough,” Bentley says, grabbing his gear from the corner of the
room.


Now
that I think about it, a normal dungeon crawl might be a nice change
of pace. At least there won’t be a ton of world saving pressure
on us like there was with Vanika and the Elemental.


I'm
actually kinda excited about this.








CHAPTER
 2


Real
Adventurers?












For
once, our trip to adventure is kinda short. The Whieren Mountains are
only about a days walk from Rutol and the main road runs right
alongside them, so we didn’t have to pack much in the way of
supplies, which is great, cause carrying around a ton of stuff is a
real pain. Especially on your back.


“Are
you sure you know where you’re goin?” Ryry asks.


“Sorta,”
answers Bentley.


“So
that’s a no.”


“Noooo,
it’s a sorta. As in ‘that guy we asked directions from
seemed really drunk, so maybe we’re kinda sorta going the right
way',” Bentley responds with a large grin and a shrug of his
shoulders.


“This
is off to a great start,” Ryry mutters. “Maybe we’ll
get lost and not even have to do the dungeon.”


“Oh,
we’re not getting lost,” Bentley starts, “we’re
getting treasure. Trust me.”


“Bentley’s
famous last words,” Ryry quips.


“We
better not get lost. I didn’t waste all this money on mana
potions just to not find the dungeon,” Brie says.


“We’ll
get there, don’t worry. I’ve got a sixth sense when it
comes to finding treasure,” Bentley comments.


“Since
when?” I ask skeptically.


“Since
forever,” Bentley replies. “Don’t listen to these
naysayers. We’re hitting the big time after this score. I’ll
stake my reputation on it.”


“And
what reputation might that be?” EJ asks.


“Of
being an awesome leader, duh.”


“Really?
The leader of what? Morons?” Ryry says.


“Pfft,
whatever,” Bentley scoffs. “When we’re rollin in
treasure, I’ll expect an apology from all of you.”


“Looks
like we’ve got company,” EJ says, pointing further up the
road.


“More
like competition,” I respond.


Three
men sit around a small campfire off to the side of the road. You can
tell right away these guys are adventurers.


There's
a long blond haired man wearing some pretty decked out green and
silver armor just sitting on a log, stoking the fire. He could be an
elf, I can’t really tell from here, but that armor he’s
wearing is pretty flashy and expensive looking.


You
could mistake the guy sitting next to him as a warrior from his
mohawk’d hair and burly beard, but the deep red robes with what
looks like flames embroidered up the sleeves just scream magic-user.


The
last guy is sitting against a large rock, sharpening a giant sword,
almost as big as Bentley’s great axe. This dude looks crazy
though. Long black hair, bushy goatee, and built like a monster. He's
not even wearing any armor, but then again he looks like he eats kids
like us for breakfast... Aaaannnd Bentley’s running right up to
him...


“Dude,
that sword is sick,” Bentley says, standing right in front of
the guy who probably eats animals raw.


“I
once cleaved an orc clean in half with this blade. One swing was all
it took,” the black haired man says.


“Uh,
cool? I think?” Bentley replies shakily.


“Don’t
mind Kase. He’s a little off in the head,” the robed man
says as we all approach.


Kase
goes back to sharpening his blade and ignoring Bentley.


“So
where are you kids headed?” the blond haired man asks.


“We’re
on our way to clear a dungeon,” Bentley says confidently.


“The
Whieren dungeon?” he asks.


“That’s
the one,” EJ says.


The
man with the mohawk looks us up and down. “Aren’t you
kids a little young to be taking on a dungeon like that?”


“We’ve
pretty much saved the world like twice already, so this should be a
piece of cake,” Bentley replies.


“Have
you now?” the blond haired man says with a smile. “So
what names do you world saving heroes go by?”


“I’m
Bentley, this is James, EJ, Ryry and Brie,” Bentley points at
each of us as he says our names.


“Well
it’s about time we met some actual heroes on our trip. Most of
the people we’ve come upon these past few days don’t look
like they’d last too long in a dungeon,” the blond haired
man says. “The name’s Kain. This here is Pyre, and you’ve
already met Kase over there.”


Kase
just grunts and continues his sword sharpening.


“So
are you guys heading to the dungeon too?” I ask.


“We
are,” Kain says. “We were planning on camping out here
for the night and hitting the dungeon tomorrow morning, but with a
group of world saving heroes in our midst we might have to change
that plan. Can’t have you guys getting the treasure before we
do.”


“I
hate to break it to you, but that treasure’s already ours, you
just don’t know it yet,” Bentley says.


“Hah,
I like these kids,” Pyre says with a laugh.


“They
do seem rather confident, don’t they?” Kain remarks with
a smile as if we aren’t even here.


“That’s
it, I’ve had enough,” Ryry blurts.


“Huh?”
I turn towards Ryry, who’s completely on tilt right now.


“Don’t
‘huh’ me. You really think these guys believe a single
thing you’re saying? They’re laughing at us,” Ryry
yells.


“Uh,
they’re not laughing though,” Bentley says.


“Look
at their smiles idiot, they think we’re a joke.”


“She’s
not wrong, hero,” Pyre says, looking towards Bentley.


“Let’s
get out of here, this is a waste of time,” Ryry says, walking
off.


“Your
friend is right, you kids should probably be heading home now. You
wouldn't want to make your parents worry,” Kain says, which
stops Ryry in her tracks.


“Oh
no,” I hear Brie mutter as Ryry turns around and storms back
towards the fire.


“This
your guy?” Ryry asks, pointing at Kase.


“Our
guy?” Kain responds.


“Yeah,
your guy. The tank. The muscle. The one that takes on the big stuff
while you and the flame guy pick off the stragglers,” Ryry
says.


“I
guess you could call him that,” Pyre says. “Although I
kind of take offense to your assumption that we can’t take on
the big stuff ourselves.”


“Don’t
care,” Ryry snaps. “He’s the crazy one who takes on
anything and everything, not you two.”


“Your
point, young lady?” Kain asks politely.


“Five
gold says I can take him in a fight,” Ryry says.


Both
Pyre and Kain laugh.


“Do
I look like I’m joking Mr. fancy armor? What do you say?”


“Ryry,
what are you doing?” I whisper loudly, but she ignores me.


“Hey
Kase, you wanna fight a little girl for five gold?” Pyre says,
turning to look in Kase’s direction.


Kase
stops sharpening his blade and looks up slightly, his hair covering
most of his face.


“You
know me,” Kase gets to his feet and hefts his giant sword up to
rest on his right shoulder. “I’ll kill a girl for half
that.”








CHAPTER
 3


Ryry
vs Kase












This
is insane. Why is this even happening right now?


“Dude,
what do we do?” Bentley whispers.


“I
don’t know,” I whisper back. “We shouldn’t
even be in this situation.”


“I
know. Since when does Ryry get US into trouble?” Bentley
says.


Kase
is at least two feet taller than Ryry and built like a superhero.
He’s got muscles on top of muscles, and by the look on his
face, he’s not planning on holding any of them back.


“Should
we stop this?” EJ asks.


“A
bet’s a bet. You wouldn’t want to be known as world
saving heroes who don’t keep their word, would you?” Kain
says with a smile.


“I
say we let it go,” Brie says. “I’m sure Ryry has a
plan. She’s not one to get us into something like this in the
first place, so she must have something up her sleeve.”


“I
hope so,” I say nervously.


Kase
makes the first move, swinging his giant sword horizontally at an
amazing speed. Ryry barely ducks under it and rolls backwards to put
some distance between them.


Kase
takes one big step and closes the gap, bringing his sword in an
upward slash which Ryry again barely dodges by jumping to the right.


“He’s
swinging for the fences with that thing. If Ryry gets hit, she’s
a goner,” Bentley says.


“If
I remember correctly, she asked for a fight, and not a sparring
match. Not that it would matter to Kase,” Pyre smirks.


Kase
keeps swinging and Ryry keeps dodging. She hasn’t made any
attempt at all to get in any offense. Maybe she’s trying to
wear him out? I don’t see that happening though as this guy
looks like a machine. He’s not running outta steam anytime
soon.


“The
girl can dodge, I’ll give her that,” Kain says. “But
we’ll see how long that lasts once Kase actually starts
trying.”


The
dudes not even trying yet? He’s already scary good. If this is
not trying, Ryry’s gonna be in serious trouble soon.


Out of
the corner of my eye I see Brie move closer to me, positioning
herself behind Bentley and out of direct view of Kain and Pyre. She
shoots me a glance that lets me know she’s up to something. 



I give
Bentley a nudge with my elbow and slightly tilt my head and eyes
towards Brie. He glances back slightly and nods his head, widening
his stance a bit to give Brie more cover.


I turn
towards EJ who is a few feet away from us and he runs his hand
through his hair, which is one of a handful of signals he came up
with to let us know what he’s thinking. The hand through the
hair means he sees we’re up to something and he’ll start
doing his thing, which is first, trying to figure out what the heck
we’re going to attempt, and then coming up with a plan to make
what he thinks we’re gonna do, work.


The
problem is, only Brie knows what she’s attempting, so all EJ
has to go on is Brie hiding herself behind Bentley and whatever he
can see her doing back there. I don’t dare look back cause I
don’t wanna give away that she’s up to something, but I
assume she’s prepping to use some kinda spell. 



Focusing
back on the fight, Kase looks like he’s getting a little more
serious, cause his swings are coming faster now, if that’s even
possible.


Kase
swings his sword to the side and Ryry gets both her daggers up to
block. Steel clashes and the force of Kase’s swing sends Ryry
flying backwards, tumbling and rolling on the ground for at least ten
feet. Before she even stops rolling Kase is right up on her, swinging
his sword in a downward arc.


“Ryry!”
I yell.


At the
last second, Ryry disappears in a poof of purple smoke and Kase’s
sword slams into the ground. Another poof of smoke appears in the air
over Kase’s left shoulder. Out leaps Ryry, bringing her daggers
down in a stabbing motion.


Kase
narrowly dodges the attack and pulls his sword from the ground,
quickly getting into a defensive stance. 



“When
did she learn Shadow Dance?” Bentley whispers.


“I
have no idea,” I reply.


Ryry
continues to pop in and out of smoke poofs to attack and dodge but
it’s not getting her any closer to winning this fight.


“What
say we up the bet a little?” EJ says loudly, walking over to
stand in front of Kain.


“A
little flash and smoke and you’re ready to bet the farm, huh?”
Kain says.


“I
mean, if you’re not confident in your man winning, that’s
fine...” EJ replies.


“Oh
I have no doubt Kase will win, I just don't know how I feel about
leaving you without any money to give your friend a proper burial.”


“Wait,
when did this become a fight to the death?” I ask.


“The
moment you made the bet, kid,” Pyre replies.


“We
never said anything like that,” I respond shakily.


“Oh,
but you did. You could see it in her eyes, plain as day. She knew
exactly what kind of fight this would be,” Kain says with a
smile.


“Then
let’s up the bet if you’re so confident. Twenty five
gold,” EJ says.


“If
you’re really set on losing your money as well as your friend,
who am I to say no. You got yourself a deal, kid,” Kain says
smugly.


I
don’t know what that was, but I hope it’s part of EJ’s
plan to help the part of Brie’s plan that’s going to help
whatever Ryry’s plan was.


I
kinda wish we were just dealing with one of Bentley’s plans. At
least those are fairly straight forward.


“I
get it now,” Bentley says.


“Get
what?” I ask.


“Just
watch,” he replies.


Ryry
is using a mix of Shadow Dance and normal attacks against Kase, who
seems to be getting closer and closer to hitting Ryry with every
swing.


Ryry
poofs away and Kase swings hard over his left shoulder, right where a
smoke poof appears.


“Ryry!”
I yell.


All of
a sudden another smoke poof appears low on Kase’s right side
and Ryry pops out of that one instead of the one Kase is swinging
for.


He
realizes his mistake too late and Ryry drives one of her daggers into
the top of Kase’s arm, giving it a twist before pulling it out.


“Hey!”
Pyre says, getting to his feet.


“Who
would have thought,” Kain says, getting to his feet as well.


“Sit
down,” Brie says, holding her left hand to the ground.


A
purple circle with a weird symbol in it appears on the ground
underneath Kain and Pyre and they’re quickly pulled to their
knees, struggling to get up.


If I’m
not mistaken, Brie just cast Gravity Field, a spell that increases
the gravity in a small area, making it difficult to move.


I
don’t know what the plan is now, but suddenly everything’s
gotten a lot more serious.








CHAPTER
 4


A
Bet's a Bet












“Pyre...
a little... help here...” Kain says, struggling to get to his
feet.


“Dude,
don’t even think about it,” Bentley says, pulling out his
great axe.


“I
would... if I could, Kain. Little girls... spell is... strong,”
Pyre gasps.


I turn
my attention towards Ryry and Kase who are still going at it
hardcore. Kase is down to only his left arm. His right arm is limply
hanging at his side. Even with one arm, his swings are still looking
ridiculously powerful.


“Are
you ready to end this thing yet?” EJ asks Kain.


“Fine...
just... let us up,” Kain replies.


EJ
looks over at Brie and shakes his head up and down. Brie releases the
spell and Kain and Pyre just lay on the ground panting.


“Kase...”
Kain whispers. “Ka... Kase! Enough!” He yells.


Surprisingly,
Kase ceases his attacks.


“I
think we’re done, Ryry,” EJ says.


“I’m
not,” Ryry answers back, lunging in and slicing Kase in the
back of the ankle, bringing him down to a kneeling position.


“Hey!
What was that?!” Pyre protests.


“If
your girl does that again, we’re gonna have problems,”
Kain scolds.


“Come
on, Ryry!” Bentley pleads.


Ryry
huffs and puts her daggers away. She walks up to the kneeling Kase
and gets right in his face.


“I
coulda ended you. Remember that,” she says.


“We’ll
be taking our money now, kind sirs,” Bentley says, holding out
his hand.


Kain
sighs and pulls out his coin pouch. “A bet’s a bet,”
he says, handing over some coins.


“This
is only twenty,” Bentley says.


“That
cheap shot at the end cost you five gold,” Kain replies.


Bentley
shrugs his shoulders, “fair enough.”


“Can
we just go now?” I ask.


“Yes,
please,” Brie says.


Kain
and Pyre don’t say a word as we all start to continue on our
way. They don’t even go over to help Kase, who is still
kneeling on the ground where he and Ryry were fighting.


“You
think they’re gonna come after us?” I ask nervously.


“I
don’t think so,” EJ starts. “Even though they’re
jerks, I think they’ll at least honor the fact that they got
beat fair and square.”


“Beat?”
Bentley says. “They got annihilated. Ryry went full beast mode
on that guy. And speaking of beast mode, where did that Shadow Dance
come from? How come you haven’t whipped that out before today?”


“I
only learned it a few days ago while training with Ritt,” Ryry
replies.


“Really?
That was a three-day-old Shadow Dance?!” Bentley exclaims.
“Geez... I gotta up my game now.”


“Why
did you even challenge that guy in the first place?” I ask.


“Why?
Because I’m tired of being here. I just wanna find a way home.
You guys might be enjoying yourselves here, but I’m not. 



“I
was hoping this stupid dungeon might take my mind off things, but
then that idiot had to go and talk trash about going back to our
parents and I lost it.”


“Well,
you did make us twenty gold, so it wasn’t all bad,”
Bentley says with a smile.


“Twenty?”
Ryry asks.


“Yeah,
once I figured out Brie was powering up an Arcane Focus just in case
those guys jumped in to help that Kase guy, I tried to buy her some
time to cast whatever she was gonna cast next by upping the bet,”
EJ responds.


“It
was twenty five, but you had to go and cut that dude’s leg
after they stopped the fight and they took five off,” Bentley
says.


“Twenty
gold to let Ryry get her frustrations out isn’t a bad deal,”
Brie says. “But you still coulda got crushed by that guy. How
did you know you could beat him?”


“I
didn’t,” Ryry starts, “I just wanted to hit
something really hard, and he seemed like a good target.”


“Wow,
okay, let’s agree to never do that again then, huh?” Brie
says.


“No
guarantees,” Ryry replies. “Isn’t that what this
idiot always says?” She points towards Bentley.


“That’s
a copyrighted catch phrase, you know,” Bentley jokes.


“I’ll
compensate you one gold outta my twenty for the infringement,”
Ryry says.


“Your
twenty?” Bentley asks.


“Yeah,
my twenty,” Ryry replies. “I didn’t see you doing
any axe swinging or earth whatever’s at that guy, so hand it
over.”


Bentley
looks at me and I just shrug my shoulders. He turns to EJ.


“She’s
got a point,” EJ shrugs.


Bentley
sighs as he hands the gold over to Ryry, who flips one back at him.


“There’s
your catch phrase compensation,” she says, putting the rest of
the gold into her coin pouch.


“Better
than nothing, I guess,” Bentley mumbles.








CHAPTER
 5


The
Hidden Entrance












“We
have arrived,” Bentley announces as we approach what we think
is the entrance to the dungeon.


“You
said that at the last two cave entrances,” Ryry comments.


Yeah,
we’re not sure exactly where this entrance is. We were told the
general vicinity of where it’s supposed to be, but we don’t
have an exact location.


“This
is the one, I can feel it,” Bentley says.


“Which
you also said about the last one,” Ryry says.


“No,
this is definitely the one,” Bentley replies.


“If
it’s not, I want my gold piece back.”


“Deal,”
Bentley agrees. “Well?”


EJ has
been heading into these cave entrances we’ve been finding to
see if it’s the right one because he’s the only one who
sorta knows what we’re looking for.


“You
might get to keep your gold Bentley. This one does kinda resemble the
Trials entrance,” EJ replies, standing at the mouth of the
cave.


“Told
you,” Bentley says.


“When
I see this supposed secret third path, maybe I’ll believe you
guys. Until then, this is just a waste of time,” Ryry snips.


“Then
lets go find it,” Bentley replies, strolling into the cave.


The
rest of us follow Bentley and not even twenty feet or so into the
cave, we’re presented with two different paths.


“Okay,
how do we open up this third path?” Bentley asks.


“I’m
not entirely sure,” EJ starts, “there was a spot on the
wall you could click on and it would open, so I guess we should look
for some kind of pressure plate or button of some sort.”


“I’m
just gonna sit over here while you guys get on that,” Ryry
says, taking a seat on a small rock pile.













“Looks
like I’m getting my gold coin back,” Ryry says after
about twenty minutes of us searching for the button to no avail.


“Not
yet. I know this is the one, we’re just missing something,”
Bentley says.


“Yeah,
your missing a third path,” Ryry replies. “We’re
either in the wrong cave, or this isn’t the Minotaur dungeon
you think it is.”


“Maybe
it’s a word and not a button, like open sesame or something,”
Bentley says.


“And
how do you expect to figure out that word?” Ryry asks.


“I
don’t know, just give me a second to think,” Bentley
responds.


“Oh
geez, this will take forever,” Ryry remarks.


“Maybe
the path is just there,” EJ chimes in.


“Huh?”
I say.


“There,”
EJ points to the large section of wall in between the left and right
paths, “that’s where the path should be.”


“I
checked that wall though,” Bentley says.


“Yes,
but you didn’t walk through it,” EJ responds.


“What
are you going on about?” Ryry asks.


“Bentley,
just walk down the path,” EJ says.


“You
want me to walk into the wall?”


“No,
I want you to walk down the path in the center, right there,”
EJ points.


“Uh...”


“You’re
positive this is the Minotaur dungeon, right? So just walk down the
center path,” EJ says once again.


“If
you say so,” Bentley shrugs and walks straight into the wall
without hesitation.


“What
the...!?” I exclaim as Bentley disappears through the wall.


“An
illusion?” Brie asks.


“You
just have to believe there’s a path and walk on through,”
EJ says, following Bentley’s lead and walking right through the
wall.


“Well,
here goes nothing,” I say, walking towards the wall. In an
instant, I’m in another tunnel with EJ and Bentley, easily wide
enough to fit all five of us standing side by side.


“Dude!
That is awesome,” Bentley says.


I turn
back towards the wall I just walked through and I can see into the
chamber we were just in, as if the wall isn’t even there.


“It’s
like one of those two-way mirrors you see in all those cop shows,”
Bentley says.


Brie
is the next to walk through the illusion, followed by Ryry who seems
pretty reluctant to walk through, but does so anyway.


“You
say one word about being right and I’m turning around and
leaving,” Ryry says to Bentley who just smiles back.


“You
know if there was no path you woulda walked face first into the
wall,” I say to Bentley.


“Yeah,
but EJ was pretty convincing so...” he replies with a shrug.


Bentley
lights up a small torch as we head down the tunnel. The jagged stone
walls seem to get smoother and smoother the farther we walk.


Soon
we come upon what seems to be the first room.


“Aww
yeah, here we go,” Bentley remarks excitedly as we enter a
large stone room.


The
walls are all made of gray bricks. Some fancy decorations are carved
into a few of the bricks here and there, but other than that, this
room is empty.


“This
looks exactly like the Trials beta,” EJ says.


“So
which door do we choose?” Bentley asks, standing in front of
two wooden doors, side by side, on the far wall of the room.


“This
changed each time I went through, I think it was randomized,”
EJ replies.


“Is
that possible here?” I ask.


“I
don’t know. I’ve never read anything on any sort of
randomizing spell in Questworld,” he answers.


“What
happens if we choose the wrong one?” Brie asks.


“Six
Bone Heads would come out of the ground and attack,” EJ says.


“Oh,
that sounds like fun,” Ryry quips. 



“Relax.
Bone Heads are weak mobs, we can easily take them,” Bentley
says.


“Weak
or not, I’d rather not have to fight them if we don’t
have to,” Ryry replies.


“I
agree with Ryry, the less we gotta fight, the better. How are we
gonna figure out the right door to open?” I ask.


“Right
door, you say?” Bentley says, reaching his hand out to grab the
handle of the door on the right.


“What?
Wait, I didn’t...”


Too
late.
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Bentley
turns the handle and tries to pull open the door.


“It’s
locked?” Bentley says, sounding a bit confused.


“Do
you guys hear that?” Brie asks.


Everybody
stops and stands perfectly still.


“It’s
like a scraping sound,” I say.


Suddenly,
the floor in the left corner of the room breaks apart.


“Wrong
door, idiot!” Ryry yells as a skeletal hand pops out of the
broken floor.


“What
do we do?” I ask, pulling my sword out.


Another
piece of the floor breaks behind me.


“Goblin
plan!” Bentley yells.


“What?!”
I reply.


“Brie!
Get us on the ceiling!” Bentley points up towards the ceiling.


“Okay,
okay, get ready,” Brie says, chanting a few words under her
breath.


All of
us are hit with a blue glow for a few seconds before it disappears.


“Go,
now!” EJ says, planting his foot on the wall.


We
quickly walk up the walls and onto the ceiling as six skeletons in
rusted armor pull themselves out of the ground.


“Eww,
gross,” Brie says, staring down at the skeletons.


They
are kinda gross looking. Picture a skeleton you’d see on a
stand in your science class, only more gross and covered in dirt and
grime. Slap some rusted armor and a helmet on it, give it a sword,
and you’ve got a pretty good likeness of what’s standing
below us.


“So
now that we’re up here, what do we do?” Ryry asks.


“Uh...
Give me a sec...” Bentley says.


Ryry
sighs, “EJ? Any ideas to help out dummy’s plan?”


“Not
off the top of my head, no,” EJ replies.


The
skeletons are just standing below us, staring at the walls, unmoving.


“Ooh,
I know, we drop the ceiling on them,” Bentley says with a
smile.


“What?”
I shoot Bentley a confused look.


“We
drop some of the ceiling on top of them and crush them.”


“Dude,
we’re on the ceiling,” I say. “Also, we’re
underground, not only would we fall on top of them, we’d be
buried too.”


“No,
not the whole ceiling, a pillar of it,” Bentley says.


“Now
you’ve lost me,” I say with a shake of my head.


“Join
the club,” Ryry mumbles.


“Brie,
you should have Stone Prison, like that thing the elemental kept
doing to us,” Bentley starts. “Make a stone corral, I’ll
smash it, and we’ll just crush those Bone Heads down there.”


“I
don’t know if I have that spell,” Brie says.


“If
EJ’s level computations are correct, you should have a bunch of
new spells,” Bentley says.


“Level
computations? Since when do you know words with more than three
syllables?” Ryry remarks.


“Pfft,
don’t be jealous of my ever expanding vocabulary skills,”
Bentley says.


“Uh,
yeah, in case you guys forgot, there’s a bunch of skeletons
with swords down there waiting to end us,” I say.


“Brie,
just try the spell,” Bentley urges.


You
might be wondering, how can Brie cast a spell when she doesn’t
even know if she has it in the first place?


Well,
unlike normal people in this world, who have to research a spell and
practice it before using it, Brie can just do it as long as her level
is high enough.


How
this world knows what our levels are, or when we level up is still a
mystery, but there are some skills we’ve tried to use and can’t
get them to work. 



Then
there are other low-level skills we know we should have, that we can
use no problem.


With
Brie, if she knows she should have a spell, she just has to think
about that spell and the words to cast it just pop into her head.


We
also figured out that when she is low on mana, she gets really tired,
and if she doesn’t have enough mana to cast a spell, she just
forgets the words altogether.


“Okay,
here goes,” Brie says.


It
only takes a few seconds for the ground—or in this case,
ceiling—to rumble and shake. A pretty thick ring of stone rises
out of the ground around us. 



“See,
I told you you had the spell,” Bentley says. “Now,
everyone get down... or is it up...? I don’t know, just lay
down on the ground... ceiling... uh, whatever, just duck.”


Everyone
ducks down as Bentley swings his axe like he’s trying to hit a
home run in the World Series.


A
reddish, orange wave of energy shoots out from his axe, smashing into
the stone wall in front of us. He smoothly spins around and in one
fluid motion does the same thing to the wall behind us.


I look
up at the floor where the skeletons are standing and watch the giant
chunks of stone slam to the ground, crushing and shattering the Bone
Heads with ease... except for that one.


“You
missed one,” Ryry is quick to point out.


“Yeah,
this wasn’t a precision kinda plan. But hey, fighting one is
better than five, right? Brie, goblin king me,” Bentley says,
readying his axe.


Brie
holds out her hand and a small blue poof of smoke appears around
Bentley before he starts falling to the ground.


“I
can’t believe we’re doing this again,” Ryry
mutters.


Bentley
brings his axe down hard on top of the skeleton’s head. The
skeleton crumbles under the weight of Bentley’s strike.
Unfortunately, it looks like Bentley hits the ground kinda hard
himself as he rolls into a pile of bones from one of the previously
crushed skeletons.


“Oh,
that’s gross,” Brie says.


The
rest of us walk down the wall and back onto the floor before Brie
cancels the spell.


“Bentley,
one, Minotaur dungeon, zero,” Bentley says, holding up one of
his fingers.


“I
guess it wasn’t a completely terrible plan,” Ryry
remarks.


“I’ll
take that as a compliment,” Bentley replies, getting to his
feet. “Now, let’s try the right door, and by right I mean
left.” 



“I
believe the word you’re looking for is correct. Let’s
open he correct door, Mr. vocabulary,” Ryry says.


“Tomato,
potato, let’s go,” Bentley says.


“That’s
not even how it goes, it’s— You know what, forget it,
tomato, potato, whatever,” Ryry mumbles.
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The
left door from the first room took us into a long stretch of a
hallway, made of the same gray bricks, and with what I assume are
ever-light torches hanging on the walls every couple feet.


“Uh,
I thought the whole point of going in this secret path was to avoid
stuff like this?” Ryry asks as the hallway comes to a ‘T’.
“I thought this was just ten rooms of stuff?”


“It
is,” EJ says. “You just get to choose your next room. One
will be another combat room, the other will be a riddle or puzzle
room.”


“How
do we know which is which?” I ask.


“During
the beta, the left rooms were usually the riddle and puzzle rooms,
but I remember the devs said they were gonna mix them up in the final
release, which I assume is what we’re in now,” EJ
answers.


“So,
you have no idea which room is which?” Ryry says.


“Uh,
no. Sorry,” EJ replies.


“So
which way do we go?” Bentley asks.


“How
good are you at riddles EJ? Cause I’m pretty sure you’re
our only hope in that department,” Ryry says.


“Did
she just call us stupid?” Bentley leans in to ask me.


“I
think so,” I reply.


“Not
cool man. Not cool,” Bentley shakes his head.


“I’m
not terrible at riddles, but the puzzles were kinda hard to figure
out at times,” EJ answers.


“So
we should fight is what you’re saying?” Bentley smiles.


“I
mean, it’s probably not a bad idea to try and stick to combat
rooms,” EJ starts. “And on top of that, that ceiling plan
might actually get us through a lot of them.”


“See,
who’s the smart one now?” Bentley says to Ryry.


“Yeah,
yeah, yeah, just pick the room so we can get this over with,”
Ryry waves her hand towards Bentley as if to shoo him away.


“Okay,
right room it is. Or should I say, correct room it is?” Bentley
stares at Ryry with a big grin on his face before heading down the
right side hallway.


“Ugh...”
Ryry huffs and shakes her head.


The
hallway goes on for quite a while before we come to another large
wooden door, similar to the one we used to exit the first room.


“Okay,
here goes,” Bentley says, pushing the door open and rushing
inside, great axe at the ready.


We all
run in behind him, weapons out, ready to jump into combat at a
moment’s notice.


“Uh...
Hello? Monsters?” Bentley says loudly.


The
room is very similar to the room we just left. Gray stone walls,
fairly large, but this time there’s only one wooden door on the
other side of the room, and it has a face carved into it.


“Yeah,
that’s not creepy,” Brie says.


Getting
a closer look at the door, the face really is kinda creepy.


“Answer
three and you’ll be free. Fail but one, prepare to run,”
the face on the door says suddenly, catching me totally off guard and
causing me to fall backwards to the floor.


“Way
to go Bentley, you picked the riddle room,” Ryry says.


“Hey,
I was only going on EJ’s suggestion, I blame him for this one,”
Bentley replies.


“Too
late to go back now,” Brie says.


I turn
to follow her gaze and the door we just used to enter this room has
disappeared.


“Oh
that’s just great,” Ryry huffs.


“It’s
fine. We got this. How hard can a few riddles be?” Bentley
says, turning towards the face in the door. “Okay door, hit us
with the first riddle.”


The
face on the door slowly begins speaking.


“Alive
without breath, as cold as death; never thirsty, ever drinking, all
in mail, never clinking. What am I?”


“Uh...
what?” Bentley says to me.


I
shrug my shoulders and turn towards EJ, who’s mumbling to
himself.


“Okay,
group chat, huddle up,” I say, gathering everyone into a
huddle.


“All
in mail, never clinking has to be about armor right? What kinda armor
doesn’t make a clinking sound?” Brie says.


“Uh,
leather, cloth, and scale were the only ones not made of metal in
Questworld,” Bentley answers.


“Okay,
what about the other parts? Alive without breath? Maybe undead, like
zombies or something?” Brie asks.


“Could
be, but why would they be ever drinking? Undead don’t need to
drink,” Ryry says.


“If
they were water zombies, they would,” Bentley says.


“That’s
it,” EJ says. 



“Really?”
Bentley stares at EJ.


“No,
not water zombies, It’s a fish,” EJ says. “They
don’t breath air, they are always drinking water, and they have
scales which is a type of armor that doesn’t make a clinking
sound.”


“That
sounds pretty good to me,” I say.


“I
agree,” Brie adds.


“Okay,
get ready though, just in case it’s wrong,” I say,
exiting the huddle. 



I walk
up to the door and stare at the wooden face. “The answer to the
first riddle is fish.”


“That
is correct,” the face says. “Towns without houses,
forests without trees, mountains without boulders and waterless seas.
What am I?”


I turn
and head back into the huddle.


“I
have no idea what the door just said,” Bentley says. 



“What
a surprise,” Ryry comments.


“How
can you have all those things, without the things that make them
those things in the first place?” Bentley says.


Everyone
stares at Bentley like he’s got two heads. 



“What?”
he asks.


Ryry
lets out a sigh, “the more you speak, the more you sound like
that stupid door.”


“Come
on, let’s try and figure this out. We don’t know if we’re
on a time limit or not, and I really don’t wanna find out what
it meant when it said we’d have to run,” I say, trying to
get the conversation moving.


“Wait,
it’s a map,” Ryry says.


“A
map?” I ask.


“Yeah,
if you draw a mountain, people will look at it and say it’s a
mountain, even though it’s not actually made out of rock. Same
with a forest and seas and whatever else the stupid face said. All of
those things drawn together are a map,” Ryry replies.


“That’s
actually a really good answer,” EJ says. “I’m gonna
agree with Ryry, I think map could be the answer.” 



“Sounds
good to me,” Bentley adds.


“How'd
you come up with that so fast?” I ask.


“Actually,
it was Bentley’s babbling about how can this be that without
this that made me think of it,” Ryry answers.


“And
you all looked at me like I was weird,” Bentley says.


“All
right, here goes nothin,” I say, turning and walking up to the
door. 



I
really hope this is right...
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“The
answer to the second riddle is a map,” I say to the face in the
door.


“You
are correct,” the face replies. “A box without hinges,
key or lid, yet golden treasure inside is hid.”


Walking
back to the huddle, one thing is clear, I’m terrible riddles. I
have no idea what this one could mean, like at all.


“Dude,
I don’t know about you, but I’m way outta my league with
this riddle thing,” Bentley says as I rejoin the huddle.


“Shocker,”
Ryry quips.


“Yeah,
me too, so don’t feel bad,” I say.


“It’s
okay, because I know the answer,” EJ says.


“Really?”
I ask.


“This
riddle was actually in the beta. It’s an egg,” EJ says
confidently.


“See,
real life walkthrough!” Bentley exclaims.


“Oh
geez, if I gotta hear about this real life walkthrough one more
time...” Ryry says.


“All
right, here goes,” I say, heading to the door with what I hope
is the right answer. “The answer to the third riddle is an
egg.”


“You
are correct,” the face says as it twists and turns and pulls
itself into the door until you wouldn’t even know it was there
in the first place.


I
reach my hand out and grab the handle, easily pushing the door open.


“Nice,”
Bentley says.


I take
the lead and head through the door. Instead of the stone hallway we
were in before, this one is more like a cave tunnel. Rough and jagged
stone line the walls and ceiling, with ever-light torches sitting in
metal sconces every few feet. I think that’s the right word for
those things. 



“Well,
this is different,” Brie says.


“Yeah,
looks like they forgot to finish this part,” Bentley replies.


“This
is odd,” EJ starts. “All the hallways and rooms were
finished stone in the beta.”


“I
knew this was going too smoothly. There’s always some sorta
discrepancy with these things,” Ryry mutters.


She’s
right, though. We’ve been seeing more and more things that just
don’t one hundred percent match what we remember from
Questworld. 



EJ’s
been compiling a list of all the differences in a small,
leather-bound book he bought at the market. He thinks one day they
might help point to a way back home.


“Now
which way?” Bentley asks, standing at another left or right
hallway choice.


“Either
way it’s gonna be the room we don’t want to go to, so
just pick any one,” Ryry says.


“Uh,
left,” Bentley says.


“Whatever,”
Ryry pushes past Bentley and starts heading down the left hallway.
“If I don’t get to hit something in this room, I’m
hitting you.”


“What
kinda monsters were in these rooms during the beta, anyway?” I
ask EJ as we head down the hallway behind Ryry.


“Mostly
low level undead, like Bone Heads and Zombies,” EJ replies.


“I
guess that makes sense,” I say.


The
hallway bends to the right and puts us into a huge stone chamber. 



“Yeah,
this is way different,” EJ says, scoping out the area.


It’s
more like a giant cavern than an actual room. Ever-light torches line
the walls, just like the other rooms, and a metal barred door at the
end of the chamber looks to be our only exit. 



“I
don’t see any puzzles or faces sticking out of things, so where
are the mobs?” Bentley asks, readying his great axe.


As if
on cue, something big falls from the ceiling, landing at the far end
of the chamber.


“Uh,
correct me if I’m wrong, but that looks like an Umber Beast,”
Bentley says.


“Bone
Heads and Zombies Huh?” Ryry remarks.


“Yeah,
no, this is way different than the Trials beta,” EJ says,
pulling out his hand axes.


“Can
we take an Umber Beast?” I ask.


“AN
Umber Beast? Yes,” EJ starts, as two more large objects fall
from the ceiling near the Umber Beast. “A pack of Umber Beasts?
That might be a problem.”


I
totally forgot Umber Beasts run in packs. Looks like we got our wish
for some combat, and than some.


“Three
of them, five of us. What’s the plan?” Bentley asks.


“Brie,
pin the middle one down with Gravity Field. Bentley and James take
the one on the left, Ryry and I will take the other, then we finish
off Brie’s.


“We
got this, dude, let’s do it,” Bentley says, charging
towards the left Umber Beast.


Seven
foot tall, brown leathery skinned gorilla like monsters are a far cry
from Bone Heads and Zombies. Especially with their giant, ant like
pincers on either side of their drooling mouths and giant claws on
their meaty hands.


These
are not low level mobs, yet here I am, charging headlong into battle
with a beast that could rip me in half as easily as I could rip a
piece of paper.


I take
the first shot, going all out with a Rising Strike. Bentley quickly
follows it up with an Earth Strike, setting off the Earth Surge chain
attack, which explodes right in the Umber Beast’s face.


Unfortunately,
it doesn’t faze it much as the beast takes a slow but powerful
swipe at us.


What
Umber Beasts lack in speed, they make up in raw power. They would
wear down armor points ridiculously fast in Questworld, and I don’t
want to know what that feels like in real life.


I
dodge the swipe and launch a series of quick attacks while there's an
opening. Aaaaannnd they’re not doing anything but making it
angrier. 



The
Umber Beast lets out a shrill scream and throws its arms up over its
head, clinching both hands together in a double fist.


I try
to dodge but end up tripping over a rock, falling hard onto the rocky
floor.


“James!”
I hear Bentley yell as the Umber Beasts fists come down.
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I
gotta do something or else I’m—


The
fists hit and my body sinks into the ground, but I don’t feel
any pain. I look up and the Umber Beast is shaking its hands out like
they’re hurt.


Looking
down at my own hands, I quickly realize what just happened.


“Holy
jeez! Don’t scare me like that!” Bentley yells, running
up to stand over me. “Clutch move though dude, I totally forgot
we should have Steel Skin at this level.”


I look
down at my skin and the dull silver shell that acted as a shield is
quickly fading away. One hit was all you got with Steel Skin in
Questworld, and it looks like the same rules apply here.


“Move!”
Bentley yells.


Glancing
up, I see the Umber Beast taking another swing at us. I roll out of
the way and get to my feet.


I lost
my sword when I fell, so I’m completely defenseless right now.


“To
the left!” Bentley yells as he dodges another swipe from the
Umber Beast. 



Looking
to the left, I see my sword laying about twenty feet away. I make a
break for it, hoping Bentley keeps the beast occupied long enough for
me to get there.


No
sooner do I grab the sword, I hear Bentley yell “Incoming!”


I turn
and see the Umber Beast lumbering towards me. I’ve got no
choice but to try something new. Hopefully, EJ’s level
calculations are correct, otherwise this is gonna hurt. A lot.


As the
Umber Beast closes in, I plant my right foot and hold my sword
straight out in front of me.


No,
I’m not hoping the Umber Beast just runs into it if that’s
what you’re thinking. Although that would be pretty helpful.


What
I’m hoping is gonna happen is that I’m gonna lunge
forward with an awesome looking red flame effect coming off my sword
and shoot right past the Umber Beast at a ridiculous rate of speed,
landing a bunch of sword strikes along the way.


You
know, anime, ninja type stuff.


I
close my eyes for a quick second and visualize the skill going off. I
feel the familiar slow motion, moving underwater type of feeling I
get when my body goes through the motions without me.


When I
open my eyes, I’m behind the Umber Beast who is now down on his
left knee with slashes from my Fury’s Edge skill all over its
left leg.


“Dude,
boost me!” Bentley yells, running right at me.


I drop
onto my hands and knees and brace myself as best I can. Bentley steps
onto my back and leaps into the air. He swings his great axe in a
downward motion, unleashing an Earthbreak right onto the Umber Beasts
back.


I can
feel the shock wave from Bentley’s skill as the Umber Beast
crumples to the ground.


“That’s
what I’m talkin about!” Bentley exclaims.


I look
over to the right and Ryry and EJ have just downed their Umber Beast
as well, leaving the one trapped in Brie’s Gravity Field the
only one still standing. Well, standing as best it can inside Brie’s
spell.


“Hang
on Brie, we’re comin,” I yell, running towards the Umber
Beast.


Running
towards an Umber Beast. That’s something I never thought I’d
be doing voluntarily.


Ryry,
Bentley, and EJ are right with me and within seconds, the final Umber
Beast is down.


“Well
that was easy,” Bentley says.


“It
was. Maybe a bit too easy,” says EJ.


“What
does that mean?” I ask.


“It
means our levels are much higher than I thought, or these Umber
Beasts weren’t as strong as they were supposed to be,” EJ
responds.


“Well
they have been hiding in this dungeon for who knows how long. Maybe
they were just not used to fighting people,” I say.


“Maybe...”
EJ trails off.


“I
think we’re just that good,” Bentley says with a smile.


“You
would,” Ryry replies.


“Either
way, we should get moving to the next room before any more monsters
decide to fall from the ceiling,” Brie says.


“Yeah,
that’s probably a good idea,” I say.


As we
make our way to the far side of the room towards the only door out of
here, I can see EJ still muttering quietly to himself. 



“We
gotta be careful from here on out,” EJ finally says out loud,
“if this room is different from the Minotaur Trials, who knows
what else is different.”


“Why
do I feel like I’ve heard you say that before?” Ryry
says.


“Let’s
just be careful, okay?” EJ says sternly.


As we
head through the door and down the rocky tunnel, it gradually turns
into another smooth, gray stone hallway, except this time, it leads
directly to an archway leading to the next room.


“No
multiple choice this time?” I ask.


“Apparently
not,” EJ says. “There were no rooms that lead straight
into other rooms in the beta. There was always a choice.”


“Maybe
something was changed for the full release,” Brie says.


“Maybe.
Just be ready for anything,” EJ says as we enter the room.
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This
room is way different than the other rooms we were in. There’s
a rectangular table on the left side with a few broken items laying
on it and a three-legged chair standing next to it. A weird plant is
growing out of the floor in one corner of the room near a small round
table.


There’s
also a full-length mirror on a stand on the right side of the room. A
wooden door straight ahead on the far side of the room looks like our
only way outta here.


“Well
this is different,” I say, checking out some of the broken
candle holders and torn up books on the rectangular table.


“You
see any door handles on that table? Cause this one’s snapped
off,” Bentley says, standing near the wooden door.


“Do
you remember this being a thing in the Minotaur Trials?” Brie
asks EJ.


“No.
I don’t remember anything like this,” he replies.


“Once
again we’re halfway into something that should be an easy ‘I've
done this before’ Questworld thing, and now it’s a big
unknown mystery,” Ryry says, clearly fed up at this point.


“Uh,
I don’t see any door handles anywhere,” I say.


“Maybe
we could break it down?” Bentley asks.


“I
doubt its gonna be that easy,” Brie says.


Bentley
lifts his great axe, “doesn’t hurt to try.”


He
swings his axe hard, hitting the door with a full powered Earth
Strike.


Nothing.


“Not
even a scratch,” Bentley comments. “Anyone else have any
ideas?”


“Maybe
something with this desk and chair? There’s a lot of random
trinkets on here,” I say, picking up a broken candlestick.


“Well
don’t ask me to check out that ugly plant. With our luck it’ll
probably try to eat us,” Ryry says, staring into the mirror and
adjusting her armor. “Hang on a second...”


“What
is it?” EJ asks.


“James,
hold up something from that table,” Ryry says.


I turn
and hold up the broken candlestick I have in my hand.


Ryry
looks at me, then back at the mirror. “The candlestick isn’t
broken in the reflection.”


I look
at the mirror and she’s right, the candlestick I’m
holding looks brand new in it.


“Hmm,
interesting,” EJ says, walking over to examine the mirror.


“If
the mirror fixed the candlestick, maybe it can fix this door,”
Bentley says.


“It
doesn’t fix it dummy, it just shows it fixed,” Ryry
snips.


“Maybe
that’s all we need,” EJ says. “Help me turn this
towards the door.”


Bentley
walks over and he, Ryry, and EJ start pushing the mirror to face the
door.


“Wait,
what was that?” Brie says.


“What?”
Bentley asks.


“I
thought I saw something move in the mirror.”


“What
do you mean move?” Ryry turns to face Brie.


“It
looked like something ran across the room near the table.”


I take
a peek under the table. “I don’t see anything,” I
say.


“Maybe
I was just seeing things.”


Bentley,
EJ, and Ryry continue to turn the mirror a bit more, stopping as it
faces the door. 



“The
handle is fixed,” I say.


“So
how do we turn it?” Bentley asks, letting go of the mirror
which slowly starts turning back to its original position.


“Whoa,”
Bentley exclaims, grabbing ahold of the mirror, stopping it from
turning. “Why is it turning back?”


“I
don’t know, but we‘re gonna have to hold it like this so
it doesn’t move,” Ryry says.


“So
how does this help us?” Brie asks.


“James,
go turn the door handle,” EJ says.


“How
do I do that?” I ask, heading over towards the door.


“Look
into the mirror as you open the door. Make your reflection grab the
door handle,” EJ replies.


I look
over my shoulder at my reflection, watching myself grab a door handle
that isn’t there. “Okay, I think my reflection has the
handle.”


“Then
pull it, this mirror is heavy,” Ryry says.


I keep
my gaze on my reflection and start pulling. Amazingly, the door in
the reflection is opening. I turn towards the real door and it’s
opened a tiny bit.


“That’s
so cool,” Bentley says.


The
three of them let go of the mirror which slowly turns back to its
original position.


I grab
the side of the door and start to pull it open.


“Hey!”
Brie yells.


I turn
and see Brie floating about a foot off the ground. Flailing her arms
and legs.


“Something’s
grabbing me!” She exclaims.


“There’s
nothing there,” Bentley says, running over to help.


Before
he can get to her, he falls to the ground.


“What
the...? Something’s on top of me, I can’t get up!”
Bentley yells.


“Look,
in the mirror!” I yell.


Although
Brie looks like she’s floating in mid air, in the mirror's
reflection there are two, gray skinned, pointy eared, toothy smiling
creatures lifting her up by her waist, with three more sitting on
Bentley’s back.


“Imps!”
I say as I run towards Bentley, hoping to get them off of him, even
though I can’t see them.


“No,
wait!” EJ yells, but it’s too late.


I look
towards the mirror just in time to see two of the Imps jumping at me.
I fall to the ground hard. I can feel their hands holding me down,
but I can’t see them at all.


“Now
what?!” Ryry asks.


“Turn
the mirror!” EJ yells.


I turn
my head towards the mirror and can see the Imps pinning me down in
the reflection. I can also see Ryry and EJ struggling to move the
mirror.


“Uh
guys?! Help!” Brie yells. 



I turn
and see Brie floating towards the wall. Looking in the mirror, I can
barely see Brie’s reflection from my position, but I can see
the wall behind her. “What are they doing?!” I ask.


“They’re
dragging her to a secret door! Hurry and turn the mirror!”
Bentley yells.


“We’re
trying!” Ryry yells back.


I
watch as Brie gets closer and closer to the wall. The mirror shows a
large opening behind Brie, like a part of the wall slid open, like a
sliding door.


“Stop
them!” I yell.


Brie’s
reflection in the mirror is now right next to the opening. I turn
towards Brie and watch her disappear right into the solid wall.


“Brie!”
Bentley yells, struggling to get up.


Turning
back towards the mirror, I see the wall slide back into place, making
the reflection match the room once again.







SMASH!







Glass
falls everywhere as Ryry slams her dagger into the mirror, breaking
it to pieces. As the glass hits the ground, I can feel whatever was
holding me down, release me.


“Brie!”
Bentley yells, getting to his feet and running towards the wall. He
slams on the wall with his hand and turns towards Ryry. “What
did you do?!”
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“Why
did you break the mirror?!” Bentley yells.


“What
else was I supposed to do?! We couldn’t push the stupid thing
away from you guys!” Ryry shouts back.


“How
are we gonna get Brie back!?” Bentley yells.


Ryry
doesn’t say anything as Bentley turns and heads for the section
of the wall where Brie disappeared.


He
swings his great axe, hitting the wall with a huge Earth Strike that
should have blown a hole in the wall the size of a house.


Nothing.


“You
see!? We can’t do anything without the mirror,” Bentley
says, turning to face Ryry.


“There
was no other way, idiot! How many times do I have to say it!”
she yells back.


“Enough!”
I yell. 



Everyone
stops and looks at me. I’ve never yelled like that at anyone
before, especially not my friends. I don’t know what just came
over me, but it seemed to work.


“I
have an idea,” I say, walking over and picking up a large piece
of the mirror. “Bring the table over here.”


Bentley
drops his axe and drags the table over to me. I use one of the broken
candlesticks to prop up the piece of glass on the table. I do my best
to aim it at the wall, but I can’t really tell from here.


“Go
over there and tell me when you can see yourself in the piece of
mirror,” I say to Bentley, who rushes over to the spot where we
saw the secret door.


“Yeah,
that’s good, but now what?”


“Hit
another Earth Strike,” I say.


“How
am I gonna hit an Earth Strike and look at the mirror at the same
time?” Bentley asks.


“I
don’t think you have to,” EJ says. “As long as one
of us is watching the wall through the mirror, it should work. I
think.”


“I’ll
try,” Bentley says and turns to face the wall. 



He
lets out another Earth Strike and this time, in the mirror, I see a
huge hole open up.


“It’s
there!” I exclaim. “There’s an opening.”


“How
do we get in?” Ryry asks.


Before
anyone can answer, Bentley starts walking backwards, his gaze never
leaving the piece of mirror. And just like Brie, he disappears
through the wall.


“There’s
your answer, let’s go,” EJ says, heading towards the
wall.


I’m
the last one to make the backwards walk through the hole that isn’t
there. Once again, when I get through the hole, I can see clearly
into the room we just left as if the wall isn’t there, just
like before at the cave entrance.


Turning
around, I can’t see anything. It’s almost pitch black in
here. I can barely make out everyone’s silhouette.


“Let’s
move. They couldn’t have gotten far,” Bentley says,
lighting up a torch from his bag.


The
light reveals that we’re in a pretty normal looking cave tunnel
with a downward slope to it, which Bentley is already heading down
without us.


“Do
you have any idea at all what’s going on? Anything like this in
the beta?” I ask EJ.


“Not
at all. There was never a mirror room or anything like that in the
beta,” EJ responds.


“So
much for the real life walkthrough,” Ryry comments. “What
are the odds this is leading us right into the ever changing maze we
don’t want to be in?”


“I
wouldn’t be surprised if it did,” EJ remarks.


“Quiet,
I hear something,” Bentley says, waving his arm up and down
behind his back at us.


We
come to the end of the tunnel and step into a decent sized chamber.
The half we’re standing in is completely dark and cave like,
while the other half of the chamber turns into the smooth stone we
were seeing in the rooms above us, complete with ever-light torches
on the wall.


“They
must have gone through there,” Bentley says, pointing to a
large, smooth stone archway on the far side of the chamber.


As we
make our way towards the archway, something flies out of the darkness
to the side of us, hitting Bentley hard in the back of the head.


Bentley
falls to the ground and drops the torch.


“Awesome,
more things to hit,” Ryry says as six or seven Imps run out of
the darkness towards us.


“More
Imps!” EJ says, pulling out his hand axes.


In
Questworld, Imps would swarm around you from every which way they
could with hit-and-run tactics. So annoying to fight. If we’re
not careful, we’ll get overrun here pretty quickly.


“Back
to back,” I say. “Don’t let them swarm us.” 



One
Imp leaps towards me, tiny pointed needle dagger in its hand. I bring
my sword up to block but it just twists it’s body around in
mid-air and pushes itself off of my sword with its feet, scurrying
back into the darkness.


“What
do we do?” I ask.


“I
don’t know. Just don’t let them hit you. Remember they
sometimes used to poison you in Questworld,” EJ says.


Great.
I had forgotten about that. That just makes this whole situation that
much worse. Poison would eventually wear off in Questworld after a
few seconds, but I really doubt it’s gonna work like that here.




“Incoming!”
Ryry yells as two Imps come at us from Ryry’s side.


I
watch as Ryry uses one of her daggers to block an attack from one,
while twisting out of the way from the others attack. 



I take
a swing at the second Imp, barely missing Ryry in the process, but
managing to connect on the Imp, sending it flying into the darkness.


“Thanks,”
Ryry says.


“Don’t
thank me yet, cause we’re about to be in big trouble,” I
say as about ten Imps charge us from every direction I can see.
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Three
Imps come at me, two of them leaping into the air trying at get to my
face. 
I swing my fist in front of me, more in a panic than an
actual, calculated strike and connect with one Imp, slamming him into
the second and sending them both sprawling to the ground. The last
one takes a swing at me with his dagger, but I hop back a bit,
dodging the attack. 



Rearing
my leg back as far as I can, I kick the third Imp right in the face,
sending him tumbling into the darkness.


“You
just gonna play soccer with them or are you gonna do something
productive like, I don’t know, kill them? Or at least knock
them out?” Ryry says.


“I’m
doing my best here,” I reply.


“Do
better,” she says, taking out an Imp with a quick swing of her
dagger.


Another
Imp—or maybe one of the same ones—leaps at me. With an
upward swing of my sword, I connect with the Imps stomach and toss it
over our heads and onto the floor behind me.


“That’s
more like it,” Ryry says.


More
and more Imps come at us and just as quickly get taken down. Good
thing they turn to dust when they die or we’d be buried in Imps
by now.


Something
lights up in the darkness to my left side. I turn and see four little
green flaming projectiles flying right towards us.


“Magic
Missiles!” I yell, taking cover as the flaming missiles hit the
ceiling above us.


Large
chunks of stone fall all around us, pelting me on my head and
shoulders.


“We
can’t stay and here and fight,” EJ says. “If this
leads to the maze, we have to move as fast as we can before it
shifts.”


“How?
They’re everywhere,” Ryry says.


“Go,
I’ll hold them off!” EJ says, activating his berserker
mode.


“What
about Bentley?” I ask.


“I
got him, just go. We can’t lose Brie.”


Ryry
and I make a break for the half of the chamber that looks like a
finished room. Magic Missiles explode around us as we reach the
archway.


I stop
at the archway and glance over my shoulder. I can barely make out EJ
standing next to Bentley’s prone body, fighting off a large
group of Imps.


“If
he says he’s got it, he’s got it. He’s not dumb
enough to get himself killed by Imps. Come on!” Ryry says from
just past the archway.


I turn
and follow Ryry through the archway. Heading down a short hallway
leads us to a four way intersection.


“Which
way?” I ask.


“How
am I supposed to know?” Ryry snaps back.


There
are ever-light torches on the walls which are helping us see a
little, but they are so far apart that there’s a small spot of
darkness where one torches light ends and another begins.


Lucky
for us—and I mean that sarcastically—this intersection is
kinda in one of those dark spots.


“There!”
Ryry says, pointing to the ground.


I look
down and see nothing but dust.


“What?”


“That
dust is all moved around heading down that hallway,” Ryry
points towards the right.


“Yeah,
it does look a bit different than the other hallways,” I reply.


“Let’s
go,” Ryry turns and heads down the hallway.


“Hold
on,” I say, grabbing a small rock from the ground. “We
need to let EJ know which way we went. It’ll be easier than
trying to guide him using the guild stones.”


Using
the rock, I draw an arrow on the wall of the hallway we came out of
pointing towards the right.


“Alright,
that should do it,” I say.


“Wait,”
Ryry takes the rock from me and starts writing the word ‘RIGHT’
on the opposite wall. “EJ said the maze shifts. If the hallways
change before he gets here, at least he’ll know the arrow was
supposed to point to the right.”


“Good
idea,” I say.


“Okay,
let’s go,” Ryry says, starting down the right hallway.


This
is crazy. Why would Imps kidnap Brie? It’s not like they
targeted the rest of us. It was only Brie. Why not go after... Wait a
minute...


“Hold
up,” I say.


“What?”


“What
if this dust is moved because the maze already shifted?” I
start, “What if we’re following the wrong trail?”


“I,
Uh... shoot, I didn’t think about that,” Ryry says.
“Stupid, why didn’t I think of that?”


“We
really need EJ here,” I mutter.


“Whatever,
let’s just keep going. Following the dust is better than doing
nothing.”


“I
guess,” I say as we hurry down the hallway.


“Check
that hallway, I’ll check the one ahead,” Ryry says,
pointing to a hallway to our left.


Nothing.
This dust looks like it hasn’t been disturbed in a long time.


“Anything?”
Ryry asks.


“No,
you?”


“Nope.
Let’s keep moving.”


The
next two hallways are exactly the same as the first few. I’m
starting to think the moved around dust really is from the maze
shifting.


“Here!
Down this hallway,” Ryry says, pointing down a hallway on our
left. 



Looking
down, it does look like the disturbed dust takes a left turn.


This
new hallway looks exactly like the one we were just walking down. If
this is what the whole maze looks like, it’s gonna be near
impossible to find our way through. This is almost as bad as when we
were in the elvan city Ishathyr.


“Do
you hear that?” Ryry says, coming to a stop.


I hear
it all right. It’s a low grinding sound, getting louder and
louder with every passing second.


“Maze
shift?” I say.


As if
to answer my question, the walls around us split in half and start
rotating.


“Get
over here!” Ryry yells as the walls in the hallway start
rotating in, blocking off the tunnel behind us.


“That
was close,” I say.


“No,
no, no, no...” Ryry panics.


“What?”


“The
dust!” Ryry points towards the ground in front of us.


Looking
down at the ground, I can see the disturbed dust is now flat and
smooth.


“The
shifting walls are so heavy, they must smooth everything out when
they move,” I comment.


“So
we were going the right way, now we don’t even know if this is
the right tunnel anymore,” says Ryry, clearly frustrated.


“Dust
or not, we have to keep moving. We have to find Brie,” I say.


That
came out sounding much more confident than I feel. We’re all
separated and we’re getting more and more over our heads the
longer we’re in this dungeon. 



This
is definitely not good.
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Right,
left, straight, right, right, left. Every hallway is exactly the
same. We have absolutely no idea where we’re going.


We’ve
found a few spots here and there where the dust isn’t super
smooth from the shifting maze—which by the way has shifted two
more times since we originally lost the dust trail—but we’re
still just moving ahead blindly.


“This
is ridiculous,” Ryry huffs. “Stupid hallways.”


“We’ll
find Brie, don’t worry,” I say, doing my best to sound
confidant.


“How?
For all we know, we’ve been traveling in a big circle this
whole time with these stupid moving walls,” Ryry says.


“Speaking
of moving walls...” I say as the maze once again starts
shifting around.


Nothing
in our hallway moved, but the grinding sound was unmistakable.
Something definitely moved near us.


“Ugh!
For real?!” Ryry fumes.


“Let’s
just keep moving, we gotta eventually come out somewhere,” I
say, continuing down the hallway we’re currently standing in.


Right,
left, straight twice and left again puts us into a very large
chamber.


“Finally,”
Ryry exclaims.


The
chamber is not made of the smooth stone like the hallways we’ve
been walking in. This is pretty much a cave chamber with a dirt
floor.


The
far side of the room has an exit that looks like it might lead into
more hallways.


Beams
of light shine in from small holes in the ceiling that must lead all
the way out to the top of the mountains.


It’s
not a ton of light, but it’s enough to see what’s in
front of us.


Once
again, the grinding sound of the maze shifting fills the air, only
this time the ground is also slightly shaking.


“Uh,
that’s new,” I say, almost losing my balance.


“Move!”
Ryry yells, tackling me to the ground.


Bursting
out of the ground right under where I was standing is a huge, pinkish
worm. Where its mouth should be are four almost octopus looking
tentacles surrounding what looks like a thick bird’s beak.


“Oh
great, it’s another Pinky,” Ryry says, getting to her
feet and pulling out her daggers.


Pinky
was the name we gave the giant worm that almost ate us when we first
woke up in this world.


Although
the color is the same, Pinky didn’t have the tentacles or the
beak, just a round mouth of teeth, which I actually think I’d
prefer right now over whatever this things got goin on all over its
face.


I
quickly get to my feet and draw my sword.


“I
hate to say this, but you’re the tank,” Ryry says.


“Great,”
I mutter back.


A tank
is the person who keeps the monsters attention so everyone else can
attack unhindered. Usually that’s Bentley’s job. I’ve
never tried tanking anything since we’ve been here.


Well,
here goes nothing.


“I’m
taking him to the middle of the room,” I say, charging in and
making a quick swing at the worm’s stomach area.


The
worm rears up and strikes forward to attack, but I dodge to the side
and start running towards the center of the room.


This
thing is fast, I barely get to the center of the room before it’s
taking another bite at me.


Rolling
forward to avoid becoming worm food, I quickly get to my feet. The
worm is reared up, just staring down at me. Drool, or slime, or
something drips from its tentacles.


Ryry
emerges from a Shadow Dance smoke cloud over top of the worms head,
bringing her daggers down hard into the worms face, right above its
beak.


The
worm lets out a roar and thrashes around violently, tossing Ryry to
the ground.


“You
okay?” I ask, helping Ryry to her feet.


“Yeah,
just get its attention again,” she replies.


Yeah,
sure, after she just stabbed it in the face and now it’s way
beyond mad.


“Guys,
where are you?” I hear Bentley in the guild stones.


“Not
now, Bentley!” Ryry yells, trying to run towards the back
of the worm.


I
never thought I’d try this, but warriors have a taunt ability
at level five, which if EJ is right, I should be way past.


Thing
is, I have no idea how to activate a non-combat ability.


“Get
your head in the game, James!” Ryry yells as the worm takes a
bite at her.


I
close my eyes and try to picture myself taunting the worm. Acting out
the animation of the taunt ability in the Questworld game.


Something
is definitely happening. It sorta feels like an ability wants to
activate, but not fully happening.


“Will
you get this thing off of me already!” Ryry yells.


I try
activating the taunt again, this time though, I’m gonna try to
add...


“Hey!”
I yell, as the ability activates and I hear my voice echo loudly
throughout the chamber, and way deeper than usual. It almost sounded
similar to what that elemental sounded like back in Stonegard.


The
worm immediately turns its attention towards me.


“Great,”
I mutter as it lunges straight for me.


I leap
to the left and quickly try to swing my sword at its face, but it
pulls itself up crazy fast and I end up swinging at the air.


For a
twenty foot worm the width of a bus, it’s stupid fast.


“Guys?
Which way do I go? These arrows are pointing towards each other,”
Bentley says, but I don’t have time to answer.


The
worm tries to bite at my head but I duck left and catch a glancing
blow with my sword to its chin... area...? Do worms have chins?


“I’m
just gonna go straight,” I hear Bentley say.


Ryry
finally makes her move.


She
poofs around the worm, hitting it four times in various places before
popping out in front of it.


With
her dagger held downward and covered in black smoke, she throws her
arm down behind her, stabbing the worm in the chest with the smoke
covered blade.


Ryry
quickly poofs away in a cloud of smoke as the worm roars in pain. I
run up to the worm, holding my sword in a downward grip just like
Ryry was with her dagger.


I hope
this works.


The
worm stops its flailing around just as I swing my blade in an upward
motion. My sword glows yellow as the blade hits the worm. 



Four
more upward slices and I finish it off with a stab almost in the same
spot Ryry did.


If I
remember correctly, Ryry’s Darkness Blade followed by
Multi-Slash should produce...


A huge
red explosion goes off in the spot where we stabbed the worm, doing
what looks like a huge amount of damage to the worm’s chest
area.


“Triple
chain!” I hear Bentley yell, not in the guild stones, but right
next to me.


I turn
slightly and see Bentley rush past me with his great axe spinning
over his head like he was some sorta human helicopter.


As he
nears the worm, he brings the axe across in one giant swing, cutting
deep into the worm, setting off yet another explosion.


The
worm lets out one final cry before falling to the ground with a loud
thud.


“Yeah
baby! Whirlwind Strike for the win!” Bentley says, fist pumping
the air.


“Dude,
how did you find us?” I ask.


“I
just walked straight, like I said.”


Ryry
comes walking up to us. “Figures,” she says. “We
carefully plan our path out and this idiot just walks straight and
finds us in a matter of seconds.”


“Where’s
EJ?” I ask, looking around.


“He’s
uh, by the entrance over there. I kinda had to knock him out?”
Bentley replies with a shrug of his shoulders.


“This
should be interesting,” Ryry mutters as she makes her way
towards the entrance.
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“Two
hundred?!”


“Maybe
more, who knows,” Bentley replies.


“No
way. How did you even come up with that number?” I ask as we
walk down a hallway that looks exactly the same as every other
hallway we've walked down so far.


“When
I came to, EJ was in full berserk mode. He was cutting down Imps left
and right, and just like in Questworld, they left behind a small pile
of dust when they died,” Bentley says.


“And
you woke up in a giant pile of dust?” I ask.


“I
was almost completely covered in it,” Bentley shudders. “I
don’t wanna think about it, it’s gross. But anyway, I
helped fight off about twenty more Imps before they stopped coming,
then I had to knock EJ out, cause he was about to come at me.”


Speaking
of EJ, he’s still out cold, hanging over Bentley’s left
shoulder.


“That’s
insane,” I say.


“Yeah
it is. Imagine how much he leveled up,” Bentley responds.


“Enough
with the chitchat, we have to focus on finding Brie, or have you
forgotten about that?” Ryry says as we near a four-way
intersection.


“No,
I haven’t,” Bentley replies. “We’ve been
going down the same identical, shifty hallways for the past ten
minutes, what more can we do?”


“Concentrate.
Look for clues or something,” Ryry scoffs.


“Everything
looks the same. There’s nothing to concentrate on excep—”


Bentley
is cut off as he bumps into something coming around the corner from
the right hallway.


“Uh
oh,” Bentley says as he stares up at one beastly looking
minotaur.


And by
beastly, I mean jacked up enough that he makes that Kase guy look
like me in comparison.


If you
slapped a bull’s head on the Hulks body, you’d get this
guy.


“What
do we have here?” The minotaur says slowly, almost as if he
doesn’t quite speak our language very well.


And
why would he, for that matter?


“Uh...”
Bentley says as Ryry steps in front of us.


“Where’s
our friend?” She asks.


The
minotaur says something that sounds like growls and squeals, which
I’m guessing is the Minotaur language.


“So
we can understand it,” Ryry demands.


“The
magic girl is with our king,” The minotaur replies.


“You’re
gonna take us to her now,” Ryry says.


The
minotaur laughs loudly, which sorta sounds like barking, but you can
tell its laughter by the look on his face.


“So
demanding for such a tiny human,” the minotaur says. “But
if you insist. Just follow this hallway past two, then right, then
follow the marks.”


Did he
really just tell us the way to get there? Is it a trap?


“You
better not be lying,” Ryry says, starting down the right
tunnel.


“I
would hurry if I were you,” the minotaur says before heading
down the left tunnel.


“Why
didn’t he fight us?” Bentley asks.


“I
have no idea, but let’s go,” I reply, heading after Ryry.


Just
as we pass the second hallway, I hear the familiar sound of the maze
getting ready to shift.


“No,
no, no, no, not now...” Ryry says as she turns down the next
hallway on the right.


Bentley
and I round the corner just as the hallway starts to shift.


“Move!”
Bentley yells.


“What
is going on?” I hear EJ say.


“Just
hang on!” Bentley tells EJ.


We
reach the next hallway just as the shift completes, blocking off the
way we just came.


“We’re
in the maze...” EJ comments to himself.


“Yeah,
Uh... you went full berserk mode, and I had to knock you out,”
Bentley says, putting EJ down. 



“I
did?” EJ looks puzzled. “I don’t remember that. I
just remember fighting off the Imps and then I’m waking up
here.”


“You’re
awake. Great. Now let’s move,” Ryry says. “We have
a lead on Brie and we gotta get there before the next shift.”


“How
did you manage that?” EJ asks as we all start heading down the
hallway.


“A
minotaur told us,” I answer.


EJ
doesn’t say anything for a good ten seconds or so.


“That’s
kinda strange,” he finally says.


“Yeah,”
I reply.


“Strange
or not, we gotta find these marks or whatever the minotaur was
talking about,” Ryry says.


“Right.
Marks,” I mutter, scoping out the walls for anything peculiar.


“These
little notches here sorta look like a minotaur head,” Bentley
says, touching a small indent in one of the walls.


We all
crowd around the wall near Bentley.


“It
kinda looks like it’s looking down the hallway,” EJ says.


“So
let’s go,” Ryry starts heading down the only direction we
can go.


“There’s
no way this isn’t a trap, right?” Bentley asks as we
hurry down the hallway.


“Definitely
a trap,” I reply.













Five
minutes of hopeful minotaur mark following quickly came to a
screeching halt as we stare at the wall in front of us...


“This
has to be a joke right?” Ryry says, shaking her head.


A dead
end.


That’s
what the last hallway has led us to.


“Maybe
we took a wrong turn?” I say.


“We
didn’t take a wrong turn,” Ryry says. “That
minotaur just told us the wrong way to go.”


Just
then, the maze starts shifting again.


“Man,
I hope we don’t get crushed in this hallway...” Bentley
says nervously.


The
maze grinds and shifts, and slowly, the wall in front of us starts
moving. When the shift is over, a short hallway has appeared in front
of us, and it looks like it leads to a fairly large room.


“This
is it. Everyone be ready,” Ryry says, leading us down the
hallway and into the large room.








CHAPTER
 15


The
Minotaur King












This
room is completely different from the hallway we just came from. Gone
are the smooth stone walls, replaced by rough, brown stone that looks
like it was chiseled away in an attempt to create a smooth surface
but just wasn’t quite finished.


Seated
at the far side of the room, in a crude stone throne, is what I
assume is the Minotaur King.


Why do
I assume that, you ask? Besides the obvious fact that he’s
sitting upon a throne that’s on a raised platform, he’s
also almost twice the size of the other minotaurs that are sitting
around a bunch of long tables scattered around the room, eating and
drinking and grunting like we aren’t even here.


Giant
metal fire pits, like something you’d buy at the store for your
backyard, are the only source of light, but since there’s like
two near every table, it’s way brighter than the ever-light
torches in the hallways.


It
kinda reminds me of a dining hall, with the king seated at the head
table, or in this case, the throne.


“You
wanna take this one?” EJ asks Ryry.


“Just
don’t make this an elemental repeat, okay?” Ryry replies.


EJ
nods and takes the lead.


Most
of the time, minotaurs are depicted as brutish creatures, just
lurking in dungeons ready to eat people, so you wouldn’t really
try to go up and talk to one. Questworld’s minotaurs, on the
other hand, were depicted as an intelligent, pillaging race, kinda
like Vikings.


As we
weave in and out of the large tables, getting closer to the throne,
the minotaurs at the tables get more and more quiet until it’s
completely silent as we stand in front of the throne.


“Look
what we have here,” the Minotaur King says in a deep, almost
growling tone. “You must be the magic girl’s friends.”


“And
you are...?” EJ asks.


The
Minotaur King laughs loudly. “You’re a bold little human,
aren’t you?”


“You
didn’t answer my question,” EJ states firmly.


I can
see the concerned looks on everyone’s face, especially Ryry. EJ
is playing this one very aggressively. Even more so than his
mercenary bluff with the elemental.


The
Minotaur King sits up in his chair and leans forward to get closer to
EJ.


“Koutor,”
he says in a low, gravely voice. “The Minotaur King.”


“We’re
here for our friend,” EJ says.


“Oh,
I know why you’re here,” Koutor says, waving his large
hand towards one of the minotaurs standing at his side.


The
minotaur walks off and disappears somewhere behind the throne.
There’s not much light back there, so who knows where he went.
Secret passage maybe, or a hallway we can’t see.


“How
about we have a talk while we wait for your friend to arrive,”
Koutor says.


“About?”
EJ replies.


“Payment,”
Koutor says, interlocking his meaty hands together and leaning
forward.


“Payment
for what exactly?” EJ asks.


“Rescuing
your friend, of course.”


“Rescuing?”
Ryry blurts. “Don’t you mean kidnapping.”


“I
mean what I said,” Koutor states. “Do you really think I
would employ such wretched little creatures when I have far more
capable means at my disposal,” Koutor says, spreading his arms
out to show that he means the other minotaurs at the tables.


“If
you didn’t try to take her, then who did?” EJ asks.


“His
name is Malicith. A vile human whom we are forced to share this
labyrinth.”


EJ
subtlety shakes his head and scratches his cheek once, which is
another one of his signals that tells us he doesn’t have any
info on what’s being said.


Not a
good sign.


If
this Malicith person is someone not mentioned in Questworld, and has
been chilling down here summoning low level demons, we could be
looking at another Vanika situation, or worse.


Way
worse, probably.


“Forced
as in, neither of you can evict the other,” EJ finally answers.


“Yes,”
Koutor says. “This labyrinth was created hundreds of years ago
to test the skills of both minotaur and man. Those who proved
themselves worthy would be rewarded for their efforts.


“It
is said that Malicith’s summoning skills greatly helped in the
labyrinth’s construction. In exchange for his help, he was to
be given the bodies of any who perished inside.”


“Of
course he was,” Ryry mumbles.


“This
agreement was bound by contract, which Malicith sealed with his dark
magic.”


“So
Malicith is somehow disregarding his side of the agreement, and due
to the binding magic on the contract, you can’t do anything
about it,” EJ says.


“And
now you see my problem,” Koutor leans back in his throne.
“Malicith cannot come into the labyrinth himself, but somehow
he has found a way to send his Imps up to snatch adventurers before
they have perished.”


“Wait,
hundreds of years ago this happened, and this Malicith guy is still
around?” Bentley asks.


“He’s
most likely a lich at this point,” EJ replies.


“Wonderful,”
Ryry grumbles.


“Wait,
you want us to go get rid of this Malicith guy don’t you?”
Bentley asks Koutor.


Ryry
shakes her head, “yeah, that’s not what I signed up for.”


“I
don’t think we really have a choice,” I say.


“You
indeed have a choice. Honor my request, or don’t. The choice is
yours,” Koutor says.


“Give
us a moment,” EJ says, pulling us all into a huddle.


“Dude,
we can’t go fight a lich,” Bentley whispers.


“What
other choice do we have? You think all these minotaurs are just gonna
let us refuse and go home?” I ask.


“And
they still have Brie hostage,” Ryry says.


“Considering
this dungeon’s been buried for probably hundreds of years, the
only people Malicith could have been taking, up until a day or so
ago, were minotaurs,” EJ states.


“Yeah,
so telling them we don’t care about their friends and family
who got snatched by some crazy lich probably won’t go over too
well,” I add.


“I
knew this was gonna be anything but an easy dungeon run,” Ryry
says.


“Can
we even fight a lich at our level?” I ask.


“With
Brie, it might be possible, but without her we don’t stand a
chance,” EJ says.


“What
if we pull a goblin king?” Bentley suggests.


“Really?
You’re gonna challenge a minotaur that’s twice the size
of a normal minotaur to a fight for the throne?” Ryry says.


Bentley
just shrugs his shoulders.


“So
we pretty much have to fight this Malicith guy,” I say.


“Looks
that way,” EJ replies.


“Maybe
we can get some rewards from the minotaurs first. I mean, we did get
through the maze, sorta,” Bentley says.


“Yeah,
maybe some magic weapons or something will give us a better chance,”
I add.


“At
this point, it doesn’t hurt to ask,” EJ says.


Ryry
lets out a sigh as EJ exits the huddle and turns back towards Koutor.


“We
accept your request, but we have some conditions,” EJ states.








CHAPTER
 16


World
Saving Heroes












“First,
we don’t attempt this without our friend,” EJ states.
“Second, you said this maze was meant to test the skills of
man, and as far as I can tell, we’ve made it to the end.”


Koutor
laughs, “you seek a reward.”


EJ
shrugs his shoulders in response.


Koutor
takes his time before speaking again, eyeing us up the entire time.


“Very
well. You shall have your reward,” Koutor replies.


“Why
us?” Ryry blurts. “There have been plenty of other people
coming into this place lately, so why ask us for help?”


“You
are the ones who killed Vanika, are you not?” Koutor says.


Wait.
What?


I
assume Koutor sees the looks of shock and confusion on our faces
because he doesn’t give us a chance to respond.


“Your
deeds may have gone unnoticed to the humans, but word has spread
among the monfolk of a group of children who put an end to the Goblin
Queen, as well as freeing the dwarves from a grudging elemental,”
Koutor says. “Unless the talk of your deeds are just that,
talk?”


I can
understand him maybe hearing about the elemental, because we had a
lot of help with that from some monfolk, but I thought only the elves
knew about the Vanika thing.


Before
we can really process this whole thing, the minotaur that was sent
off returns, with Brie following behind him.


“Brie!”
Bentley yells. “Are you okay?”


“I’m
fine,” she says as she walks up to us. “They just kept me
in a room.”


“As
you can see, your friend is unharmed,” Koutor says. “Now,
about that reward...”


Koutor
waves his hand and the same minotaur that escorted Brie out motions
for us to follow him.


Bentley
shrugs his shoulders and follows the minotaur.


“Yay,
let’s all get some treasure before we get killed and reanimated
by a thousand year old lich,” Ryry mutters as we all follow
Bentley.


“So
does anyone want to explain to me what’s going on?” Brie
asks.


“Well,
we were sorta forced to bail you out of minotaur jail by agreeing to
kill a lich who’s been stealing minotaurs for whatever it is
lichs do with people they steal,” I reply.


“Oh,
is that all? And here I thought we were about to go do something
crazy,” Brie says, sounding an awful lot like Ryry at the
moment.


The
minotaur leads us through a couple rocky rooms and crude hallways
until we reach what can only be described as the most awesomest
treasure room ever.


This
room’s walls are lined with tons of weapons and various tools,
while the floor is littered with all kinds of backpacks, trinkets,
and various items that I don’t even recognize.


“Dude,”
Bentley says, wide eyed.


The
minotaur steps aside and motions for us to enter.


“This
must be all the stuff they’ve collected from past adventurers,”
EJ says.


“Now
this is what I’m talking about,” Bentley says, grabbing a
pretty thick great axe off the wall.


Instead
of a blade on both sides, one side has a thick blade, and the other
has a flat stump with a picture of a bull carved into it.


Bentley
swings it back and forth a few times. “This thing is a
monster.”


I dig
through a few swords that are lying on the ground and hear Brie
rummaging through some stuff behind me.


“Oh,
tingly...” she says. 



I turn
and see her holding a really nice looking wooden staff. It’s
got a curl at the top with what looks like a tiny candle on a chain
dangling from it.


Suddenly
a tiny blue flame flickers around the top of the candle.


“Magic
staff?” I ask.


“Looks
that way,” Brie replies.


“Nice,”
Bentley says, coming up behind Brie. “Dude, you want swords,
there’s some nice ones over there.”


I look
at where Bentley is pointing and see a pair of swords hanging on the
far wall. One looks sorta gold colored, and the other is silver.


I walk
over and pull them off the wall. They feel perfect in my hands, like
they were made especially for me.


Ryry
comes over with a pair of daggers connected by a chain at the bottom
of both handles.


“What
in the world are those?” I ask.


“No
idea, but they’re pretty cool,” she replies, non-grumpily
for once.


“You
changing things up?” I hear a Bentley say.


I turn
and see EJ wearing a couple of brass knuckle looking things with tiny
claws on the end.


“Yeah,
I’m thinking a hand to hand style might work better now that I
have most of my berserker stuff under control,” EJ replies.


“That
makes sense. Plus you can use all your karate stuff too,”
Bentley says.


I
totally forgot EJ was like a brown belt in karate back home. I wonder
why he didn’t switch to hand to hand sooner.


“So
we ready to do this?” Bentley asks, hefting his new axe over
his shoulder.


“No,
but once again, we don’t have a choice in the matter,”
Ryry comments.


The
minotaur that led us here grunts and motions for us to follow him.


“I
hope you have a plan, brainiac,” Ryry says to EJ as we head out
of the room.








CHAPTER
 17


An
Unexpected Encounter












After
a brief meeting with Koutor, he sent us down this winding tunnel that
supposedly goes deep under the maze to where Malicith lives.


So far
it’s been like twenty minutes and we haven’t come across
anything other than more and more rocky tunnel.


“You
got a plan yet?” I ask EJ as we trail behind everyone else.


“Not
really,” he responds. “If it is a lich, we’re gonna
have to find its phylactery to kill it, and who knows where that
could be.”


“His
what?”


“It’s
a container that holds the lich’s life force. Killing the
lich’s body will only cause its soul to go back into the
container where it will just regenerate a new body,” EJ
explains.


“How
do we find this phylacta-thingy?” I ask.


“It
could be hidden anywhere, the odds of us finding it are pretty low,”
EJ says.


“So
why are we even going to fight this guy if there’s no hope of
killing him for good?”


“There’s
the slight chance he’s not actually a lich and just some dude
who figured out how to extend his life, possibly using the minotaurs
he’s been stealing,” EJ says.


“Gambling
on a slight chance sounds like a Bentley thing,” I joke.


“As
much as Ryry berates him about his ideas, sometimes pulling a Bentley
Special is what we need to do.”


“Man,
don’t let either of them hear you say that,” I laugh.


“Of
course not, you think I want to listen to that argument for the rest
of our lives?” EJ chuckles.


“Yeah,
well, if this guy IS a lich, our lives won’t be very
long anyway,” I retort.


“Hey,
it’s getting brighter up ahead,” Bentley whispers from
the lead position.


Coming
around a bend, I can see some light at the end of the tunnel. Not as
bright as the minotaurs hall, but a little brighter than the hallways
of the maze.


“Get
ready, this might be the lair,” Bentley says, getting his axe
at the ready.


We
make our way out of the tunnel and into a large stone chamber similar
to the trial rooms, but the walls are a little rougher. There’s
also five hallways leading out of this room.


“Well,
this is great,” Bentley says. “The Minotaur King made it
sound like this was a direct shot to the guy.”


“When
are these things ever that easy,” Ryry replies.


“Yeah,
good point. So now what?” Bentley asks.


“We
definitely can’t split up,” I say.


“Yeah,
that would be bad,” says Bentley.


“Shh...
Something’s coming,” Brie says.


Looking
towards where Brie is pointing, I can see a shadow getting bigger and
bigger on the wall of one of the hallways on the right.


“Back
into the tunnel,” EJ whispers.


As
soon as we get back into the tunnel we came out of, a tiny Imp runs
into the room, looks around a bit, then scurries down one of the left
side hallways.


“We
should follow it,” I say, starting to step back into the room.


Bentley
grabs my shoulder and stops me. “Hang on, something else is
coming.”


The
hallway the Imp ran out of gets brighter and brighter until three men
carrying torches step into the room.


“You
have got to be kidding me,” Ryry mutters.


“Is
that those dudes we rocked earlier?” Bentley asks.


“How
did they get down here?” I ask.


“Some
of those hallways probably lead to the maze,” EJ says.


“So
now what?” Brie asks.


“Now
it’s time to go say hi to some old friends,” EJ says,
stepping into the room.


I look
at everyone else and they just shrug. I Guess we’re following
EJ’s lead on this one.


As we
step into the room, we’re greeted to a bit of laughing.


“Why
am I not surprised,” Kain says with a smile.


“Can’t
say the same,” EJ responds.


“Now
who’s the one underestimating?” Kain says.


“Touché,”
EJ shoots back.


“I
see you’ve gotten a little upgrade,” Kain says, eyeing
Bentley’s new weapon.


“Well,
we did kinda make it to the end of the maze and claim our reward
already,” Bentley says.


“I
would be a fool not to believe you,” Kain chuckles. “But
if you’ve completed the maze already, why are you still here?”


“Cause
just completing the maze would be too easy,” Ryry mutters.


“Well...”
EJ starts.













“That’s
quite a tale,” Kain says after EJ just spent the last couple
minutes telling them about Malicith and the minotaurs. 



“You’re
pretty set on keeping that ‘world saving heroes’ title
out of everyone else’s hands, huh?” Pyre chimes in.


“Seems
that way,” I reply.


“Well,
we may not be world saving heroes, but we’ve got a few saved
cities and towns under our belt, so if you’d like a hand with
this Malicith guy, we’ve been wandering around way too long
with too little action, and Kase gets kinda grumpy when he doesn’t
get to hit something for a while,” Kain says.


“Or
you’re just looking for an easy way to score some loot if we
return to the minotaurs victorious,” Bentley comments.


“If
you think fighting a lich is an easy way to score loot, you’re
crazier than Kase,” Pyre says, pointing his thumb over his
shoulder towards Kase. “But you’re not wrong.”


“I
hope your skills are as fancy as your armor, cause I wasn’t too
impressed with that other guy earlier,” Ryry comments towards
Kain.


“We’ll
hold our own,” Pyre says. “Now, any idea where that Imp
went?”


I
point towards the first left side tunnel.


“Lead
the way heroes,” Pyre says.








CHAPTER
 18


Rings
and Things












We’ve
been walking down a couple hallways and still no sign of Malicith’s
lair or anything. Kain has been using his tracking skills to
supposedly follow where the Imp ran.


I’m
not a hundred percent sure the guy knows what he’s doing, but
he talked a good game and we have no real tracking skills of our own,
so... 



“Why
are we letting this guy lead again?” Ryry says through the
guild stones.


“Cause
none of us are trackers,” Bentley says.


“And
who’s to say he is? We haven’t seen any trace of the Imp
since we started down these hallways,” Ryry replies.


“We
just gotta tak—” EJ is cut off as I yell out...


“Look
out!” 



Bentley
turns just in time to see the Imp I was warning him about jump out at
him from a side hallway. Somehow, he’s quick enough to punch it
square in the chest while it’s in the air, sending the Imp
flying into the wall.


Two
more Imps rush out of the same side hallway but are quickly dealt
with by Ryry and her new dagger-chucks, or whatever her new weapon is
called.


“Not
bad,” Pyre starts. “Their reaction time might even be
better than yours, Kase.”


The
monster Kase just grunts in response.


“Please
don’t get him riled up Pyre,” Kain says with a slight
shake of his head.


“More
Imps means we’re on the right track, keep your guard up,”
EJ says.


Kain
leads us down the hallway the Imps came out of and then down another
hallway that branches off to the right.


“There
are more tracks going this way,” Kain whispers.


“Wait,
before we go any farther,” Ryry says, pulling a handful of gold
and silver rings and other trinkets out of her pocket.


“You
took a pocket full of magic rings from the minotaurs?” Bentley
looks shocked.


“Uh,
hello, there was a lot more stuff in there than weapons,” Ryry
snips back.


“Even
if they are magic, we have no way of knowing what they do,”
Pyre says, looking at the pile of rings. “It could be dangerous
to put them on without knowing what they do.”


“Or
it could be awesome,” Bentley says excitedly.


Kase
walks over and grabs one from Ryry’s hand and sticks it on his
pinkie, barely. Like it doesn’t even fit past his knuckle.


Nothing.


Kase
shrugs and takes a step back.


“If
big man can do it...” Bentley says, grabbing a gold ring and
sliding it on his finger. 



Everyone
gasps.


“What?
Why are you staring at me?” Bentley asks.


“We’re
not, I mean, we are, but we’re not,” I stutter.


“You’re
invisible,” Brie says.


“What?
Nice!” Bentley says, reappearing out of nowhere. “That’s
some Lord of the Rings stuff right there.”


Bentley
holds the ring up between his thumb and index finger. “Dude,
you should take this one.”


Bentley
holds the ring out towards me.


“Huh?
Why?” I ask.


“Cause
you can pop in and out of sight. It’ll help you out in a
fight,” Bentley answers.


“How
am I gonna put the ring on and off during a fight?” I ask.


“Uh,
I don’t know,” Bentley says.


“I
do,” Brie says. “Give me your sword.”


Brie
takes my gold sword and pulls out a piece of what looks like thin
wire from one of her pouches.


“Is
this really the time for this?” Kain asks.


“Relax
Kain. Besides, Kase is keeping an eye out for more Imps, right Kase?”


Kase
doesn’t answer. He just keeps looking down the two hallways.


“There.
It’s not perfect, but you can probably just slip your pinkie in
and out of it,” Brie says, handing me my sword.


I look
at the handle and she’s tied the wire through the ring so it's
facing outward near the bottom of the handle. I hold the sword up
with my pinkie resting against the ring. 



I
swing my sword and quickly slide my pinkie off the side and into the
ring as I complete my swing.


“Did
it work?” I ask, finger still inside the ring.


“Well
now I’ve seen it all,” Pyre says.


“Dude!
Yes! You’re totally invisible,” Bentley exclaims.


I
slide my finger out as I take a swing, stopping my sword right in
front of Bentley’s face as I become visible again.


Bentley
jumps back. “Dude!”


“World
saving heroes indeed,” Kain chuckles.


Everyone
else grabs a ring and Ryry shoves everything else back into her
pocket.


One by
one, everyone puts one on. Nobody explodes, or evaporates, or
anything bad.


Nobody
glows, spits fire, or gets wings either, all of which would be pretty
cool.


“Well,
we’re still alive,” Pyre jokes. “Shall we proceed
to what could be our deaths now?”


Dude’s
starting to sound like Ryry.


Kain
nods his head and starts back down the hallway.


One
turn and two minutes later we’re coming up to what looks like a
room at the end of this hallway.


“This
could be it, be ready,” Kain whispers.


“Invisible
kid, go check it out,” Pyre says.


“What?”
I reply.


“Dude,
that’s not a bad idea. Go invisible and peek your head into
that room,” Bentley urges.


“I
guess so...” I say.


I
leave my sword in its scabbard around my waist and just stick my
index finger into the ring.


Very
slowly, I make my way to the end of the tunnel. The room isn’t
that big, but it’s definitely a crazy magic-user’s lair.


Potions,
books, weird plants, all kinds of wizardy stuff lying around on the
tables and book shelves that fill the room.


I turn
to head back down the hallway when I hear a nasally voice from inside
the room.


“Leaving
so soon?”








CHAPTER
 19


Malicith
The Mad












I
frantically scan the room for where the voice came from but I don’t
see anyone.


Can he
see through my invisibility? Did I set off a silent alarm or
something? 



“Don’t
rush out on my account. Stay, let’s talk for a while. I don’t
get too many visitors down here,” the voice says.


Out of
the corner of my eye I see some movement, and sure enough somebody’s
walking out from behind one of the bookshelves.


Thankfully,
this guy looks nothing like the crazy lich I was expecting.


The
hood on his bulky black robe is pulled up over his face so I can’t
really see what this guy looks like, but the way he’s hunched
over and leaning heavily on a thick staff for balance leads me to
believe it might not be this Malicith guy.


“Still
prefer to hide, I see. That’s fine,” the man says.


“There’s
some weird old guy in here. He knows I’m here, but I don’t
think he can actually see me,” I say through the guild
stones.


“Get
out of there,” Bentley says.


“I
see,” says the robed man. “You’re communicating
with your allies. Please have them join us.”


“He
knows I’m talking to you through the guild stones,” I
say, panicked.


“How?”
EJ asks.


“He’s
bluffing, just get out of there idiot,” Ryry says.


“It’s
quite rude to leave me standing here talking to myself. Take a seat,
I won’t bite,” the man says, motioning towards a wooden
chair near a table full of potions and plants.


“We’re
coming in,” EJ says.


“No,
wait,” I start. “I’m gonna talk to him.”


“What?
Why?!” Ryry exclaims.


“We
don't know that it's him. Just give me a sec,” I say,
removing my finger from the ring.


“Ah,
there you are,” the man says, pulling down his hood. “I
wasn’t expecting someone so young.”


The
man looks like he’s ninety years old. Long gray hair and a
sunken, wrinkly face. But one thing he doesn’t look like is a
lich.


“Who
are you?” I ask.


“My
name is Malicith,” he answers. “I’m sort of the
resident magic-user down here.”


“You
live here?”


“I
do indeed,” Malicith says, taking a seat on the chair he
offered me a few seconds ago.


“What’s
going on?” Ryry asks, but I ignore her.


I’m
not as quick witted as EJ so I need to focus on this conversation so
I don’t say something stupid.


“Now
tell me, what is a child doing all the way down here at the bottom of
the maze?” Malicith asks.


“I
heard there was treasure in the maze,” I reply.


“Ah,”
he says with a nod. “There is great treasure in the maze, and
by the looks of those swords, I’d say you found some.”


“Yeah,
they looked cool, and my sword was pretty beat.”


“Indeed,”
Malicith says with a smirk. “I’m surprised you made it
all the way down here by yourself.”


Is he
trying to trick me into outing the rest of the group? He did mention
me talking to them earlier. Maybe he really was bluffing, like Ryry
said.


“Yeah,
it wasn’t easy, but I managed to sneak by a few things here and
there which helped a bit,” I lie.


“Impressive,”
Malicith says, getting to his feet with the help of his staff. “I
suppose, since you’re looking for treasure, I could offer you a
potion or two to help you out on your quest.”


Malicith
picks up a small vial with some green liquid in it, as well as one
with red liquid.


“if
you don’t answer me, I’m gonna...” Ryry gets
cut off mid sentence for some reason.


“These
are a few potions I've been working on. If you’re injured, the
red one is a healing potion. Just drink it and you'll be good as new.
If you get into a life or death situation though, the green one will
almost always get you out of it.”


He
holds out the potions to me. I start to make a move towards him, then
think better of it and stop. It’s probably a trap.


Malicith
laughs. “Don’t trust an old man at the bottom of a maze,
huh? I’ll just place these here.”


He
puts the two vials on a small table near the chair and backs away
towards a bookcase.


“Guys?”
I ask.


No
answer. 



Great.


Before
I can say anything else, I hear what sounds like rocks crashing to
the ground.


“Oh,
seems we have more visitors. Friends of yours perhaps?”
Malicith asks with a slight grin.


“What’s
going on?” I ask again.


“Imps!
A lot of Imps!” Brie yells through the guild stone.


“Uh,
I should go see what that was,” I say, turning to leave the
room.


“But
we were just getting acquainted,” Malicith says right in my
ear.


I spin
around and Malicith is right up on me. He thrusts out his arm and
grabs me by the neck, lifting me up off the ground.


A
slight green glow surrounds the arm holding me up and all of a sudden
I’m feeling weaker and weaker.


“Help...”
I barely get out before everything starts going dark.


I
can’t stay awak...








CHAPTER
 20


Late
to the Party












Oh
man, my head is killing me. I don’t know what that dude did
or...


Ahh!
The guy! Gotta warn everyone about...


A loud
explosion shakes the ground and I quickly realize I’m not in
the secret lair anymore. 



“I
haven’t had this much fun in ages!” The nasally voice of
Malicith yells.


I look
up and see Malicith floating in the air, shooting a giant stream of
fire, which is completely engulfing the shield Brie is using to
protect everyone.


“What’s
going on?!”


“Go
invisible!” Ryry yell’s. 



I
quickly get to my feet and pull out my swords, sticking my pinkie
inside the invisibility ring.


Getting
a look at the room, it seems like we're in a giant cave chamber, only
half finished with the smooth walls of the hallways. Very similar to
the first room we hit when we came down here from the trials rooms.


“Malicith
was sucking out your life force or something, we bum rushed him,
saved you, ran away, ended up here, and then Malicith burst through
the wall like the Kool-Aid Man and now we’re about to beat the
snot out of him,” Bentley
says quickly.


“Yeah,
well how about we hurry and get to the snot beating part cause
I can’t keep this shield up forever,” Brie
says.


“What
do I do?” I ask. “And why am I over here by
myself?!”


“Wait
for an opening and attack. He’s not a lich, so no phylactery,
we just gotta beat him,” EJ answers. 



Okay,
not a lich, that’s good. Still looks super overpowered for an
old man, and that’s not good. They must have put me down when
the fighting started, which is why I’m way over here. Now how
the heck do I find an opening on a floating, fire chucking old dude?


The
wall to the side of me explodes, sending rock and dirt right into my
face. I get my hand up to block some of the debris. The dust starts
to settle and I can make out six large minotaurs walking through the
giant hole. 



Something
seems off about these minotaurs, though. They’re moving very
stiffly, almost like puppets, which makes me feel like they’re
not here to help.


“Guys!
We got a problem!” I exclaim, backing up just in case they
can somehow sense I’m here like Malicith did earlier.


“Great,
just what we need,” Ryry responds.


“I
can’t move the shield without dropping the whole thing, there’s
too much fire,” Brie says.


“I
got it, don’t worry,” I say.


I
don’t got it. 



And
they should worry.


How am
I supposed to stop six minotaur puppets?


I wish
Bentley were here, or even that Kase guy, he could probab—
wait, that’s it.


Ryry
took down Kase by slicing the back of his ankle. If I can just weave
in and out of the minotaurs legs without getting stepped on, I can
probably slow them down the same way.


Okay.
Here we go.


I run
towards the closest minotaur, swinging low and slashing just above
its hoof where its ankle should be.


I hit
the other leg, and the minotaur falls face first into the ground.


I do
the same with the second, and the third, and the fourth. By the time
I get to the fifth one, I think they suspect something is up, cause
the last two that are standing ready their swords and start looking
around for me.


This
invisibility is great. 



I hit
number five, and he goes down. Six is soon to follow.


I make
a hasty retreat away from the minotaurs and glance towards the rest
of the guys.


Malicith
still has them pinned down with that flame torrent. How long can that
dude keep that up?


“I
slowed down the minotaurs, they shouldn’t be—“


The
first minotaur I hit starts to stand up. Its foot snaps sideways at
the ankle, but he continues to stand up and start walking.


“Never
mind, they aren’t stopping. They gotta be some kinda zombies or
something. They aren’t feeling pain, that’s for sure,”
I say.


“Forget
the minotaurs! Get this guy to stop spewing fire!” Ryry
yells.


“Okay,
I got something. Be ready,” I say.


If
EJ’s level assessment is correct, I should have the Cross Slash
skill. By swinging each sword in an upward, diagonal motion, I should
be able to send an X shaped energy blast towards Malicith.


“Hurry!”
Brie yells.


Here
goes nothing.


I
close my eyes and imagine myself going through the motions. 



Nothing.


Why
isn’t this working? Was EJ wrong about our levels?


“James!”
EJ yells.


Come
on! Work!


Then I
feel it, the slowing down of everything, the underwater feeling, and
my swords going through the motions needed to blast Malicith out of
the air.


Time
resumes and the Cross Slash hits Malicith right in the chest. The
fire stops and Malicith falls to the ground. 



“I
see your friend has awakened,” Malicith says, looking in my
direction as he gets to his feet.


His
gaze is not focused completely on me, which means he can’t see
me while I’m invisible, but he can probably sense the magic
being used.


“Move!”
Ryry yells.


I see
everyone scatter as Brie drops the shield.


Kase
makes a B-Line towards the six minotaurs as Ryry, Bentley and EJ
charge towards Malicith. Brie is hanging back, probably trying to
regain some magic.


“Roargh!”
Kase yells as he swings his giant sword like a baseball bat, taking
out two of the minotaur zombies with one swing.


The
third minotaur takes a swing at him, which he easily blocks with his
sword. Another minotaur is coming up behind him, and I know he can
probably handle it, but I can’t just sit here and do nothing.


I take
down the invisibility so they can see me coming. ‘They’
being mostly Kase, cause I really don’t want him to chop me in
half if I run in there all invisible.


Luckily
Kase is huge and has a wide stance, cause I baseball slide feet first
between his legs, whip my swords out to the sides and cut the
minotaur that was coming up behind him right behind both of its
knees.


The
minotaur crashes to its knees as I come to a stop. I quickly get to
my feet and deliver what I hope is the final blow to the minotaurs
head.


The
minotaur slumps to the ground, unmoving.


A loud
bang goes off behind me, sounding sorta like thunder but I have no
time to look cause another of the minotaurs has his sights set on me.


Kase
finished off his third and is now trading blows with the forth
minotaur.


The
final minotaur takes a swing at me with a giant sword, which I dodge.
The backhand that followed, not so much.


I fall
to the ground and the minotaur raises its sword to take another swing
at me. I quickly activate Rising Strike, parrying its attack and
hitting my own, which sends it staggering back.


Quickly,
I rush in with a few shots of my own, cutting deep into the minotaur
but still not really doing any serious damage.


The
minotaur takes another swing, which I duck under once again. This
time it tried to hit me with a backhanded swing, but I get my swords
up and cut right into its wrist, causing it to drop its sword.


At
this point, Kase has finished with his minotaur and swiftly takes
this one out from behind.


“Thanks,”
I say.


Kase
just grunts in response.


Another
loud thunder crash causes me to whip around and all I see is complete
mayhem unfolding with everyone else.


“We
gotta get Malicith,” I say, and again, Kase just grunts.


I hope
that’s an ‘okay, let’s do this grunt’ cause
we’re about to run into some serious stuff right now, and I’m
definitely gonna need some backup.
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The
Real Fight Begins












Those
loud thunder crashes I heard were from Pyre. He’s got a small
gray cloud over his head which is shooting lightning bolts at
Malicith. 



Unfortunately,
Malicith is blocking them with a one handed shield spell similar to
what Brie has done in the past.


Kain
is fighting off a pair of minotaur puppets that must have snuck in
here from somewhere else. Ryry, Bentley, and EJ are being held at bay
by what look like stone snakes popping out of the ground all around
them, lunging and snapping at their faces. The more they destroy, the
more pop up.


“He’s
making a shield with one hand and stone snakes with the other. I need
you to clear a path for me to get behind him. Can you do that?”
I ask.


Kase
snaps his neck with his free hand and charges towards Malicith.


I run
behind him, trying my best to keep up as he charges in like a raging
bull.


“I’m
going invisible, I’m on your right side,” I say, slipping
my finger into the ring and moving to Kase’s right. 



I hope
he heard me over his growling war cry or whatever it is he’s
doing, cause I really don’t wanna get crushed by this guy.


We get
to where Ryry and the rest of the guys are fighting and Kase just
charges through the stone snakes, arms flailing, smashing them just
as fast as they appear. 



He
almost takes out EJ and Bentley, but they dodge at the last minute as
Kase rushes by them.


“I’m
on Kase’s right. I’m going for Malicith,” I say
in the guild stones.


As
Kase reaches Malicith, he pulls out his giant sword and swings with
all his might.


Malicith
gets up a shield with his free hand, easily blocking Kase’s
swing.


With
his focus on making shields, I’m hoping he’s not paying
attention enough to sense my invisibility. I slip behind Malicith and
quickly thrust my swords forward.


Both
swords hit their mark and Malicith drops his shields, leaving himself
wide open to receive a huge kick to the gut by Kase.


Malicith
staggers back and Bentley runs in and slams him in the chest with the
blunt side of his axe.


I can
hear a crunch as the axe hits and Malicith is sent flying backwards.
He rolls a bit and comes to a stop like ten feet away from us.


“No...”
he coughs, blood coming out of the side of his mouth. “It can’t
end like this.”


He
reaches into his robe and pulls out a vile with green liquid in it.
“It won’t end like this.”


Brie
puts a shield around the hand holding the vial but Malicith shatters
the shield and downs the potion.


“You
may have destroyed this frail shell of a body, but I won’t be
beaten so easily,” Malicith says.


He
laughs a typical bad guy laugh as his body starts to twist and change
shape, growing larger and larger with every passing second.


“You
have got to be kidding me,” Ryry says, staring up at what used
to be a frail old man.


Towering
over us and nearly hitting the ceiling with its horns is a giant
black dragon.


Yeah,
a full grown, Dungeons and Dragons style, black dragon.


He
lets out a roar that echoes throughout the chamber, causing a few
bits of stone to fall from the ceiling and walls.


“I
didn't see that coming,” Bentley says, readying his axe.


“EJ!”
I yell. “Stats!”


“Uh,
acid breath, fearful gaze, and it can probably see you when your
invisible, that’s all I remember,” he replies.


“Good
enough,” Kain says, running up to us.


The
dragon takes a swipe with its claws, but Kase deflects the attack
with his sword.


 “We’re
gonna have to find a weak spot in its scales to do any real damage!”
Kain yells.


“Or
make one,” Ryry says in the guild stones. 



“My
two stab wounds might have made a weak spot of they’re still
there,” I say as the dragon lunges at us, trying to finish
us in one giant bite.


We all
dodge out of the way and the dragon follows up with a tail swing. 



I hit
the deck and the tail swings over me and hits Kase right in the side,
sending him flying across the room.


“Kain!
The stab wounds on its back!” Bentley yells.


“Got
it,” he replies.


Out of
the corner of my eye I see Pyre chanting some kinda spell and I get
an idea.


“Brie,
can you Gravity Field that thing?!” I say.


“I
can try, but I need time,” she says.


“We
need to cover Brie!” I yell out. Kain gives a nod as Kase
charges back into the fight next to him.


The
dragon is whipping its tail around and taking swipes at us with its
giant claws. Kase and Kain are deflecting some of them while the rest
of us are just dodging the best we can.


“Bentley!
Ryry! Triple chain!” I yell through the guild stones.


“Okay,”
Ryry replies, disappearing in a purple poof of smoke.


Multi-Slash
should do more damage when you dual wield, so hopefully this does
something to this thing.


The
dragon takes another swing, which I jump back to avoid. 



Ryry
poofs right under the dragon’s arm, near its armpit, driving
her dagger up into it.


I rush
in, sliding under a tail swipe and activate my Multi-Slash, hitting
the same spot she did but almost getting crushed by the dragon’s
stomach as it lurched down from the chain attacks explosion.


Bentley
comes in right behind me, twirling his axe above his head before
making his strike, causing an even bigger explosion which causes the
dragon to roar in pain as it’s leg gives out.


Its
right side hits the ground hard, causing everything to shake in the
process.


Kain
leaps in with a shot of his own, piercing the downed right shoulder
with his spear.


The
dragon lets out a roar and starts arching it’s neck back.


“Brie!”
I yell.


“Almost!”
she yells back.


Green
smoke starts pouring out of the dragons nostrils as it opens its
mouth wide.


”Acid
Breath!” EJ yells, and the dragon unleashes it’s attack.
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Slow
and Steady












The
dragon rears back and I make a mad dash towards Brie, who is still
standing there concentrating.


I
don’t know what I’m gonna do, but I gotta do something.


“James!
Steel Skin wall!” Bentley yells, coming up beside me.


“That’s
crazy!” I yell back.


“No
choice!”


I hope
this works, otherwise we’re all gonna get melted.


The
dragon unleashes its acid breath right as we reach Brie. We both
activate our Steel Skin skill and stand right in front of her, acting
as the worst shields ever. 



The
dragon’s spraying its breath all over the place and thankfully,
the Steel Skin is blocking the acid breath that actually comes near
us. Some of the acid is still splashing past us, but it’s not
hitting Brie.


“Everyone
okay!?” I yell through the guild stone as my Steel Skin
disappears.


“We
got out of the way, but I lost track of Kase and Kain,”
Ryry replies. 



“Almost
there, get ready,” Brie says.


Another
bit of breath comes at us and we reactivate our Steel Skin
abilities.
Then it happens.


A
crack appears on the gray steel coating covering my arms. And
another. Then a longer one.


“It’s
not gonna work!” I yell.


The
dragon stops its breath attack and hopefully it’s going to go
back to just attacking us normally.


Nope.


It
rears back once again, this time looking directly at us.


“It’s
gonna hit us dead on!” Bentley yells.


The
dragon unleashes another breath attack, this time, a shield appears
around us.


“Brie?!”
I yell, but no, it’s Pyre standing next to us.


“She’s
not the only one who can make a shield kid,” Pyre says,
although he looks like he’s straining to keep it up. “I
can’t keep this up much longer. If she’s gonna do
something its gotta be now.”


Cracks
appear in Pyre’s shield as the dragon continues to focus its
acid breath solely on the four of us.


“Hit
it while it’s focused on James!” I hear Ryry yell.


They
must have done something, cause the dragon stops its breath attack
and roars loudly.


“This
won’t last long,” Brie says, slamming her left hand onto
the ground and keeping it there.


The
purple magic circle appears underneath the dragon and slams it into
the ground. 



“Kid,
when this is over you really gotta tell me where you’re getting
all this power from,” Pyre says, starting to chant a spell of
his own.


“Go
now!” Bentley yells, charging towards the dragon.


I
follow right behind him, and out of the corner of my eye I see Kain
and Kase making a charge as well.


“Go
for the wounds on its back!” Kain yells, leaping into the air
with his spear. He almost makes it onto the dragon’s back with
that one leap, which means he’s most likely a Dragoon.


Dragoons
were a class in Questworld that could jump extremely high, delivering
crazy spear attacks on their way down. The higher the jump, the more
powerful the attack.


The
dragon tries to push itself to its feet but its struggling hard.


Kain
makes his way to the top of the dragon’s back, leaps up into
the air, and slams his spear into the dragons back with an explosion
of flame.


The
dragon roars in pain and tries to thrash around, but Brie’s
Gravity Field just barely holds it on the ground. 



We
need to end this now or we’re gonna be in trouble.


Kase
takes a swing at the dragon’s chest, barely making a mark. 



“Get
out of there Kain!” Pyre yells before letting loose a large
lightning bolt, hitting the dragon close to where Kain just did.


The
lightning crackles all around the area before exploding with a
thunderous boom that sends a few of the dragon’s scales flying
off.


“Everyone
aim for that spot!” EJ yells. “Keep chipping away at it.”


“How
is hitting its back gonna kill it?” Ryry asks.


“Chip
the scales away, make a larger weak spot. Eventually we’ll
expose something we can take it down by,” EJ answers.


“That
will take forever,” Ryry responds.


“Then
stop talking and make it not take forever,” EJ snaps
back.


That
was unexpected. EJ’s never that assertive. He’s really
gotta be worried if he’s losing his cool like that. Which means
we’re in a lot of trouble right now.


“Fine,”
Ryry says.


I see
Ryry running off towards Kase before turning my attention back to the
dragon who’s still struggling to get out of Brie’s
Gravity Field.


The
dragon lets out a roar and pushes itself up, getting much farther off
the ground than it did a few moments ago.


“He’s
gonna get loose! Hit him with everything we’ve got!” I
yell, unleashing a Cross Slash towards the wounded area.


My
attack hits, but I can’t tell how much damage it did. Bentley
on the other hand, swings and lets loose a huge Earth Strike, blowing
off a few more scales on the dragon’s side, just below the back
wound we were all aiming for.


“If
you guys hit me while I'm up there, I’m gonna kill you,”
Ryry says through the guild stones.


I turn
and see Kase swinging his sword as hard as he can, flat side out
instead of the sharp side.


As
he’s in mid swing, a purple poof of smoke appears right on his
blade. Ryry pops out of the smoke, her feet resting on the side of
Kase’s blade as he completes his swing, sending her soaring
over the dragon’s head and straight onto its back.


As she
runs to the new weak spot Bentley made, she leaps into the air, spins
a few times and drives her smoke covered dagger right into the
dragon’s side.


This
time the dragon roars and pushes itself to its feet. Brie’s
magic circle disappears and once again, the dragon is free.


Ryry
poofs off the dragon’s back and reappears like ten feet above
the ground.


“Catch
Ryry!” I yell.


I see
Brie’s hand go up and Ryry’s fall start to slow. Ryry’s
Shadow Dance is limited in its distance, she mustn’t have been
able to make it to the ground with her last poof.


“I’m
out,” Brie says weakly.


“It’s
fine, just hit up your mana potions and wait for your opening,”
EJ replies.


Wait.
Potions... That’s it!


“EJ,
how do I get back to the library room you guys saved me from?”
I ask.


“Two
lefts, a right, and a left. Why?”


EJ
always was good with remembering directions. 



“I’ve
got a plan, just don’t die before I get back,” I say.


As if
to challenge my request, the dragon lets out a mighty roar and takes
a swing at EJ and Bentley, barely missing them.


“What
are you gonna do?” Bentley asks.


“Just
trust me!” I reply, turning and running towards what looks
like the exit from this chamber.
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Left,
left, right, and left. There it is! Man, I hope it’s still
there.


I
reach the doorway and look inside.


“Yes!”
I exclaim, running over to the table and picking up the green and red
potion vials Malicith offered me earlier.


“Life
or death situation,” I mumble, staring at the green vial.


I put
the red vial in my pocket and run out of the room carrying the other.


I take
about a minute to come to the last hallway before the dragon chamber,
and from the sound of it, things aren’t going well.


I run
into the room and it’s like déjà vu. The dragon
is spewing its acid breath at everybody while both Brie and Pyre
layer shields on top of each other. 



I slip
my finger into the invisibility ring and watch as Pyre’s shield
breaks, but Brie’s is underneath it to continue protecting
everyone.


Pyre
puts up another shield below Brie’s and at this rate, they’re
shields are gonna get smaller and smaller until they can’t fit
inside.


“I
have a plan,” I say. “It’s super sketchy
though.”


“At
this point, I’m down to try anything,” Bentley says.


“Wait,
what’s the plan?” EJ asks.


“Uh,
I have a potion,” I answer.


“What
kind?” EJ questions.


“I
don’t know. I’m hoping it’s the same one Malicith
used,” I reply.


“What
are you stupid?!” Ryry yells. 



“Dude,
you can’t drink it! We’ll find a way to win, we always
do,” Bentley says as Brie’s shield shatters under the
acid breath attack.


Everyone
kneels down as Pyre takes over in shield duties and Brie puts up
another one below his.


“Don’t
jinx it,” I say. “This is gonna work.”


“Dude,
it’s not worth it,” Bentley says as Pyre’s
shield breaks.


“You
can’t keep the shields up much longer, I have to do something,”
I say.


“Attack
it! Distract it with some flashy attack or something!” Ryry
yells.


“There’s
no time!” I exclaim.


“Then
run!” Ryry says. “Go get out of here while
you can!”


“I’m
not leaving you here to die,” I yell as Brie’s shield
breaks.


Everyone
is practically laying down as Pyre puts up one small final shield.


“I’m
drinking it,” I say, popping off the top of the vial.


“Ugh!
If you drink that and die without saving us, I’m gonna kill you
so many times in the afterlife,” Ryry says angrily.


I put
the vial to my lips and chug the green potion.


The
liquid tastes absolutely horrible and burns on the way down.


I
don’t feel anythin—


“Arrrhhhhh!”
I scream as pain shoots through my arms and legs. Every bone in my
body feels like it’s expanding and bursting into a million
pieces.


I
close my eyes and grit my teeth against the pain. I don’t know
what’s happening, but I don’t think it should be hurting
this much.


“James!”
I hear Brie yell. 



I open
my eyes and I’m looking down at Pyre’s shield on the
verge of breaking.


Wait,
looking down?


I look
at my hands and they’re no longer hands... They’re claws.
Claws at the end of a red dragon’s arm.


Pyre’s
shield cracks a bit more. There’s no time to process, I gotta
act.


I run
towards everybody, well, maybe run’s not the word, but I take a
couple giant steps towards them just as the shield looks like it’s
gonna break.


“Arghhh!”
I roar in pain.


Yes, I
said roar. 



The
acid breath hits me in the side and although I’m not melting,
it hurts something fierce.


“James?!”
Bentley exclaims.


“Yeah,
it’s me,” I answer in the guild stone.


“You’re
a dragon!” Bentley yells.


Before
I can reply, the acid breath stops and a huge black claw is swinging
at my head.


The
claw connects, knocking me back a step.


“Did
I crush you!?” I ask, not being able to see directly under
me.


“We’re
good, just get him!” Ryry yells.


Malicith
swings again and I just charge in, crashing into him with my chest,
knocking him off his feet.


Instinctively,
I lunge in and bite at the side of his neck.


He
lets out a roar as I clamp down hard. His tail comes out of nowhere
and slams me in the side of the head, causing me to release my bite
and take a step back.


I can
see puncture wounds on Malicith’s neck from where I bit him,
which means I really can damage him.


“Hit
him with some fire!” Bentley yells.


“I
don’t know how!” I yell, whipping my tail around and
hitting Malicith in his front leg, knocking him to his knees.


“Spit!
Or cough maybe?” Bentley replies.


“Throw
up!” Brie shouts.


“What!?
Eww...” I say.


Malicith
charges in and crashes into me, sending me to the ground.


I’m
waiting for the follow up attack, but it doesn’t come. 



Bentley
sends an Earth Strike right into the wounded side of Malicith.


EJ
follows up by jumping into the air and bringing his fist down against
the same wounded side, causing a couple small explosions.


I get
to my feet and suck in my breath. I don’t know what I’m
doing exactly but I can feel a bit of something trickling in the back
of my throat, almost like I’m gonna gargle some water or
something.


That’s
gotta be how I ignite some fire breath, but now what? 



I
tighten up my stomach, and it feels like that’s doing
something. I think.


Then I
feel it.


It
does almost feel like I’m gonna throw up a little.


“Get
clear!” I yell.


Here
it comes...








CHAPTER
 24


One
Final Push












 I
open wide and shoot out a large ball of fire, which explodes into
Malicith’s chest, knocking him back a bit.


“Dude!
What was that?” Bentley asks.


“Fireball?”
I answer.


“We
need tons of fire! Light him up!”


“I
don’t know how!” I exclaim. “I’ve only
been a dragon for two minutes.”


Somehow
Kase has gotten on the back of Malicith and proceeds to drive his
sword straight down into the weak spot.


Malicith
roars and brings his tail around, slamming it into Kase and sending
him flying into the wall.


He
drops his sword and slumps to the ground, unmoving.


Malicith
rears his head back again, getting ready to use his acid breath.


I
charge in, pushing his head back the best I can just as he lets loose
his acid breath.


I can
feel chunks of rock hitting me as the acid breath tears through the
ceiling.


Then
more chunks.


“Look
out!” EJ yells, but it’s too late.


Giant
chunks of rock fall from the ceiling, hitting me everywhere. I try to
move but it’s no use, I’m buried under the rubble.


I try
to push myself up, but the rocks are too heavy.


“I
can’t get out!” I yell.


“I
got you,” Bentley says, shooting an Earth Break towards me.


It
smashes some rock away, but I’m still pinned down.


Malicith
pounces onto the rocks, holding me down, letting out a giant roar
right in my face.


“Get
him off of James!” Bentley yells.


I can
sorta see what’s going on, but most of what everyone is doing
is blocked by Malicith’s body.


I try
to push myself free, but it’s no use. The added weight of
Malicith is too much.


Malicith
lunges in, biting at my neck. I can feel his teeth just barely make
it through my scales. It hurts, but it’s not unbearable.


Somebody
must have hit him again, cause Malicith rears back and roars in pain,
thrashing his tail and swiping with his arm at somebody I can’t
see.


I need
to get out, but how?


“James!”
Ryry yells. “Stop messing around and blast that thing!”


Easy
for her to say. But she’s right, I gotta do something.


The
vomiting thing only gave me a fireball. I need to blow out a stream
of flame.


I suck
in a deep breath and feel the trickle in the back of my throat again.
That throw up sensation is coming but I hold it down, I don’t
need a fireball, I need a fire breath.


The
back of my throat gets hot, just like it did before I spit the
fireball, but there’s no throw up feeling. This could be it.


I
force that burning feeling up into my mouth as I let out all the air
in my lungs.


A
large stream of fire shoots out of my mouth, hitting Malicith right
in the face and pushing him off of me.


I feel
the rocks covering me shift a bit, giving me the leverage I need to
push myself up. Malicith is getting his bearings as I unleash a
second flame breath at him, this time blowing out slower, trying to
make this last as long as I can.


Malicith
falls to the ground and I keep him pinned down with a constant breath
of flame.


“I
can’t do this forever, get him while he’s down!”
I yell through the guild stone.


“Now’s
our chance, hit him with everything you got!” EJ yells.


Skills
go off left and right, lightning bolts, fireballs, explosions,
everyone’s really letting him have it.


My
breath runs out and Malicith pushes himself back up. He wobbles a
bit, barely able to stand.


That
weak spot we made on his side is really opened and damaged now.


I
lunge in, slamming my fist into the weak spot. Again and again I
pound on Malicith as he struggles to get up, but I flop the rest of
my body across his chest, using my weight to keep him down.


“James,
get out of the way,” Bentley says.


I land
one last punch before I get off of Malicith. I see an Earth Strike
and some other special attack whiz past me and hit the ceiling.


Huge
chunks of rock start falling on Malicith, burying him much like it
did to me earlier.


With
only his lower half and head sticking out, Malicith takes a giant
breath. Before he can do his acid breath, I bring my fist down, right
into his face.


He
stops setting up for his acid breath as his head flops to the ground.


“Is
he dead?!” Bentley asks.


“No,
I can still see him breathing. He’s just knocked out,” I
say.


White
smoke starts to seep out from the rocks that are burying Malicith,
and soon the black dragon is no more, and only a frail old man lays
buried under the stones.


“Undone...
by my own hand...” Malicith says weakly. “You may have...
won this time... but... there are worse things to come.”


Malicith
tries to laugh but starts coughing instead. When the coughs subside
Malicith lays his head down and starts to shrivel up until nothing
but dust remains.


“That's
what I’m talking about!” Bentley yells.


Brie
and Pyre flop to the ground while Kain, EJ, and Ryry take a knee.
Kase slowly starts coming too and Bentley is pumping his fist in the
air.


“I
guess we can add world saving heroes to our list of accomplishments
now, huh?” Kain says with a chuckle.


“Trust
me Dude, if nobody but us sees it, it’s not gonna make a huge
difference,” Bentley says.


“He
makes a good point,” Pyre says. “We shoulda fought this
guy in a city or something.”


“We
shouldn’t have fought this guy at all,” Ryry says.


“You
say that every time we take down a huge baddie, but you know you
secretly enjoy this,” Bentley remarks.


“You
wish,” Ryry replies.


“So
uh, what do we do with him?” Pyre asks, pointing up at me.


“That’s
a good question,” EJ says.








CHAPTER
 25


Frightening












“So
that was something, huh?” Bentley says, rubbing the back of his
neck.


“Don’t
even talk to me right now,” Ryry says, holding her hand out and
turning away from Bentley.


“Why
are we waiting for these guys again?” Brie asks, sitting on the
ground with her staff laying across her lap.


“Cause
they asked us to,” EJ says. “They did help us out a lot
back there, so...”


“Not
as much as dragon James did!” Bentley smiles, patting me on the
shoulder.


“Yeah,
and you better not pull something like that ever again, you hear me?
That was insanely stupid,” Ryry scolds.


“Yeah,
I know, you don’t have to keep reminding me,” I answer.


It was
a stupid idea, but it worked. I’m just lucky the potion wore
off after ten minutes or I’d be in real trouble right now.


After
I turned back to normal, we met back up with Koutor, who was kinda
shocked that we made it back.


After
a bit of back and forth between him and EJ he allowed Kain, Pyre, and
Kase to grab a reward from the loot room, which is where they’re
at right now.


Us, on
the other hand, took our leave and high tailed it outta there before
Koutor could ask us to do something else.


He did
tell us that if we needed him for something, we could call on him and
the other minotaurs, so that was kinda cool.


And
knowing our luck, we just might have to take him up on it one day.


“You
waited,” Kain says, walking out of the cave entrance with Pyre
and Kase right behind him.


“We
said we would,” EJ replies.


“Listen,
I know I said it back there, but I want to apologize again for how
things went down earlier,” he says. “We’ve gotten a
bit arrogant lately, but after today, I think we’ll turn that
arrogance down just a little bit.”


“A
little?” Ryry mutters.


“We
appreciate the help back there as well. I don’t know if we
coulda pulled it off without you guys, even though some of us won’t
admit it,” EJ says, flashing a look towards Ryry.


Ryry
just huffs and turns her back.


“You’re
kidding, right?” Pyre chimes in. “You kids are
frightening, especially you,” Pyre motions towards Brie. “I’m
almost afraid to see what you’ll become in a few years. Hell,
you might even start scaring this guy.”


Pyre
points at the monster that is Kase, who just grunts in response.


“If
you ever need any help again, don’t hesitate to seek us out,”
Kain says. “Besides, the way you kids talk, it seems like this
is a daily occurrence, and we wouldn’t mind having a few more
world saving deeds under our belts.”


“Knowing
this idiot,” Ryry points to Bentley, “you’ll be
hearing from a messenger next week.”


Kain
chuckles a bit, “I look forward to it.”


With
that, Kain, Pyre, and Kase start to leave. Kase puts a hand on Ryry’s
shoulder as he passes.


“Not
bad kid,” he says.


We
grab our stuff and head off in the opposite direction towards Rutol.


“Those
guys are kinda cool,” Bentley says.


“Pfft,”
Ryry huffs.


And
that’s it. We freed the minotaurs from their contract, I became
a dragon, and we beat some crazy hundred-year-old mage. 



I’m
really looking forward to taking it easy and resting for the next few
days, but knowing our luck, that’s probably wishful thinking.












THE
END
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CHAPTER
 1


An
Urgent Request












“Well,
that was a waste of time,” I say, kicking a rock down the
cruddy dirt road we’re on.


“They’ve
all been a waste of time,” Bentley replies.


“Yeah,
but it keeps Ryry content, so...” I say.


“I
guess,” Bentley starts. “I don’t know why we always
get stuck with the weirdo’s though.”


“I
think she does it on purpose,” I laugh.


“I
wouldn’t doubt it. Only a wackaloon would live out here.”


‘Out
here’ is about a three-hour walk down a dirt road that in
reality is just a really worn out hiking path in the middle of the
woods. It barely resembles a road at all, actually.


“You
know we’re not gonna hit the main road until it’s dark,
right?” I say.


“Yeah,
we should just hit up that small village we passed on the way here
for a place to stay instead of hiking all the way back to Rutol at
night,” Bentley replies.


“That’s
actually not a bad idea,” I say.  “Especially after
having to walk down this stupid path for three hours.”


Why
are we on this stupid path you ask? Because Ryry decided that putting
up flyers asking people from other world to contact us was an awesome
idea.


It
wasn’t.


Not by
a long shot.


Every
weirdo, homeless beggar, and bored kid in the area has hit us up over
the past few months. 



And
every time we head out to meet with them, it’s either some kids
trolling us, or in this case, some dude who looks like he ate every
weird plant in the forest and now thinks he’s from the stars.


“Well?”
Ryry asks through the guild stone.


Here
we go.


Bentley
loves this part.


“This
guy seemed legit,” Bentley responds.


“Really?”
Ryry asks.


“Yeah.”


“Are
you just being a jerk again?”


“Nope.
This dude seemed like the real deal. He had dandelions in his hair
and beard, and he smelled like moldy socks. Definitely seemed like
somebody we’d find back home,” Bentley says.


Ryry
sighs.


“It’s
been almost four months and we’ve met with at least fifty
people with no luck. Maybe it’s time to think of something
else?” I say.


“Maybe...”
Ryry replies.


“Dude,
check it,” Bentley whispers, pointing towards the right of us.


I look
where he’s pointing and see a pack of five goblins trekking
through the woods.


“Should
we jump them?” Bentley asks.


“Why
would be jump them if they’re just over there minding their own
business?” I reply, just as Bentley kicks a medium sized rock
off the road, sending it tumbling through the twigs and leaves to the
right of us.


The
goblins look over and clearly spot us, cause one lets out a crazy
yell and draws his sword.


“Oops,”
Bentley smiles.


I give
Bentley a look like, ‘really?’


“Gotta
go Ryry, we’re being attacked by goblins,” Bentley
says.


“Yeah,
yeah, yeah,” she replies.


I pull
out my swords and get ready as the first goblin jumps out of the
woods, swinging his sword wildly.


I
dodge the first swing and kick it in the right knee, causing it to
lose its balance and drop to the ground, where I finish it off with a
downward strike.


Bentley
Earth Strikes the two that came at him and sends them flying into the
woods, bouncing off of a few trees before they land even farther away
than where we first spotted them.


The
last two goblins hesitate for a second, before turning and running
off.


“Don’t
run! We were just messing around!” Bentley yells before turning
to face me and seeing the dead goblin on the ground. “Okay,
well maybe you weren’t.”


I
shrug my shoulders and check the goblin to see if it has anything
good on it.


One
gold coin.


“Nice,”
Bentley says as I put the coin in my pocket.


“Maybe
this whole trying to get home thing is just a waste of time,” I
say.


“Huh?”


“Maybe
there is no way home,” I start. “Maybe this was a one-way
trip and we should just focus our time on making a good life living
here.”


“Come
on dude, you can’t mean that. As cool as this is, I still wanna
get back home. We just need to find more clues, that’s all. And
then EJ can put it all together and we’ll be outta here,”
Bentley says.


“I
guess,” I mutter.


“I
hope you guys aren't too far into your trip back cause I need you to
head to Ishathyr,” EJ says through the guild stone.


“What?
Why?” Bentley answers.


“Not
sure. A letter was delivered to the inn from Nindr asking us to head
to Ishathyr immediately.”


“Man,
I was looking forward to staying in that village we passed
earlier today,” Bentley
moans.


“We're
gonna gather some supplies and meet you there,” EJ replies.


“Does
it say why we need to go there?” I ask.


“No.
It just says, and I quote, 'this is of the utmost importance, do not
dawdle humans',” EJ says.


“Yeah,
that sounds like Nindr,” I respond. “Alright, I
guess we'll start heading there instead.”


“Okay.
We'll meet you there,” EJ
says.


“Well,
there goes a good night’s sleep in a cozy village,”
Bentley says.


“Yep.”
I reply.













OEBPS/Images/cover00159.jpeg
- JAM Est

LJ\ RAGTAG,;AD\IENT\URES






OEBPS/Images/image00158.jpeg
if you're looking for more ragtag
adventures from James and
his friends. make sure to
check out M. Doyle's website...

www.mdoylebooks.com






OEBPS/Images/image00157.jpeg
James, Bentley. EJ Ryry. and
Brie will relurn in..

THE, MISSING KING






OEBPS/Images/image00156.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00155.jpeg
AGe _\2

HeiGHT: _S 0"

CLASS: Soreerer

LEVEL: \b

WEAPON: Stof€

8 \O Y
STRENGH DEXTERITY NTELLIGENCE
1 S By
(ONSTITUTION) WISDOM CHARISMA

ATTACK SKILLS: *Areowe. Strike, *Lowo. Strke,
Hightning Strike

DEFENSE SKILLS. Sthereal Form, *Prkk Skin

speELLs: Freball, Flovve Missik, Freeze, Shel,
Yeother, Teleport, Arcove Forus, *S\r\c:c.K,

T".‘}gkh‘w_\g Rlost, Store 'Pr-'\son,Czo\y\Ia Pell

(*Skills that should be available but haven't been tried yet)






OEBPS/Images/image00154.jpeg
AGE 12

HEIGHT: _4 I

ciass: Rogee

LEVEL- \ 5

WEAPON _Dogaers

8 15 Py
STRENGTH DEXTERITY INTELLIGENCE
I\ I 8
CONSTITUTION WISDOM CHARISMA

ATTACK SKILLSShodow Storm, *Roaven's Wing,
Shodow Dowee, Dorkress Blade, Oges Strike,
Mﬁu Storm

DEFENSE SKILLS” Shodow Meld, *\Veror moge,

*odow Clore

(*Skills that should be available but haven't been tried yet)





OEBPS/Images/image00153.jpeg
AGE 12

HEIGHT: _ S "

CLAss: Derserker

LEvEL: b

wmpon Hoand Ave, Clows
9 1\ \b
s | (R | (IWELGENE
Y \b Y

\ covsmrron) | wisoow ) (Caamitm

ATTACK SKILLS: _;5070 PRerserk, 758 Berserk,
_\icious Bhw, "Ae Fu-j, Sovoge Leop,
i,lo\uu Rush

DEFENSE SKILLS: " Disorm, * Beost Hde,
*Primol Shell

(*Skills that should be available but haven't been tried yet)





OEBPS/Images/image00152.jpeg
~BENTLEY

13

( R AGE:

HEIGHT: D 7"

ciAss: Dighter
LeveL: 7

WEAPON: Grc.od- A)Q.

[l I\ 10
s ) (oEmmry ) - (e

14 8 15
consurey) (o) (camisn

ATTACK SKILLS: Grovity Toss, Eorth Strike,

Sorthiresk, Whirlund Strike, Geo Crusher,

*c%lgg Sosh

DEFENSE SKILLs._Steel Skin, "QueX Dodee,

* ounter Strike,

(*Skills that should be available but haven't been tried yet)





OEBPS/Images/image00151.jpeg
r JRMES -

AGeE: 13

HElGHT: D "

CLASS: F\g_\-der [/ Seer

LEVEL:- b

WEAPON Short Suors
9 \0 Y

STRENGTH DEXTERITY NTELLIGENCE

I\ (PR 1\

CONSTITUTION WISDOM CHARISMA

ATTACK SKILLS: 'R‘\s‘mq Strke, Blode F"’jv
Lross Sashy Furys 2dae, MultiSlash x4
*Shotter Strike,

DEFENSE SKILLS: Yutue Sight, Steel SKw,
*Counter St-Ke

(*Skills that should be available but haven't been tried yet)





OEBPS/Images/image00150.jpeg
CHRRATTER
SKEETS






OEBPS/Images/image00149.jpeg
L 5






OEBPS/Images/image00148.jpeg
BRIE
HOUSE





OEBPS/Images/image00147.jpeg
JAMES:S

RAGTAGﬁ\D\lENTURES

TRIRLS OF THE wnur RUR





