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Quest into Hidden Realms
Hidden Realms LitRPG Series #1
����������� Daphne, the minotaur, bellowed in rage, grabbed the goblin racing away from her, and threw him against the wall. The half-timbered pub shook, with streamers of dust falling from the ceiling. Killum hastily moved a hand over his mug before it was befouled.
����������� "Oh man, that goblin is toast," Tiana whispered. "Daphne caught me trying to steal her purse on my second day in the Game, and killed me five times."
����������� Killum looked at the goblin more closely; a leather coin purse clutched in the goblin's left hand. He concentrated on the four foot tall goblin in the brown tunic.
Goblin (Lvl 4).

����������� He frowned at the red script over the goblin's head. No name. Nothing else. Killum shook his head, thinking, Just a mob.
����������� Since the goblin wasn't a living, paying player, he didn't really care what the minotaur did to him. All Non Player Characters existed for players to fight and kill, and thus earn experience points and other loot. A level 4 mob wouldn't have much to give up.
����������� If a player sat around socializing, or otherwise not doing much, the Game would send in mobs to rouse you. The Game wanted everyone out questing, fighting monsters, and challenging dungeons. Mostly, the Game wanted the players buying newer and better weapons and spells to play the game more successfully.
����������� "How'd Daphne pull that off?" Asha asked. The raven-maned sorceress arched a perfect brow at the redheaded thief. "And I thought stealing purses was beneath you."
����������� Killum paused to study Asha a second. Full immersion virtual reality gave them the most lifelike features and bodies he'd ever seen. He could barely tell it was a game. The next version would probably be indistinguishable from real life. Even better, they felt heat and cold, and anything they held in their hands. Hell, if wounded they felt a muted pain. And sometimes, Killum thought the pain a little too intense and realistic.
����������� "It was my second day," Tiana said, shrugging. The thief wore a brown leather hooded mantle over a brown cotton tunic and loose homespun trousers, helping her to blend in with the city's mobs. She pushed the hood back to reveal her glorious mane of thick fire-red hair. "All this VR glory bedazzled me. Anyway, I came back to apologize."
����������� Killum laughed. "So it took you four attempts to apologize before you figured out Daphne is more interested in PKs than forgiveness?"
����������� "Die, thief!" the minotaur warrior shouted. She picked the poor goblin up, holding both ankles in her massive hands, and started pounding the floor with the guy. Blood splattered everyone and everything within a dozen feet. The goblin gave up the ghost in short order. "Ha! Another one bites the dust."
����������� Killum glanced at the battered and bloody body. The dead goblin vanished after a moment, leaving lots of dark purple goblin blood everywhere. Then he concentrated on the seven foot tall, black-furred minotaur.
Daphne. Minotaur warrior (Lvl 43). PK: 102. -6 Dark.
����������� The battle-mage averted his eyes when she turned towards him, a challenging scowl on her bovine face. As a rule, one did not challenge a minotaur, much less a level 43 warrior. Killum wondered, not for the first time, if he should create an alternate minotaur warrior character. It would be so sweet to have that kind of raw strength. The intimidation factor alone might be worth it.
����������� "I enjoy a good fight as much as the next guy, but Daphne is killing way too many players," Rand whispered. The dwarf warrior paused to watch her return to her chair at the next table over. Then he watched her warily another long moment. "I heard that she's actually quite soft-spoken and nice in real life."
����������� Rand stood barely five feet tall, but with a big head of red hair, bushy red beard down to his waist, and piercing blue eyes. As he liked to say, he was built like a stump and strong as an ox. He was a fierce and enthusiastic monster fighter, always ready for battle in bluish-gray Dwarven cuirass and helmet, both thick and heavy. His homespun shirt and trousers were bright red.
����������� The dwarf warrior turned back to his companions, the dead mob already out of his mind. He pulled off his heavy steel helmet, dropped it on the floor with a loud thunk, and leaned in with a crafty look on his bearded face.
����������� "Now that the entertainment's over�" He looked around and lowered his deep voice even more. "I heard a new dungeon was found over in Deadman's Swamp." The dwarf paused, giving each person around the table a meaningful look. "I heard it is a 'secret' dungeon, with immeasurable riches."
����������� Killum perked up. He palmed the nearly empty purse hanging off his belt. His last acquisition, a Power Sword, cost him a month's worth of loot and a week's RL pay.
����������� "Like what?" Asha asked. The beautiful elven sorceress gave the dwarf a look of utter disdain. "The last dungeon with immeasurable riches you talked us into proved a bust. My cut was a diamond and a few copper shekels. And I had to spend it all to replace the health and mana restoring potions I used on that stupid quest."
����������� "We all got some nice experience, and we all leveled up in a few areas," Killum said.
����������� "I don't play the Game to spend all my time grinding away at dungeons," Fergus said. The elven ranger fussed with his green and brown leathers, while giving the ceiling a dirty look. "I'm a level 38 Ranger, so I'm looking to gain a few more skills and a lot of loot, not just more experience."
����������� "Effeminate snob," Rand muttered.
����������� "You want to take it outside, dwarf?"
����������� "I want to put my axe upside your head, elf."
����������� "You can't reach my head, runt."
����������� "Hey! Calm down," Killum commanded, standing up. He glowered at them, before shaking his head woefully. "That settles it. We've spent too long here in the Rowdy Rooster BSing. Let's go crush a dungeon."
You've been offered Quest to Conquer Deadman's Dungeon! Death and danger are assured, but the rewards are unknown. Do you accept this quest? Yes or No?
����������� He looked to his left. Asha shrugged. They all had the same Game prompt before them. Tiana on his right nodded eagerly. Fergus and Rand just glared at each other. A smile flirted with the corners of Killum's mouth. They'd been playing together for two years, but the new FIVR was barely three months old. Fortunately, all five of them managed to scrape together enough money to upgrade and buy all of the equipment.
I'll never get out of my studio apartment if I don't stop spending all my cash on this game, he thought. But I'd be missing out on all this awesomeness.
����������� Killum was the group's leader. He was a level 35 battle-mage in the Game, but only a bricklayer in real life. Upgrading cost as much as a small car, and wiped him out. Asha, their elven sorceress, never flinched when it came time to upgrade, so must be doing well. She claimed to be an Indian woman named Asha, working for the Indian delegation at the UN.
����������� Fergus was the oldest of their group, being in his late thirties in RL. All of their avatars looked mid-twenties. Fergus was a grocery store manager, divorced, no children. He didn't like to talk about his RL, and Killum suspected he lived only to play the Game. He definitely spent more time playing than the others, and had gone through several different characters.
����������� Tiana said she was an accountant by day, human thief by night in the Game. Other than that, she was mum on her RL. Rand was the exact opposite, telling way too much about his real world life. The college junior could be a little creepy at times, but a lot of fun in the game. And he loved, loved, loved to fight monsters.
����������� Killum concentrated on YES for a second, noticing the others looking off into space at their prompts.
Congratulations! You've accepted Quest to Conquer Deadman's Dungeon. Fight to the death! No quarter given or received! Let the glory be yours and conquer!
����������� Killum paused to check his status. He was back to 100% on health, strength, stamina, and mana. So he was as ready as he'd ever be to tackle a dungeon.
Current status
:
Name:
 Killum
Race:
Human
Class:
Battle-mage
Level:
35 (87% to next level)
Alignment:
Neutral
Health:
100/100
Strength:
230/230
Stamina:
150/150
Agility:
80
Intellect:
95
Spirit:
75
Constitution:
100
Mana:
250
Inventory:
(Click to View/Hide)
Player Kills:
3
����������� "I better win some new spells or talismans, Rand," Asha said. "Or I'm going to take it out of your butt."
����������� The dwarf grabbed his crotch. "I got something for your � "
����������� "Don't you dare finish that!" Tiana cried, pulling her dagger. "You little perv."
����������� "Hey, stop calling me little," Rand cried, before he plopped his helmet back on. "I'm sensitive about my height." He pointed at the horns curving upward from the helm. "See. I'm compensating."
����������� They laughed, drained their mugs, and started for the door. The Rowdy Rooster Pub was one of the larger, more popular hangouts in the City of Uhrs. It was usually crowded, but it was midmorning in that virtual world. Most of the players were out scoring loot and trying to level up.
����������� Killum let the others lead the way to the door. A massive black hand grabbed his arm before he could take two steps. He followed that arm up to find Daphne's huge brown eyes staring down at him. She looked even more fierce up close and personal. The others all stopped, hands on weapons as the room tensed.
����������� "Don't do it," Daphne said.
����������� "Do what?"
����������� "I overheard you talking about the dungeon that the elven ranger, Deidra, found in Deadman's Swamp," the minotaur said. Her whisper was like a normal person's regular voice. "And when's the last time you've seen hide or hair of her?"
����������� "Impossible," Rand said, stalking forward with battle-axe in hand. "You heard nothing. I whispered." And then he shook his axe at her. "And stop eavesdropping, you big busybody."
����������� "Sweetie, I'm deaf in real life," Daphne said. "So I read lips." She turned back to Killum. "Forget that dungeon. Players go in and don't come back. Ever."
����������� "Thanks for the warning," he said, prying her hand off his arm with some difficulty. "But we're not your everyday kind of players."
����������� "We have a lot of experience together, over several games," Asha said.
����������� Killum moved back a step. He hated looking up at the towering minotaur like that. It made him feel small and insignificant. "I think we'll be okay, Daphne."
����������� The minotaur shook her massive head, her horns almost touching the ceiling. "I tried. Fare thee well, Lords and Ladies." She turned back to her table, but slanted a look back at them. "And good luck. You're going to need it in spades."



Chapter 2
����������� The midmorning sun was bright in a cloudless sky. The temperature was comfortably warm, but in Realm of Battle it was always cool enough to wear lots of leather and armor. Killum stopped just outside the Rowdy Rooster's front door, looking up and down the narrow, crowded street. Men and women of a dozen sentient races co-mingled. A centaur family was trotting by, and he saw orks, goblins, and even an ogre sitting with knights, wizards, and a Dark Priest at a nearby beer garden. Street urchin mobs raced between everyone, trying to steal purses or work out deals with players. Just seeing them made Killum wrap a hand around the purse hanging off his belt.
����������� "I know Deidra," Asha said. Her brows furrowed. "I was wondering why she wasn't around anymore. Do you think the dungeon permanently killed her character?"
����������� "Nobody really dies in this virtual world," Killum said. He waved for her to lead the way, and she turned and headed up the street. "She's probably just busy with real life. Don't worry, she'll be back."
����������� Asha led the way toward the city gate that opened onto the road to Deadman's Swamp. The elven sorceress might act nonchalant most of the time, but Killum knew she loved fighting monsters more than any of them. He followed next in line, covertly watching the sway of her hips. She might be a fighter, but Asha liked to sex it up, too. Her black hair was pulled back into a thick braid, decorated with silver threads and golden bands. Her shapely body was barely covered by a purple and pale blue silk sari, but about halfway to the gate she spoke a spell and the silk transformed into soft brown leather: tight pants, boots, and bustier-like top under a short jacket.
����������� She was now armed with a bejeweled, curved elven sword across her back and about a dozen matching curved knives on her belt. Various pouches with talismans also hung from her belt. Most of the gems sparkling at her ears, throat, and forearms were talismans as well. Asha was partial to any talismans that were fashioned as shiny, sparkly jewelry.
����������� Killum had his share of fighting talismans, too. His crimson hood and mantle were enchanted, giving him enhanced hearing and vision. His steel cuirass was the finest Dwarven craftsmanship, enchanted by their wizards to repel steel and bronze. His arms were protected by chain mail, while his lower body was covered with leather. His Power Sword rode his left hip, with two curved swords strapped across his back. Enchanted gemstones decorated his swords, daggers, and armor, giving him enhanced protection and striking power.
����������� Tiana followed him, doing her best to blend in like a good thief. She pulled her hood up to cover her bright red hair, and it was enchanted with a spell of stealth. Since the battle-mage could still see her without difficulty, she hadn't activated it yet. Her only weapon was a long dagger, but in stealth mode she was a fiend in battle.
����������� Rand scowled at everyone and everything, trying a little too hard to look dangerous. He liked to walk through the city with his battle-axe held in both hands. And immediately after leaving the pub, he pulled his round shield out of his enchanted weapon satchel, which had a dozen slots with things like bows, spears, short sword, and at least three spare battle-axes.
����������� Fergus brought up the rear, looking cool and collected. Really, he almost looked bored. He was as tall as Killum, but slim and not armored. The elven ranger carried two curved elven swords across his back, several knives and daggers, and his fancy elven bow. A quiver of twenty arrows rode his left hip.
����������� "Killy!" a beautiful drow called. She was a tall and lithe drow warrior, with almost-black skin and snow-white hair to her knees. Her armor was quite stylized, black with silver decorations, and her pants were tight and shiny black. She looked Killum up and down with a lusty look. "I'm fighting Callis Bobtail again in the arena in about an hour. Come watch me put that arrogant chump in his place. Since the odds-makers say he'll win 5 to 1, we can make a killing when I kill his stinking ass."
����������� Killum concentrated on her a second, and then her info appeared above her head:
Zeta. Drow Warrior (Lvl 11). PK: 3. -3 Dark.
����������� So she'd leveled up from 9 to 11 since last time he'd seen her, but Callis was a Level 23 Centaur Warrior. There was no way she was going to win that fight, but he admired her tenacity.
����������� "Come on, Zeta, give it up," he replied, shaking his head with a grin. "You've fought him five times, and he's killed you five times. Come with us instead. You can level up some more, and then maybe next time you fight Callis you can finally win."
����������� "What? You don't think I can win?"
����������� "I've lost a fortune betting on you," Killum said. He patted his nearly empty purse. She frowned at it, than palmed her own empty looking purse. "Now I'm broke, and apparently you are, too."
����������� "How about you, Asha? You always have lots of treasure. I'll fight, you wager on me, and we'll split the winnings 50-50," Zeta said. "Easy money."
����������� Asha gave her a condescending look. "Actually, I don't play with the minions of Darkness. Find another patsy."
����������� "Oooh, you learned a new word," Zeta said, giving the high elf sorceress a dirty look. "Who taught you 'patsy'? Killy? Tiana?"
����������� Asha muttered something as her eyes narrowed. The fingers of her right hand curled clawlike as blue light began to glow. Zeta pulled her sword, and the crowd quickly began forming a circle around them. Killum threw his arm out, putting himself between the two women as some spectators began making bets on the outcome.
����������� "Now, now, ladies. It's a beautiful day to kill mobs, not each other," Killum said. "Good luck, Zeta. We're going now."
����������� "Of course. Asha wouldn't want to get her outfit dirty," Zeta said. Then mimicking Asha's voice, "Actually, I like being a pretty little Princess of Light. Ain't that right, cousin?"
����������� "There it is," Rand whispered. "They're going to fight now."
����������� Killum groaned. Why did Zeta have to mock her speech? And calling her "cousin" was uncalled for. But then, he never really understood why simply calling each other cousin pissed off the elves and the drow so much. Everyone knew they were just different ethnic groups within the Elven Race. Just don't remind them of it.
����������� Asha moved into a fighting stance, ready to throw her spell at the drow. Zeta was ready with her drow sword in hand, and a wild look in her eyes. The two women continued to glare at each other.
����������� "Asha. Don't waste all of your resources on her. You'll need them later," Killum said. Asha was the more rational of the two, though both women were hotheads. "We're going to need our sorceress at full strength. Please."
����������� "Here comes the City Watch," Tiana warned. Leave it to the thief to spot the cops first.
����������� The sorceress's brown eyes cut toward Killum, and then Tiana, and finally she sighed and relaxed. The conjured light in her hand slowly faded away. The drow relaxed and sheathed her sword.
����������� "I might be Dark," Zeta said, eyes locked with Asha's. "But your Royal Lightness has three times more player kills than me."
����������� With that, the drow warrior spun on a heel and vanished into the disappointed crowd. Killum glanced at Asha, who was flushed and cutting her eyes back and forth. The sorceress didn't like to kill other players, but she had a badass reputation so newbs sometimes challenged her. Since she was a level 40 elven sorceress, she easily killed them, much to her chagrin.
����������� "Don't ask her to fight with us again," Asha said.
����������� "I agree with Asha," Fergus said. "The drow are all Dark, and will stab you in the back."
����������� Killum wondered if the Game somehow influenced all elven characters to hate the drow, and vice versa, or if they chose their character's race based on their prejudices. He'd never met an elf or drow who liked anyone in the other group.
����������� The elfmaid turned and pushed into the grumbling crowd before the Watch was close enough to identity them. Killum shrugged at Tiana, Rand, and Fergus, before following her. He was glad to get out of there without getting into trouble with the city. They were already banned from two other cities for brawling too much. Specifically, Asha and Rand.
����������� Asha turned on the Street of Charms to buy some healing herbs from a street vendor. Killum and Tiana also bought some of the herbs, but Fergus and Rand never would pay for them.
����������� Uhrs had the largest shantytown outside of its walls of any city Killum knew. There were more players and mobs there than inside the city proper. Of course, every structure looked to be on the verge of collapse. He still didn't know why it didn't burn down once a week, other than the Game didn't want it to burn down.
����������� "Okay, Rand, lead the way to this secret dungeon," Killum said.
����������� Rand gave a quick nod, and took off toward the swamp. The city was atop a hill, with thick forests on three sides. Deadman's Swamp bordered the river and stretched out west of the city. Few players entered the swamp, mainly because it wasn't fun being all wet and hindered by knee deep water while fighting monsters. Killum agreed, but it would be worth the effort if Rand was right about this dungeon.
����������� It took an hour to reach the swamp. While the city and forest were all cloudless blue skies, Deadman's Swamp was always dark and cloudy. As they approached, Killum noticed it was drizzling over the swamp. The biggest problem with playing the full immersion VRMMORPG version of Realm of Battle was having to suffer the cold wet misery before them.
Maybe a little less realism in certain aspects would be nice.
����������� Once there, Fergus moved up behind Rand. The elven ranger could spot ambushes better than any of them. Asha followed him, with Tiana next and Killum bringing up the rear.
����������� They marched into Deadman's Swamp with weapons in hand. Killum noticed Tiana activate the enchantment on her hooded mantle, and she got a bluish glow around her. Everyone in their group could see her, though she'd flicker in and out of vision, but other players and mobs would find it difficult to spot her. Of course, any spellcaster, whether mob or player, could see her just fine, too.
����������� Fergus stepped off the trail to pull up an herb. The ranger's herb lore was insanely high. He stuffed the herb into his inventory, which Killum understood to have an amazing one hundred slots. The battle-mage couldn't imagine how much Fergus paid for it.
Probably a month's pay for me, he thought. I seriously need to score some treasure.
����������� "Hobgoblins!" Fergus shouted.
����������� The hobgoblins attacked from both sides. Somehow they'd managed to stay submerged long enough to lure Killum's crew into their trap. Hobgoblins were human-sized cousins of goblins, scrawny and hairless. One and all carried round wooden shields and rusty cutlasses. And they attacked in eerie silence.
����������� "Zombies!" Asha cried. She threw a blue fireball into one, and it incinerated the monster. "Beware their bites!"
����������� That made Killum pause. Would a zombie bite kill him, or just turn his character into an undead battle-mage? If that happened, and he couldn't find a way to restore his character's "life" then he'd have to create a new battle-mage character and start from scratch.
����������� That would suck big time.
����������� Killum activated his Power Sword's magic, and noticed his mana start to deplete immediately. That sword would consume all of his mana in about ten minutes of use. He did have five potions to help restore his mana, but each dose only restored 25 points.
����������� Fergus and Killum turned into the attack and charged off the trail. Killum slashed left and right, the awesome power of his blade shattering shields in a single strike, and usually took off the arm holding it. Undead hobgoblins dropped like flies around him.
����������� He cleared out all of the zombies around him in just a few moments, and quickly killed the magic flowing into his Power Sword. Now it was just another fine steel blade, but good enough for slaughtering undead hobgoblins. He noticed Tiana winking in and out of sight, darting between the thick cypress trees to come up behind the hobgoblins. She was good at striking the undead mobs in the neck, severing their spine and killing them.
����������� Rand and Fergus fought back to back, their blades purple with hobgoblin blood. The monsters were stacking up around the two fighters.
����������� Asha suddenly claimed his attention by leaping ten feet into the air and hovering there, while she threw fireballs at her foes. There were three hobgoblins jumping up and down under her, their boney hands missing her feet by just inches. The spell only allowed her to hover about thirty seconds, so Killum charged them. He bellowed his battlelust as he slew them one by one.
����������� "Thank you," she said as she dropped down beside him. "Come on, Rand and Fergus are on the move again."
����������� There was only a pair of hobgoblins left. Killum wanted to take them out, but then one of them dropped his cutlass to claw at his throat. An invisible knife sliced it open, and severed the backbone. His head came off, and the undead bastard was dead.
����������� "Well met, Tiana!" he called when she blinked into sight a second later. She picked up the dropped cutlass and hacked off the last hobgoblin's head. "Quick. Catch up and get back into position!"
����������� An undead troll appeared on their right flank. Killum stopped to gawk. It was the biggest troll he'd ever seen. The mob was easily ten feet tall. He concentrated on it.
Troll (Lvl 6). Undead.
����������� He was only a level 6, but that was still going to be a hard NPC to kill. Killum steeled himself for a god-awful fight to the death, but Asha pulled her sword. She stopped, held the sword horizontal to the ground, and spoke a quick spell. The fine elven blade flew out of her hand, spinning like a buzz saw, and took the zombie troll's head off in three seconds flat. And then the sword returned to her hand, and she sheathed it.
����������� "You have to teach me that spell," Killum said.
����������� "Actually, you have to be Level 40 to use it," she said. "So level up, my friend."
����������� Killum paused. Zeta was right. Asha did use the world "actually" a lot.
����������� "I'm actually trying to level up," he said, but she just nodded acceptance. He sighed and shrugged, thinking, Once again, she didn't get the joke.
����������� His eyes lingered on the beautiful olive-skinned sorceress. First on her breasts, and then on her butt when she turned away. He wanted to run his fingers through her thick, waist-length black hair so badly it hurt. Mostly, though, he wanted that sexy sorceress in the worst way. One day, when FIVR tech was advanced enough� God, I can't wait for the day I can take her to bed and show�
����������� Killum noticed Tiana watching him with a knowing smirk. He felt his face heat up, knowing his character was blushing as well.
Stupid game designers, he thought, motioning for the thief to get moving. They don't have a problem shaming us, but can't let us have the fun, too.
����������� Tiana barked a laugh and followed Asha. Killum's shoulders slumped, knowing the little thief would tell Asha what she saw. So embarrassing, but it wasn't the first time he�d been caught lusting at the sorceress. The only one to ogle her more was Rand, and he was the acknowledged perv of the group. That thought made him wonder if Asha and Tiana thought he was a perv, too.
����������� Random undead goblins, hobgoblins, and even a pair of ork zombies attacked them along the way. They all earned some experience points. No PKs, so none of the zombies were players, so Killum didn't learn if he could be turned into a zombie. He resolved to check the manual after they finished with the dungeon.
����������� Fergus held up a hand to stop everyone. "Shhhh."
����������� They slowly crept up and dropped to a knee in the dark water to either side of Rand and Fergus. Killum found himself at the edge of an island. The dry ground was clear for about twenty-five feet between the shore and a yawning cave entrance. Only the cave was stone, roughly hewn in the shape of a vicious looking dragon skull, complete with stalactite fangs.
����������� "That's actually quite cheesy," Asha said. "I expected more of a secret dungeon."
����������� "Let's hold off and rest a moment before we go in," Killum said, and then checked his stats.
Current status
:
Name:
 Killum
Race:
Human
Class:
Battle-mage
Level:
35 (96% to next level)
Alignment:
Neutral
Health:
90/100
Strength:
180/230
Stamina:
90/150
Agility:
80
Intellect:
95
Spirit:
75
Constitution:
100
Mana:
103
Inventory:
(Click to View/Hide)
Player Kills:
3
����������� Killum pulled out a small vial, about the size of his thumb.
Restore Mana Potion. Will restore 25 mana points. Cooldown: 15 minutes. Can be used once an hour, up to 5 times in 24 hours.
����������� He pulled the cork stopper and drank it. Warmth flooded his body, and he saw his mana start to tick up.
����������� "We have company," Tiana whispered. "Ugh. Liches. I hate liches."
����������� Two skeletal mobs had stepped out of the cave. Both were level 5 and carried cutlasses and round shields. One of them wore a horned helmet, too. They looked around, before taking up station to either wide of the entrance. And a moment later five more liches came out, one wearing an enchanter's robes.
����������� "Well, no one said it would be easy," Rand said, eyes already bright with battlelust.



Chapter 3
����������� Killum spread his team out in a semicircle. They all moved stealthily into position, with him in the middle and closest to the lich mage. He did a mental checklist of his available fighting spells. His Power Sword was still his best offensive weapon, though he needed to tie up the lich spellcaster long enough to reach him. So he concentrated on the lich mage.
Lich Mage (Lvl 15).
����������� "Not bad for a mob," he muttered under his breath. He checked his stats, especially his health and mana. Not too bad. Then he noticed everyone was in position and waiting for him to start the show. He grinned. "I love this shit."
����������� Pulling up the binding spell, Slow as Molasses, Killum held his green glowing right hand back. Asha nodded, and both of her hands began to glow blue up to her elbows. Tiana winked out of existence for a second, and reappeared with that blue glow of stealth. And Fergus' arrow began to glow red.
����������� Rand grinned with wicked delight, lifted one leg, and let one rip. Killum shook his head. Sometimes his farts were funny, but sometimes�
����������� The lich mage's head whipped around toward them. The lich's eyes flashed blood red, and then magic red fires engulfed his skeletal hands. He shouted, "Defend the Temple!"
����������� Killum threw his spell. The lich mage dodged aside, but the spell hit one of the first two guards to come out. As one, the five players charged in screaming their battle cries. The battle-mage pulled his sword, and activated its power. And just in time.
����������� "Burn!" shouted the lich mage, throwing a fireball at Killum.
����������� He parried the fireball with the Power Sword's magic, but that still cost him a dozen mana points. Killum felt the loss physically, but it was no more debilitating than a single punch to the arm. And then he was upon the lich mage, swinging at the bony bastard's neck.
����������� The lich mage parried his blow with the steel braces on his wrists, and then crossed his arms and shouted a word.
Ka-boom!
����������� Killum was blasted back off the island to splash a good dozen feet away from the shoreline. He came up out of the water gasping and choking. Checking his health, he grimaced to see he'd lost thirty points. After drinking a healing potion, Killum charged back into the battle. He could see four liches were already reduced to piles of bones. It looked like the stealthy thief was doing the most damage, sneaking up behind liches engaged with her friends.
Ka-boom!
����������� Asha had flown up into the air a fraction of a second before the lich mage tried to blast her. She started sending one fireball after another down at him at a rate that would deplete Killum's mana to nothing in less than a minute.
����������� "I've gotta reach level 40 and get some of those spells," he muttered. Fireballs ate up ten mana points each at his level. "Sometimes a man's gotta eat it."
����������� Killum cut right, and headed for the lich mage. Asha continued to rain fireballs upon the monster. The lich kept his arms cross before him, and Killum could see the faint outline of a barrier spell. So he called up fire, and launched a ball of it at the lich mage's back.
����������� "Aagh!" the lich mage cried, spinning around a few times to put out his burning robes. "I will feast upon your soul!"
����������� Killum reached him, activated his Power Sword, and swung with all his might. The lich mage tried to cross his arms, but the battle-mage's blade was faster.
����������� "Yes!" he cried as the lich's skull shattered. The mob immediately collapsed into a pile of bones and smoldering robes. Killum looked around for another lich to fight, but they were all vanquished. "Well, that was fun."
����������� "Speak for yourself," Rand muttered. Half of his glorious red beard had been sheared off in the fight. "Why do they always go for the beard?"
����������� Killum grinned and clapped the dwarf on the back. "Jealousy, I suspect, my friend."
����������� The battle-mage watched Asha and Tiana checking the liches they killed, looking to see if any treasure was dropped. Their weapons and gear were all old and rusty, and almost worthless. Little, if any of it, was worth taking. It would just be unnecessary weight to carry and steal from their stamina.
����������� The battle-mage checked the lich mage's body. The steel braces looked promising. He picked those up.
Congratulations! You have won Braces of Abonan! Fight and defend, a mage's best friend!
����������� "Magic braces. Win," Killum said, opening his weapons cache. He only had ten slots, all filled, so discarded a long knife and put the braces there. That made six of ten slots filled with enchanted weapons.
����������� "Eat your healing herbs if you got them," Fergus said. "And any restorative potions. The monsters are only going to get tougher."
����������� Killum checked the time. He would have to wait another forty minutes before he could take another mana restoring potion. But he drank another healing potion that restored twenty points to his health. And then he checked his stats.
Current status:
Race:
Human
Class:
Battle-mage
Level:
36 (4% to next level)
Alignment:
Neutral
Health:
60/100
Strength:
160/230
Stamina:
90/150
Agility:
80
Intellect:
95
Spirit:
70
Constitution:
93
Mana:
85
Inventory:
(Click to View/Hide)
Player Kills:
3
����������� "Stupid liches ain't got no money," Rand said. "I need more shekels! Ale doesn't buy itself in this world."
����������� That wasn't a good sign. When the sentient guards of a dungeon didn't drop coins that usually didn't bode well for there being much, if any, treasure in a dungeon. Killum wondered if the designers were just sadistic bastards or something. There might be some players in the Game who just wanted to just grind and level up, but it was a For Profit business, so they needed to win some coin to buy the good shit. Of course, that meant they'd have to spend RL money to buy better weapons, potions, and such.
Greedy bastards, he thought, looking up to the heavens.
����������� "Do we want to continue?" Tiana asked. "If we're not going to win any wealth or magical items, why bother?"
����������� Everyone turned to glower at Rand.
����������� "Hey! I'm a victim here, too."
����������� "We're here," Killum said. "We might as well grind it out and get some experience. Hell, I just leveled up. Maybe I can get another level out of this dungeon. And, I did get a sweet pair of enchanted braces. It won't be a total bust."
����������� "You're a silver-tongued demon," Asha said, shaking her head woefully. "Such an inspiring leader."
����������� "Ha-ha," he replied. "And it's silver-tongued devil. Devil. Demons are different."
����������� Her brow furrowed and her eyes went blank. Killum grinned. It wasn't often he made her zone out and go check a dictionary or something online. Of course, now he had to wait for her to rejoin them before they entered the dungeon.
����������� Tiana walked over to peer into the Stygian darkness of the cave. She caught Killum's attention when she stiffened.
����������� "Oh no," the thief said. Then she sang, "I don't like spiders and snakes, and that's not what it takes to love me."
����������� "Spiders?" Asha asked. "Eww."
����������� "Big spiders," Tiana said. "Like the size of dogs."
����������� "Aaagggh," the sorceress cried, cringing and shaking her hands. "Do we have to?"
����������� Killum was kind of agreeing with them. He'd fight goblins, liches, and even giant ogres all day, but spiders and snakes? He joined Tiana at the entrance.
����������� "Okay, it's not too bad," he said. "Yes, I can see creepy crawlers in there, and they're big, but I can also see the entrance to the first chamber. The Game usually puts one type of barrier monster in the tunnels, and different ones in the rooms. I say we run like hell through the tunnel and get to the first chamber with minimal contact with the spiders and snakes."
����������� "Is that all we have to do?" Fergus said. "You make it sound so easy."
����������� "We've fought spiders and snakes before," Rand said. "They die beneath my axe just as nicely as other monsters. I say we go in."
����������� "I'm in," Tiana said, touching her hood. "They can't bite me if they can't see me."
����������� Killum looked back and forth between Fergus and Asha. It took a long moment, but they reluctantly nodded.
����������� "Great. You won't regret it," he said.
����������� "Wanna bet?" Fergus whispered. He looked into the entrance again. "Holy shit. That spider is as big as a Chihuahua."
����������� "It's one of the smaller ones," Tiana said.
����������� "Oh, shut up!" Asha cried. She turned hostile eyes on Killum. "You owe me for this."
����������� "I'll lead the way," Killum said. "Then Tiana, Rand, Asha, and Fergus. Have your anti-venom potions ready." He paused, glancing around. "Everyone does have anti-venom potions, right?"
����������� They all nodded. He smiled encouragement, and stepped up to the entrance. A sword would be all but useless in those close quarters, so he left his sheathed at his hip. Checking his weapon cache, Killum chose a pair of elven fighting knives. They were curved, razor sharp, and would pierce just about any armor. But first, he gathered up a big-ass fireball.
����������� Right hand glowing with red fire, "Ready?"
����������� When everyone nodded, he threw the fireball into the entrance and shouted a short spell to multiply its power. It exploded inside, filling the tunnel with arcane flames for a good ten seconds. As soon as the flames winked out of existence, Killum shouted in revulsion and charged in.
����������� He stepped on charred, dead spiders, sending viscous ichor flying in all directions. Chitinous bodies crunched underfoot as he ran. He heard groans and grunts of disgust behind him as the others followed. Spiders and snakes began coming out of every nook and cranny. They fell from cracks above.
����������� Killum cried out as he slashed and stabbed. One spider landed on his head, and for a second insane panic consumed him. He returned to his senses a second later to find himself covered in slimy spider ichor and the ten-pound spider twitching at his feet. He stomped on it, to finish it off, and continued running. A snake bit his left leg, and a spider chomped down on his right arm. The leg and arm both went numb, forcing him to limp furiously for the light at the end of the tunnel.
If I die like this, he thought. I'm going to be so pissed.
����������� The end of the tunnel came closer and closer. Killum redoubled his efforts, slashing and stabbing and stomping on spiders and snakes. He received more bites, and all four limbs were getting numb, heavy, and it was getting harder to wield his killing blades. And then everything opened up. He was inside a chamber lit by glowing green lichen. His eyes locked on what guarded the tunnel across the chamber, leading down to the next chamber of the dungeon.
����������� "Holy crap, the mother of all spiders!"
����������� It was the size of a horse. Killum just gawked at it. Asha made a sound like she was throwing up in her mouth. Fergus cussed a blue streak, and Tiana whimpered. And then Rand bellowed in fear and rage, and charged across the chamber.
����������� "Die! Die!" Rand screamed. His battle-axe flashed, sending ichor splashing against the ceiling and walls, and the others. He chopped a leg off, but the humongous spider's other legs pinned the dwarf to the ground, kicking and screaming. "Kill it! Kill it now!"
����������� Killum dropped his knives and pulled the Power Sword. He activated its magic, even as Asha hit the monster spider with a mana draining lightning bolt. The spider shook that off, and then lowered his snapping mandibles. The battle-mage saw yellowish venom dripping off the mandibles as they got closer to Rand's struggling body.
����������� "Not on my watch!" Killum shouted, swinging his enchanted blade.
����������� He aimed for and hit the mandibles. The sharp fang on one mandible shattered, and the sword's magic zapped the spider. The ugly beast gave a pained squeal as it flew off Rand. It rolled up in a ball for a second, and then slowly regained its seven remaining feet. A hundred implacable eyes stared at Killum, as its remaining mandible moved back and forth. Venom sizzled on the ground beneath it.
����������� Fergus stepped up and loosed a dozen arrows into the monster spider's chitinous face. Even though the arrows were infused with explosive magic, they just ricocheted off.
����������� "Aim for that big soft ass," Rand said.
����������� And that did it. The first arrow ripped into the monster's bulbous abdomen. It exploded with gory glory, sending the spider's innards all over the chamber. Fergus shot three more empowered arrows into it, until there was nothing left of the abdomen but some tattered scraps.
����������� The mother of all spiders rolled over, legs curling up in death.
����������� "I hope this isn't one of those dungeons we have to fight our way out of, too," Tiana said.
����������� Killum gave her a dirty look. "Don't jinx us."
����������� "Out of my way!" Asha cried, pushing between Fergus and Killum. "Let's finish this and get back to Uhrs. I need a drink."
����������� She'd never said that before, as far as Killum could recall. Also, the drinks in virtual reality might make your character stagger, but they had no effect on the player's real sobriety.
����������� The rest of them followed her to the other tunnel. Everyone drank anti-venom potions, health restorative potions, and ate healing herbs. Killum immediately started feeling better, and his health, strength, endurance, and stamina began ticking up. It was still too soon to take another mana restoring potion, and he'd used up a little more than half of his mana already.
����������� "I always thought Indians weren't allowed to drink," Rand said.
����������� "Some aren't," Asha said. "And actually, I'm not supposed to, but you know. I do."
����������� Killum envisioned the beautiful Indian sipping wine in some fashionable Manhattan sidewalk caf�. Then he remembered she always ordered beer with a vodka chaser at the pub.
����������� "Are you really from India?" Tiana asked.
����������� Asha paused, giving the thief an almost embarrassed look. She hesitated, shrugged.
����������� "Well, actually I was born in India, but my family immigrated to the UK when I was a child," she said. "In real life I have an amazing English accent."
����������� "Why aren't you speaking with an accent now?" Fergus asked.
����������� "I am, but the Game changes it to American English for some reason," she said. Asha winked at him. "Hate the Game, not the player." She looked everyone over. "Who has the most health?"
����������� "Why?" Killum asked.
����������� "We need a tank to lead the way," she said. "Are you volunteering, fearless leader?"
����������� Everyone looked at him. Killum sighed and nodded. "I'm not your meat shield, but I'll lead the way. Follow me."



Chapter 4
����������� The battle-mage entered the next tunnel, which was a little bigger and a lot longer. It twisted and turned, going up and down, but with a mostly downward direction. There were just enough torches to dimly light it. Killum spoke a spell, and a gemstone in the middle of his breastplate threw out a beam of light like a flashlight. The tunnel was clear until he rounded the first turn.
Goblin Warrior (Lvl 7).
����������� And there were four of them. "Yee-hai!"
����������� Killum charged in, swinging left and right, spinning and kicking. He took the arm off one goblin, and then cleaved the head of another in two. Rand slipped by him to engage the third, while Asha hit the fourth goblin with a fireball, at the same time Fergus feathered him with three arrows. At that moment Rand smashed the last living goblin's short sword aside, and was about to deliver the killing blow, when Tiana appeared behind the mob and slit his throat.
����������� "You stole my kill!" Rand bellowed. "Foul! Foul!"
����������� "Since I killed him, it was my kill," Tiana said. "You lag, you lose, little man."
����������� "Burn," Asha teased, and gave Tiana a high-five.
����������� Killum paused to console Rand, promising there would more goblins to kill, while Asha took the lead. Rand grumbled, but followed Tiana and Fergus.
����������� "I thought I was your tank, Asha," Killum called.
����������� She was already out of sight around the next bend, as was Tiana. Fergus was taking his time following to the point where Rand was trying to push past him.
����������� "She's a glory monger," Fergus said, stopping to let Rand pass. "Let her be the tank for a while."
����������� The sound of clashing steel and booming fireballs filled the tunnel. Killum and the ranger looked at each other, and then took off to join the fight. You didn't level up by letting others do all of the fighting.
����������� He stopped in his tracks when he rounded the corner. Asha had a goblin in a headlock, while keeping two others at bay with her kicking feet. Tiana was riding another's back, while stabbing him over and over again. Rand was surrounded by five of the little monsters, all of them bleeding from numerous wounds.
����������� Asha released the goblin, just to grab his head between her hands. She spoke a short spell, and � Ka-boom! His head exploded, splattering her with bone fragments, blood, and brains. Then she pulled her elven sword and tore into the other two goblins.
����������� Fergus started shooting arrows into the goblins around Rand, so Killum charged into the fray with his sword flashing red death. Well, purple death since it was goblins. In nothing flat they slaughtered the ugly little mobs.
����������� "I told you it would be fun," Killum said, and took off down the tunnel before Asha could take the lead again. "The glory is all mine!"
����������� "Like hell it is," she said, following on his heels. "I just need a few more points to level up."
����������� They ran into another chamber, well lit by torches. A dozen lich warriors stood in line before them, with a gorgeous blonde vampire priestess behind. She wore a clingy, silky black gown under a hooded cloak. Her full red lips curled into a cruel smile, long white fangs peeking out.
����������� "Ah, dinner has arrived," the vampire priestess purred. "I'm famished."
����������� Killum paused to gawk. His first character in Realm of Battle was caught by a vampire. That redheaded beauty bit him, and thus turned his character into her minion. He spent a week trying to escape her, but finally gave up and abandoned that character.
����������� "Don't let the vamp bite you," Rand shouted.
����������� "Ah, my appetizer," the vampire beauty said. "Dwarf blood is like wine on my lips."
����������� "Bite this," Asha snarled, and held out her sword horizontal to the floor. She spoke the spell, and the blade spun out of her hand. "Die!"
����������� The other players charged toward the lich warriors. Killum aimed for a spot between two of them. He watched the vampire dodge Asha's spinning sword, and tried to smash through the liches' line to get at the priestess. The two liches closed ranks with each other, foiling his plan. So Killum kicked out with his right foot, passed through the empty air where the lich's belly should be, and connected with its spine.
����������� To his surprise, the spine snapped in two. The lich died immediately, falling into a pile of bones and weapons. The other lich backhanded the battle-mage when he paused for self-congratulations. The sword flew from his fingers as the Killum stumbled back. The lich and two others came at him with naked steel and shields.
����������� "Got you!" the vampire priestess cried, leaping over the stalking liches.
����������� Killum rolled to the side, scrambling away as the vampire turned towards him. She smiled with insane delight and followed fast on his heels. The liches all veered to the side to cut him off, so Killum dove between the legs of two of them.
����������� He rolled right into the pile of bones.
����������� "A-ha!" the battle-mage cried, leaping to his feet with a thigh bone in one hand and the round shield in the other. "Come and get me, Vampi."
����������� The vampire cut right, moving with amazing speed despite the tall heels on her feet. One of the liches threatening him burst into flames. The vampire laughed.
����������� "Missed again, elfmaid!" the vampire priestess taunted. "I'm going to eat you next, right after this delicious looking battle-mage. And then you'll both join the ranks of my lich guard!"
Can she turn my character into a lich? Killum thought. If she did, then he'd be forced to abandon a level 36 battle-mage. That would put him way behind the others. Rand and Tiana had recently both lost characters permanently, so were forced to start leveling back up. It could be weeks before they caught up with the others. That can't happen to me. I fought too hard to reach the level I am now.
����������� He juked right, and went left. The vampire took the bait, allowing him to flank her. Killum swung the thigh bone cudgel with all his might, connecting with the back of her head. The vampire cried out, but only dropped on one knee.
����������� "Ouchie," she said, that scary smile back on her too beautiful face. "I like it when my dinner plays rough."
����������� "Son of a bitch, someone help me kill this monster," Killum called.
����������� The vampire priestess launched herself through the air. Twenty feet in two seconds, and she was on him. Killum thought fast, and swung the shield. He caught her in the shoulder, batting her to the side. Then two liches were on him, front and back.
����������� "I got her," Asha shouted. "Fergus, help me. Stake her heart with an arrow."
����������� The chamber was loud with the clashing of steel weapons, grunts and groans. The liches fought in eerie silence, but not the vampire. She cursed, kicked, and scratched at Asha, who was clearly struggling to hold her down. Fergus was tied up with a lich warrior, so couldn't help.
����������� Killum sent a roundhouse into the head of one lich, and then smashed off the jawbone of the next. "I'll be right there, Asha! Hang on!"
����������� Asha squeaked, and then cried out in alarm. "Help!"
����������� He slanted a look that way. Asha was caught, and the vampire priestess was pulling her head back by her hair while opening wide to bite the sorceress. The battle-mage grabbed the lich attacking him, spun around with it, and threw the skeletal monster into the vampire. Then he charged up and whacked the vampire priestess in the back of the head.
����������� Killum held out a hand toward Fergus. "Quick. Give me an arrow."
����������� The elven ranger tossed him an arrow, and the battle-mage savagely thrust it through the vampire priestess' heart.
����������� She looked surprised, and then locked eyes with him, and smiled cruelly. "You're going to be sorry I didn't stop you."
����������� And then she turned to dust. Poof. Just like that. Nothing left but a pile of gray dust and black silk. Then he noticed a pulsing read crystal half-buried by the dust pile.
����������� "Don't touch that," Asha warned. "It's pure evil. It might turn you to the Dark."
����������� Killum used a rib bone to get it out of the dust. Asha got that vacant look in her eyes that said she was checking it out. So he concentrated on it, too.
Heart of the Vampire. Subjugate and control your minions. Must be aligned Dark to use, minimum Level 25.
����������� "Yeah, that might be enough to turn someone Dark," he said. "But still, we'll figure a way to take it back to Uhrs. I bet we can sell it for a fortune."
����������� "Only if we can safely transport it," the sorceress said. "But let's finish the dungeon off first. How many levels can it have?"
����������� "One too many, if I'm any judge," Fergus said.
����������� "Nope," Tiana said.
����������� The little thief was across the chamber, picking at an evil looking mosaic design on the wall behind where the vampire priestess originally stood. It looked like a stylized eight-headed dragon surrounded by flames.
����������� "I think this is the treasury or something," Tiana said, still picking away with her dagger. Then it suddenly crumbled to reveal a small chamber lit by blood red torches. There was a black altar against the far wall. "Okay, maybe not treasure."
����������� "It's radiating powerful magic," Asha said. "I can actually feel it on my skin. And that's a first."
����������� "Yeah, me, too," Rand said. "Can't say I like it."
����������� Killum stepped into the chamber, while the others hung back. What he thought of as the altar was a four foot tall column of black, red-streaked marble. There was a faintly glowing human handprint on the top.
����������� "Touch it," Tiana said. "See if it's anything."
����������� "It's obviously something," Killum said. "It feels evil. It feels like it's trying to push me away."
����������� "Let me," Asha said, slipping past him. "It's magical, so my area of expertise."
����������� Killum almost reminded her that he was a battle-MAGE. But it didn't feel right, so he was willing for her to figure out what the altar was all about. Whatever it was, it couldn't be good.
����������� "See if it has any treasure or magic objects to give up."
����������� "Okay. Step back," she whispered. "Here goes nothing."
����������� Killum watched Asha slowly place her splayed hand upon the handprint. She gasped and looked up as a blood red pool appeared upon the wall behind the altar. The sense of being repulsed lessened, so he was encouraged. Then she cocked her head, slanted a curious look back at them, and then spoke softly.
����������� "I agree."
����������� And Asha was sucked into the red pool. They all gawked at it a long moment.
����������� "Well, that was�. Unexpected," Killum said at length.
����������� Fergus pushed him forward. "Check it out. Find out what happened to Asha."
����������� "It might happen to me!"
����������� "Just don't agree to anything."
����������� Maybe that was her mistake. Was it a mistake? Only one way to find out. So Killum inched up to the black altar and gently placed his hand on the handprint. Coolness flowed into his hand and up to his elbow. It wasn't unpleasant. And then the altar spoke to him in a booming voice, at the same time the words appeared before him.
����������� "Do you wish to proceed into the Hidden Realms? Yes or No?"
����������� Was that what Asha agreed to? Was she in the Hidden Realms, whatever that was? He didn't recall reading anything about Hidden Realms in the manual.
����������� "Okay, it's just asking if I want to proceed into something called the Hidden Realms."
����������� "What is that?" Tiana asked. "I read everything about this game, and there wasn't anything about any other realms, hidden or otherwise."
����������� The others started arguing about it. Killum turned his attention back to the blood red pool on the wall. He wasn't sure, but it almost looked like he could see idyllic forests and meadows. Maybe the game was divided into multiple realms, and going there would give him access to an even better VR world to explore.
����������� "Um," Killum said, hesitating only a second. "Yes."
����������� And the lights went out.



Chapter 5
����������� "Oh!"
����������� Asha sat up, wild-eyed, and looked around.
����������� "Was I kicked out of the game?"
����������� She was sitting atop a perfectly flat stone slab, about the size of a twin bed. She was in the middle of a small meadow surrounded by the largest, oldest trees she'd ever seen. And none of it looked to be computer generated.
����������� "I hear birds and insects, and the wind in the treetops," Asha muttered, looking left and right, and all around. Then she looked down at herself. "I'm almost naked!"
����������� Rolling off the stone slab, she stood barefooted in ankle deep grass and checked out her body. Okay, it wasn't her real body, although it looked and felt like a RL body. The olive-skinned beauty now had skin so white it made milk look dark. Her body was slim without any curves, and she had no breasts to speak of. And her hair was just as white as her body.
����������� "Okay, I'm actually freaking out here," she said. All she wore was a simple light gray tunic that barely reached her upper thighs. She felt the wind going up it, and her eyes went wide. "I have sex parts!"
����������� And no underwear.
����������� Her previous VRMMORPG body didn't have any genitalia or orifices below the waist. The sexiest thing it had were nipples. Now she had it all, but with the body of an albino boy. Well, except the sexy parts.
����������� When in doubt, she always checked her stats. Just wondering about how to call up her Heads Up Display activated it. She concentrated on the Status tab.
Current status
:
Name:
Not Selected
Race:
Not Selected
Class:
Not Selected
Level:
10 (0% to next level)
Alignment:
Neutral
Health:
100/100
Strength:
10/10
Endurance:
10/10
Agility:
10
Mana:
N/A
Skills:
N/A
Possessions:
(Click to View/Hide)
Player Kills:
 0
Deaths:
 0
����������� Asha stared open-mouthed. "I lost everything! I've been reset to default."
����������� Panic consumed her for a second. She took a deep, steadying breath and counted to ten. Then she counted backwards from ten. Her heart was still pounding, but it wasn't the end of the world. New game meant a new character. And there was still the chance her High Elf Sorceress could be pulled up.
����������� She returned to the HUD and studied it a moment. In the upper left hand corner of it was an amazingly accurate picture of her real life face. The faint blue bar stretching out to the left had tabs she could check. All in all, it was a pretty pathetic HUD, offering her very little. At least it had a map option.
����������� Asha concentrated on the character icon, and a translucent screen appeared before her eyes. None of her three alternate characters were listed. Her jaw dropped and for a second all she wanted to do was scream in anger or cry.
����������� "I'm going to call customer service and chew someone out for this," she said. Then she noticed the blue ? flashing in the lower right corner, so concentrated on that. Instead of a new pop-up, a small avatar appeared before her. "Hello, are you customer service?"
����������� That's when Asha realized she had her English accent back. A tiny smile tugged at her lips for a second, before her anger returned.
����������� The avatar reminded her of a cartoon character. He was a black ball, with big eyes and no mouth. A purple, crooked wizard's hat was cocked to the right, with silver and gold star and crescent moon decorations. His hands were fat, white-gloved cartoonesque things. And that's all there was of him. When she concentrated on the avatar, she saw:
Admin.
����������� Nothing else.
����������� "Hi, Asha Balasubramanian! Welcome to the Hidden Realms. How may I be of service?"
����������� The Admin avatar started darting back and forth in the air, bouncing up and down in excitement. It reminded her of a little boy in a candy store. His voice was male, and youthful, but sounded like an adult. She envisioned a computer geek working in a cubicle eager to help.
����������� "You can start by explaining what just happened, where I am, and where the hell are the three characters I so painstakingly created and built up?"
����������� He flew up too close, and one disembodied hand reached out a fat finger to pull her tunic out to peek down inside, but she slapped it away. He streaked back about ten feet and grinned. Okay, he didn't have a mouth, but she could tell by his eyes he was amused.
����������� "Ah. First of all, you are in the Goblin Run River Valley, on the frontier of the Kingdom of Kumar. Specifically, this is your Spawn Site. This is where you'll respawn each time you die, unless you designate a new respawn site."
����������� He paused to stare at her legs. She tugged down on her hemline, which stretched the thin fabric across her tiny breasts, drawing his attention to them.
����������� Hands curling into fists. "Yes, yes, I actually figured that much out myself. And keep your eyes to yourself."
����������� He wagged his brows at her, making her face heat up. I'm being sexually harassed by a cartoon character.
����������� "Actually, I'd like to speak with a female, or a less juvenile male," she said. "A manager would be perfect."
����������� "Hey, you got some attitude. That'll help in this world," he said. "Now, as for your previous characters� That should've all been explained to you when you requested the move to this realm. They're gone! Forever. Sorry, but that is one of the consequences for leveling up to the Hidden Realms. You are only allowed one character, and once chosen it cannot be changed. So, yeah, you start from scratch. Sorry!"
����������� "May I speak with a manager?"
����������� "No," he said. "Do you want to create your character now? I suggest, harem girl."
����������� "I demand to speak to a manager!"
����������� "No," he said. "Since you're not ready to create your character, I'll continue with your orientation." Her status page popped up again, and the Admin flew in front of it. He started pointing to different options. "You can change reporting around, what your pop-ups look like, when they pop up, etc, etc, etc�"
����������� "Why won't you let me speak to a manager?"
����������� "You belong to me," he said. "Players in the Hidden Realms aren't authorized to speak with managers. You have to deal with the Representatives assigned you."
����������� She glared daggers at the little bastard. The Admin waited patiently, barely moving as he floated just feet in front of her. After a long moment, he snapped his fingers and the HUD changed to the Character Screen. "Shall we make you the best player you can be now?"
����������� Asha closed her eyes and calmed herself down. She vowed to call the company's corporate offices tomorrow and tear into them, but who did you complain to about customer service? The Hidden Realms had the most brilliantly realistic graphics she'd ever seen, so she wanted to play in this world. But the rudeness of her Rep was beyond belief.
����������� "Fine. I'm guessing you can autofill my choices from the previous realm?" He shook his head. "Why must you make it so hard? I have spent a lot of time and money playing this stupid game. Will I be able to log into either the Hidden Realms, or previous version of Realm of Battle, and play which version I want?"
����������� "No. You're here permanently."
����������� Sighing, she shook her head. Maybe I can create a new account with a different credit card number or something. But first, I'll test run the game, and then e-mail the others and report what I've found.
����������� Asha turned her full attention to the Character Sheet. The Admin touched NAME and an empty box appeared.
����������� "Asha." Her name appeared in the box, and then prompted her to confirm. "Yes, I confirm."
����������� Then Admin touched RACE. A box appeared with all the races available, in alphabetical order. She found she could reach out and swipe up and down, scrolling through the options.
����������� "High Elf," she said. Another box appeared to the right with more options. "Desert Tribes." She was prompted to confirm, which she did. So Admin brought up CLASS. She didn't hesitate, "Sorceress."
����������� After confirming that selection, Asha felt warmth flow through her body. Her skin turned the perfect shade of brown, and just a bit lighter than her RL skin. She checked her ears, and they were pointed. She smiled at the Admin, who was looking her over approvingly.
����������� "Time to work on that body," Admin said. A new screen appeared, showing Asha a mirror image of herself. She was a little shocked by how rail thin she looked, but otherwise it looked like her in RL. "Select a body type, and then just tap the +/- over each area of the body to adjust the various parts of your anatomy to your liking."
����������� Asha chose "Medium Build" and then started tapping on the + next to her breasts, watching them grow to about what she had in RL. They might be a bit large, but she liked the attention they gave her. Then she adjusted her hips to be sweetly rounded, and it allowed her to switch to a profile view, to work on her buttocks a little more. Then she lengthened and thickened her long black hair to waist length.
����������� "I don't see options for hair style."
����������� The Admin shrugged. "You'll have to do that manually, with your pretty little hands, elf babe."
����������� After giving him another dirty look, Asha didn't wait and tapped WARDROBE. Her options were limited, but all better than the skimpy tunic she was wearing. One option was a sexy purple two-piece outfit that Rand would call a "harem girl outfit," but was listed as Elven Sorceress Dress. The second option was a simple rough-spun brown tunic, to mid-thigh, and loose trousers. And the final option was heavy black robes that would make her look like a Dark Sorceress.
����������� "These are my only options?"
����������� "No, you can earn some shekels and buy more clothes," Admin said. "But these are the only FREE options you have. And the outfit you choose will be Bound to you. Pick one."
����������� Asha gave him the side-eye, before turning her attention back to her options. "Fine. Option 1, but only because purple is my favorite color."
����������� "If you say so, babe," Admin said, and the screen vanished.
����������� The outfit replaced the tunic, and she tugged on the skimpy halter top to adjust it better, feeling a little self-conscious under the Admin's leering eyes. Her boobs and body were sexily displayed beyond anything she'd ever done before, and she was known to sex it up.
����������� "Now what?" she asked.
����������� "Start playing. Vanquish your enemies! Conquer dungeons and kingdoms! Enjoy your newfound immortality! Welcome to the Hidden Realms!"
����������� "Um, okay. Can you tell me if any of my friends followed me through to the Hidden Realms?"
����������� "Yes. I don't know or care how many were in your group, but some came through the same portal immediately after you," Admin said, starting to fade away. "I cannot tell you exactly where they are, because all Spawn Sites are secret, but they are in the same river valley. Bye-bye, babe. Looking good."
����������� Asha almost went back to HELP, but decided she didn't want to speak to the little pervy geek again. Ever. So she pulled up her stats.
Current status
:
Name:
Asha
Race:
High Elf (Desert Tribes)
Class:
Sorceress (Novice)
Level:
10 (1% to next level)
Alignment:
Neutral
Health:
100/100
Strength:
10/10
Endurance:
10/10
Agility:
10
Mana:
100
Skills:
(Click to View/Hide)
Possessions:
(Click to View/Hide)
Player Kills:
 0
Deaths:
 0
����������� "That's actually not as bad as it could be," she said. "At least it wiped out all of my player kills."
����������� The sorceress walked around the meadow, while braiding her hair. There wasn't anything to eat or drink, and she felt a little hungry and thirsty. In the previous realm players were required to eat and drink to maintain their health, so it was probably doubly important in her new realm since she actually felt hunger and thirst.
����������� "I wonder how many realms there are in the Game? The little Admin thing said I entered the Hidden Realms. Plural," she said. The HUD offered nothing to answer that question, or help her in any way. Until she noticed the MAP function again. A map of the valley appeared before her eyes. "Now this is something I can use."
����������� Her location was shown to be a hilltop close to the Goblin Run River. There were a number of villages, towns, and market towns on the map. Most were along the river. The closest town was Oxenbluff. She looked in that direction, seeing the purple haze of distant mountains.
����������� "I guess I'm going to Oxenbluff, and just pray the others go there as well."



Chapter 6
����������� "Son of a bitch!" Killum cried, sitting up on a stone slab. "Oh man, I hope I didn't just screw up."
����������� He found himself atop a hill overlooking a river. Ancient oaks encircled and shaded him from the morning sun.
How do I know it's morning? he wondered. Killum pointed, naming the cardinal points, "North, east, south, and west. I must've gained the skill of Superhuman, level 1."
����������� Killum rolled off the flat stone "bed" and discovered his brief attire. All he wore was a thin gray tunic that was barely long enough to hide his junk. He discovered he was barefoot in the most painful way, by stepping on a sharp stone. Lots of cursing was involved.
����������� "That hurt. That really hurt," Killum said, and then paid a lot more attention to the crispness, the awesome realistic graphics. "This is the most amazing game ever!" He studied his hands, the leaves, and the grass. "This is indistinguishable from real life." After lifting his tunic to check out his virtual family jewels, "Oh hell, I'm huge. This is better than real life."
����������� The only issue was how startlingly white his current character had become, and how shockingly skinny. But the player carefully walked around the small clearing under the massive oaks to check out this new world. It was a pleasant morning, though a little on the cool side with the wind. Being on top of a hill wasn't helping.
I wonder where Asha is? Killum thought. Did anyone else follow us through?
����������� "Time to fix my character," he muttered and concentrated on his HUD. The HUD popped up and he noticed his face in the upper left corner. He checked out the different icons on the task bar to the right of his face. "Status Table. Perfect."
Current status
:
Name:
Not Selected
Race:
Not Selected
Class:
Not Selected
Level:
10 (0% to next level)
Alignment:
Neutral
Health:
100/100
Strength:
10/10
Endurance:
10/10
Agility:
10
Mana:
N/A
Skills:
(Click to View/Hide)
Possessions:
(Click to View/Hide)
Player Kills:
 0
Deaths:
 0
����������� "I've been reset to default! What kind of shit is this?" Killum cried. "My VR upgrade just became a character downgrade."
����������� He noticed a START button and a blue ? flashing. Killum almost chose the help button, just so he could complain. Instead, he concentrated on the START to see if that would resolve his character issue. A cartoonish avatar appeared before him, floating in the air. It kind of reminded him of a cartoon Martian, but with a wizard's hat instead of a helmet.
����������� "Hello, Edward Kilroy! Welcome to the Hidden Realms. I'm Admin, your virtual assistant in this new world. Shall we get you started on your first adventure?"
����������� "Yes, but can you answer questions?"
����������� "Of course. I'm not just a pretty face."
����������� Killum hesitated. If the Admin was making jokes, then he had to be speaking to a living person. Right? AI weren't smart enough for humor. Right?
����������� "Okay, Admin, I was playing Realm of Battle with four others. I know one of them preceded me through that, um, portal. Can you tell me if everyone came through, and where the others are right now?"
����������� "Well, okay, but I'm not authorized to give critical information about other players, like location," Admin said. "But multiple players came through, one after the other, and they are all at their secret Spawn Sites as we speak."
����������� "Who else came through?"
����������� "I cannot give names, locations, and actual numbers."
����������� "What can you give me?"
����������� "I can give you help in creating your new character," he said. His white-gloved cartoon hands touched the Character icon and a pop-up appeared. It was a perfect likeness of Killum, naked, except for the extreme skinniness, and whiteness. Even his hair was snow white. Then another box popped up in front of that one. "Pick a name, please."
����������� "How about Killum?"
����������� "Interesting name," Admin said. "What's it for? Kill 'em all?"
����������� His name filled the small white box next to NAME, and then became permanent. He noticed the button next to it vanished, taking away his ability to change it easily.
����������� Admin hit the button for RACE.
����������� He shrugged. This was not the time to change things up. "Human and battle-mage for Class."
����������� He noticed the changes in the character's image as he made his choices. Though he remained stark white until he chose "European" under Race. Then the image's skin color turned a normal "white." The pop-up for name, race, and class went away, and Admin flew around him, looking him over.
����������� "I'm sure you want to make some adjustments to your appearance." The avatar pointed at various +/- around the image of his body. "You can adjust your physical appearance with these. I'm afraid you're stuck with that face, though."
����������� "Hey! What's wrong with my face?"
����������� "Nothing, if you're into that kind of look," Admin said, and laughed.
����������� "You're a real comedian," Killum muttered, and studied his image.
����������� "You can actually reach out and touch it," Admin said. "That works faster than using just thoughts, though thoughts work too."
����������� First thing, he noticed his height was listed as 6 feet. Killum tapped that, and found he could scale up to 6 feet 4 inches. Admin advised all races were constrained to certain ranges of height. Then he chose Medium body type, before tapping the +/- for his shoulders to make them as broad as possible, which thickened his upper body and shoulders nicely.
����������� "What about clothes? I'm not stuck in this tunic forever, am I?"
����������� "Of course not," Admin said, flying across to the other side of the image. He tapped WARDROBE. "Each race is given a choice of three outfits to begin with. The spawn tunic will also remain in your wardrobe." He indicated Killum's choices. "Pick one."
����������� First choice was a simple wine red tunic that looked to be linen and hung to about mid-thigh, coupled with blue linen trousers and simple sandals. Both tunic and trousers looked overlarge on the model. Next was a similar outfit, a shirt and trousers of black-dyed leather. He thought it looked a lot like a Ranger's clothes. The last option were dark blue wizard's robes, which he knew some liked but he thought looked too over-the-top.
����������� "Option 2, I guess," he said. "Though, honestly, I don't like any of the options."
����������� Admin snapped his fingers, and the soft black leathers appeared on Killum's body and on the image before him. He prayed the choice didn't prove to be too hot in that world, but the robes looked hotter, and the first option would make him look like a peasant farmer.
Current status
:
Name:
Killum
Race:
Human (European)
Class:
Battle-mage (Novice)
Level:
10 (1% to next level)
Alignment:
Neutral
Health:
100/100
Strength:
10/10
Endurance:
10/10
Agility:
10
Mana:
100
Skills:
(Click to View/Hide)
Possessions:
 (Click to View/Hide)
Player Kills:

0
Deaths:
 0
����������� Killum frowned at his stats. "I have a question, Admin."
����������� "I have an answer."
����������� "I see level, alignment, health, strength, endurance, and even agility, but I don't see others that I'm used to seeing," he said. "Like constitution, luck, spirit, intellect, charisma�"
����������� "Well, honestly, there's nothing we can really do about your intellect, or lack of," Admin said. "This is a grittier, more realistic game we're testing out, Killum. We may add other things in future upgrades, but as it stands this realm of the Game will not pretend you are getting smarter, more clever, or anything. Luck be damned. If you fuck up, you will suffer the consequences. Talent, well that's like intellect, you either have it or you don't. This is your real life, so you are on your own, player. No help from the Game."
����������� "Well, bless your heart," Killum muttered, giving Admin a withering look. "The Game giveth, and the Game taketh a hell of a lot away."
����������� "You have no idea, player," Admin said, wagging his brows. "Besides, it was all explained when you asked to come to this realm."
����������� "What does that mean?" He frowned. The temple prompt just asked if he wanted to enter the Hidden Realms. "I wasn't told anything about this realm."
����������� "Really? Interesting. Well, you'll figure it out in due time," Admin said. He flew over to an icon on the task bar, a square map. He touched it, and a map of the area appeared before Killum. "I'm going to comp you a little help and a hint, since I see by your online profile you are from Austin, Texas. I'm from Houston, so we're practically brothers. This is the map of the Goblin Run River Valley, where you are located." He indicated Killum's location on the map. Then he flew upriver and pointed at a town labeled "Oxenbluff." "This is the closest town, and I highly recommend going there first. Hint. Hint."
����������� Killum smiled. That could only mean his friends were heading toward that town.
����������� "Thank you, little cartoon monkey."
����������� "Um, wizard."
����������� They both laughed.
����������� "Start playing, Killum," Admin said, starting to fade away. "Go forth, sir! Vanquish your enemies! Take their women as your own! Conquer dungeons and kingdoms! Enjoy your newfound immortality! Welcome to the Hidden Realms!"
����������� Killum stared open-mouthed at empty air. What did that all mean? "Did he really say to take my enemies' women as my own? How gritty is this version of the Game? If word gets out, mothers will be marching on Washington."
����������� He started toward the river, planning to follow it to Oxenbluff. If he read the map correctly, it could take the better part of the day to reach the town. Once he had the gang together, then they'd figure out a game plan.
����������� "I think I'm going to like it here."



Chapter 7
����������� Asha marveled at the old-growth forest. Those were the biggest trees she'd ever seen, and their thick canopy a hundred feet above cut out most of the sunlight. The forest floor was cool and almost empty of underbrush. At first, she'd worried her skimpy attire would prove inadequate in protecting her flesh from scratching, tearing underbrush and thorns, but in fact it was only the biting insects she had to worry about.
����������� Her feet were protected by low calf boots sturdier than she originally thought. The forest floor was carpeted by dead leaves, so her passage was relatively quiet. She heard birds above singing merrily, and small animals scampering around just out of sight. Aside from a few squirrels, a remarkably large hare, and a single spotted doe, she hadn't seen much life in the hour she'd been walking.
����������� It hadn't taken her long to realize she had a supernatural ability to discern direction. Was that because she was a sorceress? Or did all players have that ability? Whatever the reason, it made it easy to stay on course toward Oxenbluff.
����������� "What am I going to do if no one else followed me through?"
����������� She heard it before the creek came into view. As soon as Asha saw the gurgling creek she was hit by intense thirst. That was odd.
����������� "This improved virtual reality version is actually pretty impressive," she said. So she hurried over to the creek and knelt. The water was cold and clear, and tasted amazing. And it felt wet like water. It felt exactly like real life. Asha drank ten double-handfuls of water. "I didn't realize I needed water so badly."
����������� She jumped over the creek, careful to not get her new boots wet. The sorceress hadn't taken a dozen steps before a new urge hit her. In the previous version of the Game, she felt a form of hunger and thirst, just not as accurate and as intense as it was in this world. But in the previous version she never had to urinate. She didn't even have the ability to do so, but now she did. And she had to go.
����������� Going was easy enough. Her "skirt" was really a wide belt with a strip of cloth off the front and a wider one off the back. Yeah, she was commando, and not liking it. Something else to mention when I call the company's headquarters tomorrow.
����������� Squatting on the trail, she lifted her skirt out of the way and released. Her bladder was a lot fuller than she realized, but it felt so good. Such a relief. And then she heard shuffling off to her left, followed by what could only be a snicker. Her eyes grew big as her face heated up.
����������� The high elf rose to her feet and glared. "Show yourself, you little perv!"
����������� A dozen goblins in tattered brown tunics charged out from behind trees and raced towards her. All were carrying five foot stabbing spears, and their green faces were painted in stripes of red and white. The goblins had all pulled their long black hair up into topknots.
����������� "Eeks!"
Goblin Warrior (Lvl 7). -2 Dark.
Goblin Warrior (Lvl 3). Neutral.
Goblin Warrior (Lvl 9). -3 Dark.
Goblin Warrior (Lvl 5). Neutral.
����������� Asha turned away from them and ran for all she was worth.
����������� She glanced up at the heavens. "You could've given me a sword or bow and arrows! Even a rusty dagger is better than nothing."
����������� The biggest goblin she'd ever seen in the Game jumped out from behind a massive oak in front of her. The ugly bastard grinned cruelly and thrust his spear at her belly. She noted the spearhead was flint, and the spear's shaft was thick, heavy, and crudely crafted.
Dukk. Goblin Warrior (Lvl 12). -6 Dark. PK: 3.
����������� "Hai!" Asha screamed as she leapt into a flying roundhouse. It was one of her signature moves in the Game, but this time she felt awkward pulling it off. Yet, she still managed to connect her foot to the spear just behind the spearhead, knock it aside, and break the spearhead off when it slammed against the tree. "Ha-ha!"
����������� Confidence flowed through the beautiful elfmaid as she returned to the ground before the goblin. She was only a head taller than the greenish brute, but she grabbed his broken spear with both hands and slammed her knee up between his legs. The goblin warrior's eyes went wide, and then he looked terribly sick as he bent over double.
����������� Asha yanked the spear away from him, which became a staff without the spearhead.
����������� She immediately pounded the staff into the back of the goblin's head, laying him out cold. Then she turned and thrust the staff into the face of the first goblin to reach her. His feet went out from under him, as she stepped forward, spinning the staff around, and bringing the end down between his eyes.
����������� It brought back memories of playing "Kung Fu" with her brothers back in Brighton, using broomsticks for staffs and swords. She'd been really good with a fake staff as a child, and could spin the hell out of them. Looked impressive, anyway.
����������� "Back off, goblins, I am a mighty � Ooff!"
����������� Three of the vicious little monsters plowed into her back. They forced her face first into the ground, knocking a lot of the air out of her lungs. Asha gasped for air, swinging her elbows and kicking wildly. She got in a few good hits, but more goblins piled on.
����������� "Aaagh, you vile vermin! I'll kill you all!" she screamed as her arms were seized and held tight. Then another one stomped down between her shoulder blades. "Uggh!"
����������� She was dragged up onto her knees, forced to face the big goblin she kneed in the gonads. He still looked rather sick, and didn't walk very well. That didn't stop him from kicking her in the belly. Twice.
����������� "Hit her again, Dukk!" another goblin said.
����������� "Elven filth," Dukk growled. Grabbing a fistful of her hair, he yanked Asha's head back and locked eyes with the elf. "You look delicious, elfmaid. I love roasted elf more than anything. Elf meat melts in the mouth."
����������� "What? You wouldn't dare eat me!"
����������� He smiled at her, displaying teeth filed to points. "Truss her up. I'm famished. Let's get her back to the village, cleaned, and roasted."
����������� The goblins bound her wrists, ankles, and knees with rough rope, and then tied her ankles and wrists to a long pole. The pole was hefted up onto the shoulders of a pair of goblins, with her hanging from it. Part of her prayed her friends would show up to rescue her, and another part pray they didn't. It would be so humiliating to be seen like that. Rand would never let her forget it.
����������� It didn't take long to reach the village. Indeed, Asha realized she was heading straight for it. It kind of ticked her off the village wasn't shown on the map. That was critical information.
����������� The goblin village consisted of two dozen round thatch huts. There was a small fire smoldering in front of most of them, with a large cook fire in the middle of the village. Asha spotted goblins of every age, from newborns to bent and feeble elders. Most of the villagers rushed to greet the warriors and fawn over the captured elfmaid.
����������� "We feast tonight!" the big warrior declared. "Meat for everyone!"
����������� "Wait, Dukk," an old goblin shouted. He was slowly walking towards them with a cane. "The elf is barely big enough to give us each a handful of meat. Why don't we sell her in town? She'll bring enough to buy a horse, and that'll be a lot more meat."
����������� "True, but then we'd have to wait another day to eat, Elder Pok."
����������� Pok shook his crooked cane at the warrior. "No one will die of starvation by waiting one day. More meat is better."
����������� "Elf meat tastes better," Dukk replied.
����������� "True, but still more is better."
����������� "Listen to your elder," Asha said. "He's very wise."
����������� Some goblins moved up close and poked at the elf. They pinched her legs, arms, buttocks as if judging how much meat she had to offer. Asha tried to appear smaller.
����������� "Elves are strong. We could keep her as a slave," one of them said. "A couple of half-elf warriors wouldn't hurt the village, either."
����������� "Hey! I'm not a brood mare!" She wondered if the Game could make her virtually pregnant, considered what she'd have to do to get pregnant, and struggled mightily for a moment. "I'd rather be eaten!"
����������� They ignored her as more elders joined the discussion. Asha realized there were three factions arguing. One wanted to eat her. One wanted to sell her to buy a horse or cow. And the third wanted to keep her as a slave and breed her.
����������� Finally, a new figure joined them to settle the stalemate. Asha calmed herself, with some effort, and then concentrated on the newcomer, who carried himself like he was royalty.
Goblin Shaman (Lvl 20). -7 Dark. PK: 1.
A mob, she thought. Asha studied the NPC as he approached. The shaman wore an elaborate fur and feathers headdress, and a rather nasty looking pelt loincloth. His body was covered in tattoos and ritual scaring. She noted several power fetishes hanging off his body. I can actually feel the magic radiating from him. Very powerful.
����������� The shaman motioned for everyone to be quiet. He calmly listened to each side's argument, and then walked around Asha a few times.
����������� "The spirits tell me this elfmaid is dangerous. The longer she lives, the more dangerous she is to us and our village," the shaman said. "Kill her. Eat her."
����������� "Hey! Why aren't you arguing with him?" Asha asked the surrounding villagers. "You have a right to your opinions. Think of all the meat you'll get from a horse!"
����������� "Cut her down and hold her still," Dukk said, pulling a very sharp steel knife. "I'll gut this mouthy elfmaid myself."
����������� "Mouthy?" she cried. "You have no idea how much trouble you are actually in right now."
����������� Asha's bindings were cut. Two warriors seized her arms, yanked the elf to her feet, and held her between them. Dukk came forward, thumbing the keen-edged knife with a look of satisfaction on his twisted face.
����������� "Stay back," she said. Asha struggled, desperate to break free. "I'm warning you."
����������� "I claim her heart," Dukk said. He caught and held her eyes. "I'm going to rip it from your chest, elfmaid, and eat it before your dying eyes."
����������� "I'm not enjoying the game right now," she muttered, and hurriedly called up her HUD. Where is the exit? I have to exit the game before he kills me.
����������� She couldn't find any way to pause or stop the game. No exit. No nothing.
����������� "I'm going to rip someone a new arsehole tomorrow!"
����������� Out of sheer desperation, Asha lashed out to the right with her foot. She connected with the side of goblin's knee, and heard a sickening snap. The goblin wailed in agony, releasing her arm. She punched the other goblin in the throat, breaking free of his weakened grip just seconds before Dukk charged in to kill her.
����������� Ducking under Dukk, she snatched up a spear and dropped into a fighting stance. "I warned you little monsters that � "
����������� Asha's breath whooshed out of her lungs as an arrow pierced her back, with the bloody arrowhead bursting from her chest, right between her boobs. She gawked at it as darkness started closing in all around.
����������� "Oh, that hurts so much."
����������� Blackness consumed her.
Stygian blackness everywhere, lit faintly by flashes of blood red. Nightmarish faces bared their teeth and shouted at her. Asha screamed and writhed, as brutal hands clutched at her body. Someone, or some thing, yanked her hair, while vicious talons ripped her flesh. Pain unimaginable registered when a demonic face sank six-inch fangs into her thigh�
����������� "Aaaaggh!" Asha screamed, sitting up on a flat slab of rock. She was back in her Spawn Site, shaking uncontrollably. "What the hell just happened?"



Chapter 8
����������� Killum slapped his neck, killing the little bloodsucker. He paused to scowl at his surroundings. Those were the biggest, oldest oaks he'd ever seen. The forest canopy was so high and thick barely any sunlight reached the forest floor. It was pleasantly cool down there in the shadows, but the closer to the river he got the more mosquitoes filled the air.
����������� "I wonder who the comedian is who thought adding mosquitoes to the Game was a good idea?" He slapped another one on his left forearm, leaving a bloody smear. "I'd like to meet him in a dark alley."
����������� The river was close. The sound of frogs and crickets increased with every step. Killum marveled at how loud they could be. The city was never that loud.
����������� "I need a beer," he muttered. Thirst hit hard about an hour back. Despite the land being thick with trees, he hadn't crossed any kind of water. Thoughts of the river just made him thirstier. "I can't wait to reach Oxenbluff."
����������� How he was going to pay for that beer or ale was another issue. Killum knew the Game, though, and it would throw something at him to kill. If the mob was sentient, he'd at least win a few coins. Weapons would be better.
����������� "I can't believe they're making me start over from scratch." He shook a fist at the heavens. "I dedicated over two months of my life to Realm of Battle!" He grinned. "I feel much better now."
����������� Moments later he reached the river. The bank was steep, and the water looked deep and slow moving. Killum squatted and surveyed the situation. It wouldn't be easy getting a drink without falling in and getting all wet. He had a feeling being soaked there would be just as miserable as in real life. It was bad enough in the previous realm.
����������� Movement to his left caught his eye. Something was flying low and fast. It took him a moment, and then his jaw dropped as he stared incredulously. Three men on a flying carpet zipped past him, following the river, without seeing him. They were gone before he could call out to them.
����������� "I want a flying carpet."
����������� He followed the river northward, looking for a place to get a drink. It didn't take long to cross a gurgling brook winding down to empty into the river. The water was cold and delicious, and he drank until he was a little uncomfortable.
����������� He spotted a familiar plant. Using a stick, he half-dug, half-pulled the plant up. The thick roots were paler than he expected, but he was pretty sure it was a wild carrot. It was also a lot bigger than he expected. So he returned to the brook and washed the roots off.
����������� And took a bite.
����������� "Mmm, it is a carrot," he said. "Not as good as store-bought, but it's food."
Congratulations! You've learned the survival skill of Foraging! Go forth and find food.
����������� Killum continued on his way, eating the carrot as he went. He studied everything with an eye toward making a weapon. His first thought was to make a bow and arrows, but realized that was much too labor intensive, and he didn't have any of the skills required. Next he looked for a long, straight piece of wood to make a staff, since he didn't have a spearhead. In the end, all he found was a sturdy two-foot length of wood he could use as a club.
����������� "Better than nothing."
����������� Even next to the river the terrain remained hilly, only there were small creeks between some hills. Eventually he found his way blocked by a creek too wide to jump over. Still not willing to get his clothes wet, Killum headed upstream. He got maybe a hundred yards before he heard someone else stomping through the woods.
����������� Ducking behind a tree, he held his club at the ready. As the footsteps grew closer, his heart hammered and it got harder to breathe. If it was a mob, he could waylay it and maybe claim a real weapon and some coins.
I can't level up by merrily trekking through the woods.
����������� Killum peeked at the newcomer. He was small, with a wild mane of red hair and big, bushy beard. He marked the newcomer as a dwarf. Killum noted he wore furs and heavy boots, but didn't see any weapons. He couldn't make out the face yet, so concentrated on the fellow.
Rand. Dwarf warrior (Lvl 11). Neutral.
����������� "Rand!"
����������� "Killum!"
����������� "It's good to see you, my friend," Killum said. "By the way, how have you already leveled up one?"
����������� "I got into a fight with a pair of mobs," he said. "Wolves."
����������� "You survived the attack?"
����������� "Yes, but it was a close one. I had to get creative, and apparently that was enough to level up," Rand said. The dwarf paused, frowning. "I killed one, and chased the other off. Only, the dead wolf didn't vanish like you'd expect a mob to do. I left the body to rot like in the real world. How realistic is this realm?"
����������� Killum stared at him a moment. That was a good question. Which begged the question, what would happen to them if injured or killed? Since he had a spawn site, the battle-mage was almost certain he'd respawn if killed. But what if he got an arm chopped off in a battle?
����������� "Have you seen any of the others?" Rand asked.
����������� "No. Who all came over?"
����������� The dwarf shrugged. "Tiana went after you, and then me. I'm not sure about Fergus. The stupid elf argued against following yours and Asha's examples. He wanted to return to Uhrs and wait for you to join us and tell us what happened to you."
����������� Killum shrugged. "That was prudent."
����������� "Sure, but we don't play the game to be prudent or safe," he said. "Tiana agreed with me, so here I am."
����������� "Well, if he didn't cross over, then he'll have to fight his way through Deadman's Swamp and the dungeon again to keep playing with us." Killum looked around. "If we decide to continue playing in this realm, though I can't think of why we wouldn't. These graphics are insane."
����������� "I know. I have to keep reminding myself that this is virtual reality, not real life." He paused to study Killum's club, before looking around. "Are you heading for the town of Oxenburg?"
����������� "Oxenbluff," Killum said. "Yes. The Admin I spoke to strongly hinted that it would be a good place to go."
����������� "Mine, too. But he refused to confirm anyone else passed through, not even you guys who went first." He picked up a fist-sized rock, pulled some vines off a tree trunk, and bound the rock inside a fork at the end of a foot long length of wood. "A stone axe!"
����������� Killum gave it a doubtful look. Rand seemed awful proud of it, so he refrained from commenting, but there was no way that thing would stay together past the first blow. It might've worked if the realm wasn't so realistic.
����������� "How did you kill a wolf without any weapons?"
����������� "I'm a warrior and strong as a bull, so lured the wolf in close," Rand said, eyes bright with glee. "I grabbed him, held him in a headlock for a second� And then I snapped his neck! It was awesome." He puffed out his chest, brandishing his new stone-age axe. "I am a warrior!"
����������� The battle-mage couldn't argue with success. So they headed up the creek until it was narrow enough for Rand to cross. After checking his map, and using the zoom in and out function to determine the river bent dramatically ahead, they struck out due north instead of following the creek back down.
����������� "I saw humans following the river and heading northward," Killum said. He grinned at Rand. "On a flying carpet."
����������� "Oh man, we could cover a lot of ground with a flying carpet," the dwarf said. "And make Asha power it with her magic."
����������� Killum quickly learned why the river twisted so dramatically. Unfortunately, there was a big hill on his side of the river, too, and his chosen path took them right over the top of it. The stupid map didn't show elevation. The map made the entire Goblin Run River Valley look flat as a table, when it was incredibly hilly. He and Rand worked up a sweat climbing that hill.
����������� "Maybe they could make this realm a little less realistic," Rand gasped out as they neared the peak. "Or put the towns closer together."
����������� Killum threw out an arm to stop Rand. "What the hell is that? A nest?"
����������� The top of the hill was clear, but the crest appeared to be fortified with a massive weave of branches. Killum's first thought was there was a village within, but then he recognized the shape.
����������� "Impossible. What would make a giant nest like that?" Rand said. "It has to be at least twenty feet in diameter."
����������� "I'd say more than thirty," Killum replied. "Dragon's nest?"
����������� Rand's eyes grew as big as saucers. "No. No, can't be. Dragons live in caves. Maybe a giant eagle or a roc."
����������� "Since there's no such thing as dragons in the real world, the game designers could make them nest like birds," he said. "Game designers make their own rules. Whether dragon or giant eagle, it would have to be humongous to build such a big nest."
����������� The battle-mage started towards it. "Come on, it'll be fun to check it out."
����������� "Listen." Rand stopped him. They froze, cocking their heads to hear better. There was a rustling sound coming from the nest. Rand continued with a whisper, "There could be baby dragons in it big enough to eat us. Let's get out of here before Momma Monster returns."
����������� "You're afraid of dying?"
����������� "No, but I find the prospect of being eaten alive freaky."
����������� Killum paused to consider that. Now that he thought about it� "You're right."
����������� So they began circling around the nest, while watching it warily. The nest fascinated Killum, but Rand was correct. He'd come too far to get killed and sent back to his Spawn Site, despite how awesome seeing baby dragons would be.
����������� Once out of sight of the nest, Rand took the lead and picked up the pace. Killum grinned. If the dwarf had an axe and shield, he would've been the first one in that nest. Unarmed, he avoided a fight like the plague.
����������� As they neared the river, the air grew more and more humid. Killum listened for the songs of frogs and insects, but they were strangely silent. And then he heard it.
����������� "Stop," the battle-mage said. "Don't you hear it?"
����������� There were angry shouts just at the edge of hearing. It sounded like a man and woman. Were a husband and wife fighting? That would really make this realm realistic. And then they heard a bellow.
����������� "Troll!" Rand whispered, dropping to one knee. "We can turn more to the right and avoid him."
����������� "Yes, but what if the troll is attacking one of our friends?" he said. "We should at least check it out."
����������� Rand chewed on his mustache a second, before nodding and standing up. "I can test my new stone axe on his worthless hide."
����������� "That's the spirit."
����������� They moved quickly and quietly down to the river. Killum's worst concerns proved correct. A ten-foot tall troll with a roughly crafted, stone-tipped spear had Fergus and Tiana backed up again a twenty foot cliff. The troll wore an uncured pelt wrapped around his hips, with a rope belt. What looked like a two-handed claymore sword was at the monster's side.
He probably uses the sword as a knife, Killum thought as he concentrated on the troll.
Troll (Lvl 12).
����������� The situation looked bad. The troll was rather skinny and ill-fed, so was probably driven by extreme hunger more than anything. He wouldn't abandon his prey easily, if at all. The riverbanks were very rocky at that location, but anything large enough to hurt a troll was too heavy for any of them to throw. Unless�
����������� "Rand, go over and distract the troll, but don't pull him away from Tiana and Fergus," Killum said. He pointed to the top of the cliff. "I'm going up there and throwing the biggest rock I can find down on his head. That ought to kill him."
����������� "Hey, why do I get the more dangerous job?"
����������� "You have an axe."
����������� "True. Okay."
����������� After giving the dwarf a friendly clap on the back, Killum headed for the cliff looming over his friends. "Don't get yourself killed. It's a long walk back from our Spawn Sites."
����������� The river's past flood waters had eaten away about half of a hill. Trees and rocks were all that held the remaining hill together. Killum found a basketball sized rock about halfway up, so struggled with its awkward weight the last half of the way.
This rock is almost as big as the troll's head. He looked over the edge of the cliff at the raging troll below. After a wave to Rand, the dwarf ran out of the woods yelling at the top of his lungs. He made enough racket to sound like a full cavalry charge. That made the troll stop and look. If this doesn't kill him, I don't know what will.
����������� Killum threw the rock like an oversized shot put. For a second he worried he missed the troll. Then the troll turned back toward the elf and thief, and the rock smashed into the top of his head. The battle-mage's breath caught when the troll looked up at him, but then the monster's eyes crossed and he toppled over backwards.
Congratulations! You've earned enough experience points to move up one level. You are now a Level 11 Battle-mage!
����������� "Wahoo!" Rand cried. "We did it!" He ran up to the troll and whacked it in the forehead with his stone axe, which disintegrated upon impact. "Damn. He broke my axe."
����������� "Where did you get the axe?" Fergus asked.
����������� "Um, I took it off a goblin."
����������� Killum arched a brow and shook his head. That's probably why Rand didn't say anything about earning a skill when he made it.
����������� Rand was still hugging Tiana when Killum reached them. Tiana looked a little annoyed, but still grateful for being saved. But he understood why Rand was so fixated on her. This realm's version of Tiana was stunning.
Tiana. Human thief (Lvl 10). Neutral.
����������� Tiana's wild mane of flame red hair drew his attention first. And then he noticed the shapely body under her plain brown tunic and trousers. And her eyes were an incredible shade of blue.
����������� "Damn, Tiana, you're going to find it hard to blend into the crowd looking like that," Killum said.
����������� The hot redhead looked down at her body. She smoothed her tunic down, stretching the rough fabric tighter across large, high breasts and a flat, toned belly. Killum's breath caught.
����������� Tiana frowned. "You think?"
����������� Fergus barked a laugh. Killum shook his head and turned to check him out.
Fergus. Elven ranger (Lvl 10). Neutral.
����������� The ranger wore a green linen shirt and brown trousers. He still had that blonde, blue-eyed, long-hair and goatee Earl Flynn look, only with tilted elven eyes and pointed ears. Fergus still carried himself with the same calm self-assurance, despite just being saved from a hungry troll.
����������� Turning to the dead troll. "I claim that big claymore sword since I killed him."
����������� The battle-mage walked over to the troll and pulled the sword out from under the mob's rope belt. He noticed the long, wide blade had lots of deep nicks in its edge, and was quite rusty. Still, it was better than nothing.
����������� And then the troll sat up. Killum froze, and slowly turned to face the stunned looking mob. The monster's face twisted with rage. Killum stepped forward to thrust his new blade through the troll's throat as Tiana screamed and the other two shouted warnings.
����������� Killum realized his mistake too late. The troll was faster than he realized, so was able to pick up his spear and thrust. The flint spearhead pierced Killum's chest, and came out his back. The point of his sword thrust through the troll's neck at the same time.
����������� Darkness moved in from all directions as Killum silently cursed his stupidity, and watched the troll die. At least I killed him, too.
����������� Blackness slammed in all around.
Stygian blackness everywhere, lit faintly by flashes of blood red. Nightmarish faces bared their teeth and shouted at him. Killum screamed and thrashed about as brutal hands clutched at his body. Monsters that could only be demons clawed at him, tearing his flesh in a dozen places. The pain was beyond comprehension. And then a huge red, winged demon grabbed him, and sank its fangs deep into Killum's throat�
����������� "Nooo!" Killum screamed, sitting up. He fell off the stone bed, looking all around with wild eyes for an attack. It took a long moment to calm down and realize he was back at his Spawn Site. "Getting killed in this realm sucks!"



Chapter 9
����������� Killum slowly crumbled to the ground. Fergus looked at the troll, now with a sword thrust through his throat. The fact the mob survived the rock to the head was worrisome.
����������� "Are the monsters harder to kill in this realm?" Fergus asked.
����������� Rand shrugged. "I killed a wolf with my bare hands, but then I am a powerful dwarf warrior after all."
����������� The ranger looked over Rand's head at Tiana, who returned his gaze with amused eyes. She shrugged, and he shook his head woefully. Rand was a character. Maybe it wasn't an act. Maybe the dwarf really believed it. Fergus looked around, and found everything very believable.
����������� "I'll take the sword, since I'm the only one large enough to wield it," Fergus said.
����������� They all stopped and watched Killum's body fade away. His "club" was all that remained. Rand quickly snatched it up as his own.
����������� "I get his purse," Tiana cried, darting forward.
����������� Fergus didn't see a purse. Besides, where would any of them get a coin purse so quickly? But then she moved past the battle-mage's death spot, and climbed up onto the troll's body.
����������� "Be careful, girl. That mob probably has virtual flees and lice," Fergus said. "He's smells rancid."
����������� "Oh my god, you're right! I can actually smell him," Tiana turned delighted eyes back at him. "This realm is amazing." The thief waved her hand before her screwed up face. "He smells worse that one of Rand's battle farts." She reached down to the dead mob's waist and pulled away a leather coin purse. Tiana poured the contents out in her palm. "Yes! Twenty-one copper shekels, and two silvers! I'm rich!"
����������� That was interesting. This realm had trolls interacting with other races similar to how it went down in their previous realm. In cities trolls traded with others, but killed and ate them in the countryside. So it was another lawless realm.
����������� Fergus grinned. This is going to be so much fun.
����������� "Do you think Killum will return to this spot?" Rand asked. "Or go to Oxenbur� I mean Oxenbluff."
����������� "He might come back here, since it's on the way to the town," Fergus said. "But I'm not going to wait. We'll just be wasting our time here if he goes straight to Oxenbluff."
����������� "I agree," Tiana said. "I'm eager to reach any town so I can start leveling up and working on my skills." She turned to Rand. "So, have you or Killum seen Asha?"
����������� "No. She came over first, so might already be in Oxenbluff."
����������� Fergus couldn't argue that point. Her Spawn Site might even be close to that town, or on the other side of the town. After all, his Admin just said everyone was spawned in this valley, not where.
����������� The ranger led the way back into the forest. He quickly found a game trail, making it easier to travel. As best he could tell, he was the only one who looked for game trails. The others just smashed through the forest like barbarians, making a god-awful amount of noise. Only Asha, a fellow elf, seemed able to traverse forests effortlessly. He assumed she was still an elven sorceress in this new realm, so really could already be in Oxenbluff.
I'd already be there if I didn't have first Tiana, and now Rand, holding me back.
����������� The game trail didn't follow the river, but drew close at different points. It was going in the right direction, so Fergus stuck to it. He set a brutal pace for poor Rand, and soon had the dwarf huffing and puffing. Tiana fared a little better.
����������� "Let's take a break next to this creek," Rand called. The creek ran through the middle of a small clearing where a mighty oak had fallen. The remnants of the ancient tree could just be made out in the knee high grass, but it left a nice opening high enough to see for many miles. "Tiana looks tired."
����������� The thief didn't correct him, so Fergus stopped. They all took their fill of the cool, sweet water. Then they sat on the rotting trunk, Tiana in the middle, and studied the land to the west. Hazy purple mountains were off in the distance, with rolling hills as far as the eye could see. They couldn't see the river, but there were a lot of birds of prey gliding above it.
����������� And then he saw it.
Dragon (Lvl 26). Neutral.
����������� "Is that really a dragon?" Fergus asked, rising to his feet. He studied the tiny figure flying in the distance. "That's amazing. And I think there's a rider upon it."
����������� "You're eyes are better than mine," Tiana said. "I can see the dragon, but it's too far away to make out anyone riding it."
����������� "Killum and I came across a giant nest atop a hill," Rand said. "We heard something inside it, so didn't check it out. But it was big enough to be a dragon's nest."
����������� "Do dragons make nests?" Tiana asked.
����������� Fergus shrugged. "The game designers can have them do anything they want, but it does seem odd to have dragons nest like birds."
����������� "Well, maybe so," Rand said. "Killum also said he spotted some guys on a flying carpet following the river northward."
����������� "Wow. We seem to have more than one option to fly in his realm," Fergus said. "Personally, I'd prefer the flying carpet."
����������� "I know. A dragon might eat you," Tiana replied.
����������� "Naw, Fergus is such a sourpuss he would upset the dragon's stomach," Rand said. He winked at Tiana. His eyes looked her up and down, lingering on her breasts. "But I bet you'd be delicious."
����������� "I'll poke an eyeball out if you keep leering at me like that," she said.
����������� "But I think we can actually do it in this realm," Rand said. He scooted a little closer, which made Tiana slide away a bit. "Our bodies are perfectly formed, and capable of doing anything here that we can do in real life."
����������� "That sucks for you," Tiana said. "Because I wouldn't sleep with you in the real world, either."
����������� Rand and Fergus chuckled. Tiana gave them both dirty looks.
����������� "I admire your tenacity, dwarf, but one of these days you're going to go too far and Tiana or Asha is going to slay you," Fergus said. "I hope I'm there to witness it."
����������� "At least I'm man enough to try."
����������� "You're not a man," the ranger said. "You are a dwarf."
����������� "Screw you."
����������� "Just like Tiana, I won't sleep with your either," Fergus said. He started laughing, "But thanks for the love."
����������� Tiana burst out laughing. Rand scowled at them, but soon even he couldn't keep from laughing. Then the dwarf lifted a leg and ripped out a loud fart. That sent the other two rushing upwind. Fergus veered back to the game trail, waving for them to follow. They weren't going to reach Oxenbluff before dark by sitting on their butts.
����������� "We need to figure out how we can level up, gain some skills, and get better weapons," Fergus said. "This realm seems to be a little more difficult in those areas."
����������� "I like harder," Rand said. "It makes the game more interesting, but they did go a little overboard on the realistic aspects of this world."
����������� "Right now I'm only interested in something to eat," Tiana replied. "My stomach is growling. Seriously, it sounds like an angry cat."
����������� Fergus slanted a look at her. He was hungry, but not that hungry. But the longer they played, the more realistic that realm seemed. It made him wonder how painful Killum's death was when the troll thrust a huge spear through his heart.
����������� "Maybe not every aspect of enhanced reality is good," he muttered. He checked his map. "The town seems to be just a few miles away. We'll find a pub or tavern, and wait for Killum and Asha. Tiana's buying, since she has money. Once we're all together, then we can set up a time to meet up and start exploring this place."
����������� He was getting tired. Fergus would rather eat in real life than in the Game. Besides, he needed some time to contemplate the new realm. There had to be something on the Internet about it, and maybe he could find some hacks to improve his lot in the Game.
����������� "It'll be epic," Rand said. "The mob bards will be singing my name within a month!"
����������� Fergus picked up the pace. Rand groaned, but said nothing. Even Tiana sounded like she was struggling to keep up. He didn't care. Reaching town was imperative. Hopefully, Asha would already be there. Then they'd only have to wait for Killum to join them.
����������� Less than half an hour later, they walked out of the woods and into farmland. The town could be seen in the distance, atop a bluff over the river. A dark, smoky haze hovered over Oxenbluff.
����������� "Lots of peasant farmer mobs," Tiana said. "Maybe I can steal a few purses."
����������� The ranger didn't answer. None of the farmers were on the road. And what a road. If it wasn't for the ox cart ruts, he'd never call it a road. Also, fields were separated by low stone walls, which also lined the road all the way to town. And it was the crookedest road he�d ever seen.
����������� It was late afternoon when they reached Oxenbluff. Well, technically they reached the suburbs. Really, it was a dirty looking shantytown. All of the structures looked haphazardly thrown together. Nothing was over two stories high, and few even bothered with a second floor. He could see wide stretches of blackened ruin where buildings recently burned down. Even the muddy streets were black with ash.
����������� "I swear, every fantasy race is represented here," Tiana said. "I see elves, drows, an ogre, and even a pair of orks."
����������� "Yeah, don't look, but some goblins are following us," Fergus whispered. "I don't think they want to welcome us to town, either."
����������� "I saw them. They were all sitting in a beer garden we passed," Tiana said. "They definitely plan to rob us. I'm missing my enchanted mantle big time."
����������� Fergus studied the streets and the people crowded within those twisting, narrow corridors. It would be hard to run through that packed humanity. He glanced at their pursuit.
Goblin warrior (Lvl 2). -1 Dark.

Goblin hunter (Lvl 7). -9 Dark. PK: 5.

Goblin farmer (Lvl 4). -2 Dark. PK: 1.
����������� And those were just the ones in front. Very Dark, with way too many PKs for such low levels. Not a good sign.
����������� "They're closing on us," he said. Pointing at the town gate. "We have to reach the gate before they catch us."
����������� The path to the gate was not obvious. Time was running out. And with only him having a real weapon, it didn't look good.



Chapter 10
����������� The elfmaid stopped, panting lightly. A smile spread across her face as she looked across cultivated fields. The town of Oxenbluff at last.
����������� "I've never felt so alive," Asha whispered, glancing back into the woods.
����������� To help avoid the goblins that killed her, the elven sorceress tested her elven roots and ran through the forest. Asha might be a Desert Elf, but she loved running through the forest. And her elven body could do it for hours on end. Now she wanted to run everywhere.
����������� The sun was low on the western horizon. She smiled, feeling relief at making it to Oxenbluff before dark. Hopefully, her friends would be waiting for her inside the town.
����������� "I just have to find the pub in which they are getting drunk."
����������� That gave her pause. Could they actually get drunk from drinking in this realm? In the previous realm she'd gotten "drunk" a few times, but she never felt anything. Her character's movements would slow, it would be hard to walk a straight line, and such. In this new improved VR realm, Asha was pretty sure she'd feel the effects of alcohol more profoundly.
����������� "I'll find out soon enough," she said, and took off at a fast trot. "Since I'm stuck here, getting wasted tonight sounds pretty good."
����������� After being killed, Asha spend a good bit of time scouring through her HUD and checking all of her options. There was NO EXIT. Being killed didn't kick her out of the Game, and she didn't have an option to leave it and return to the real world. But she couldn't believe there was absolutely no way to leave the game.
����������� Asha just had to find it.
����������� Just as bad, the HELP option had vanished. She could not ask for help, or talk to that annoying Admin. Asha had a moment of panic when it sank in that she was trapped inside the Game. The long run to Oxenbluff had helped to calm her down.
����������� "I might be in the Game for a while," she muttered. "Customer service is really going to get an earful now."
����������� She approached the town from the east. The river ran north and south, with Oxenbluff on a bluff on the eastern side of the river. Farmland encircled the town, with a village on the other side of the river and more farmland. The elfmaid didn't study agriculture in the real world, but it looked like enough farmland to feed the small town.
����������� The narrow, muddy roads between the farms were anything but straight. And they could easily get crowded, forcing her to a walk more than once. Asha wondered if she was the only one in a hurry in that world.
����������� "My lord, oxen are slow," she muttered as she squeezed past an ox cart.
����������� "Hiya, sweetie. You want a ride?" the peasant up on the cart asked and wagged his brows suggestively. "I'll give you a long, hard ride into town."
����������� Her jaw dropped. Mobs rarely spoke to her in the other realm, except to challenge her to a fight or make some rude comment. Though, his comment was sexual, and rude, it was the first time a mob propositioned her. But he seemed different, so she concentrated on him.
Jarl. Human freeman farmer (Lvl 28). +2 Light. PK: 2.
����������� "You're a player!"
����������� "You know I am, baby, and if you'll � " Jarl stopped, and his eyes narrowed for a second. "Oh, you're an Immortal. Sorry. I thought you were a mob. Elf mobs are generally pretty frisky and always looking for a good time." He grinned at her. "Don't be surprised if you get hit on a lot in town."
����������� "Great," she whispered and sighed. "Maybe this realm is too much like real life."
����������� Asha turned to leave, but something he said registered. "Why did you call me an 'Immortal' instead of a player?"
����������� The farmer shrugged. "The mobs here think all players are immortal, since we come back after death. Mobs just die."
����������� "Are Immortals revered?"
����������� "Ha! The opposite. So be careful. It's only a crime to kill an Immortal if he or she is a citizen of the town," Jarl said. "Fortunately, I'm one of the Founding Fathers of Oxenbluff, so I'm a citizen and protected from random violence. You'll be fair game, though."
����������� "Can mobs in this realm determine if we are Immortals the same way we see who is a player?"
����������� "No, they don't see any of the gaming stuff like us," he said. "It's not a game to them. Hell, it's not really a game anymore for us Immortals. This is our new reality, baby."
����������� Asha nodded, looking all around. That realm was indistinguishable from real life. She felt alive. And from Jarl's proposition and following comments, they could do anything in VR that they could do in RL.
����������� "Not necessarily a good thing," she whispered. Then to the farmer. "Thank you, Jarl. You've been very informative. Good-bye."
����������� She studied the town as she approached. The town of Oxenbluff was difficult to see behind high stone walls. Asha did see wooden palisades and a stone tower in the middle of the town, at its highest point. Other than that, all she could see were the thatch roofs of buildings. Outside the town walls was another problem.
����������� Shantytowns in real life and in the Game are never good places. The one outside Oxenbluff's curtain wall looked particularly dangerous. The dark smoke cloud above the shantytown was thicker than what was above the city.
����������� She slowed to a walk upon passing into the shantytown. Every race represented in the Game was there. Minotaur, goblin, and human street urchins co-mingled as they wove through the street crowd, laughing and shouting as they ran with their barking dogs. Adults of every race swatted and cursed at them. Asha spotted a street vendor selling sausages wrapped in flatbread, making her stomach rumble.
����������� "I'll kill you!" a minotaur bellowed. "You honorless swine!"
����������� The eight foot tall brown and white furred minotaur was squared off with another one. The second minotaur was a mottled gray, with especially wide horns decorated with silver bands. Both of them wore loincloths, with long swords at their hips. But they started out throwing fists.
����������� Hearing footsteps behind her, Asha turned to see a pair of human men in black tunics. They had scary eyes, and then she realized they were looking at her. Before the danger registered, one of them hit her with a right cross to the jaw.
����������� "Uggh!"
����������� Black and white flashed behind her eyes, and pain ripped through her head, and down her neck. Asha felt her body go limp, and then two sets of hands seized her. They dragged her away and into a dark place. The elfmaid was shoved against a rough wall and their hands were everywhere.
����������� "Bitch ain't got no coin," one said.
����������� "Damn," the other said. "Check her out. She's just a level 11. I bet this is her first day here."
����������� "Well that sucks," the other said.
����������� Asha's wits returned, while her head throbbed. She concentrated on the man to her right.
Pawl. Human barbarian warrior (Lvl 23). -7 Dark. PK: 22.
����������� "Please. I just got here. I have nothing to take."
����������� The other mugger grabbed a fistful of her hair. "Wanna bet, elf? Slavers will pay a pretty penny for your sweet round butt."
����������� She checked him out.
Uthor. Human soldier (Lvl 20). -13 Dark. PK: 29.
����������� "Oh my, you're both minions of evil," she said. They grinned cruelly at her. She gave them a single nod, and then grabbed the hilt of Uthor's short sword. "I kill Dark minions!"
����������� Pawl screamed something in a language she didn't understand, but sounded Slavic. The short sword came out with a scary Zzziiipp. Asha flicked her wrist, sending the keen-edged blade across Pawl's throat. As he stumbled away, clutching his throat, Uthor turned and ran. The sorceress took off after him, and caught him just before he reached the street.
Congratulations! You've learned the Battle Skill of Swordsmanship! Slay your enemies! Conquer the world!
����������� "Ah, bitch," he growled after she thrust the sword through his back, piercing a lung. "My respawn site is just outside town, so I'll be looking for your ass soon enou�"
����������� Asha stared down at him a long moment. It hadn't occurred to her that he could return to town that fast. She glanced at Pawl's body, and he was starting to fade away. And then she had another terrible thought.
����������� "Oh my god, I have two PKs now."
����������� Uthor faded away and she noticed he dropped something: A dark red leather coin purse, the sword's scabbard, and a long belt knife. When she checked where Pawl died, she found another knife and a cloth coin purse.
����������� She pushed Pawl's purse into the one she took from Uthor, buckled the sword belt around her waist, and sheathed the sword. The elfmaid attached one knife at the small of her back, half-hidden by her long hair, and the other opposite the sword. The coin purse hung off the belt next to the buckle.
����������� "Before I leave, I better see what the damage is," Asha whispered, and pulled up her stats. And then opened up Skills and Possessions.
Current status
:
Name:
Asha
Race:
High Elf (Desert Tribes)
Class:
Sorceress (Novice)
Level:
11 (29% to next level)
Alignment:
Neutral
Health:
96/100
Strength:
8/10
Endurance:
9/10
Agility:
10
Mana:
100
Skills:
(Click to View/Hide)
Battle skills:
Swordsmanship (Lvl 1)
Possessions:
(Click to View/Hide)
Weapons: 
Short sword.
Dwarven long knife.
Ork belt knife, single-edge.
Armor:
N/A
Money/shekels:
0 gold, 1 silver, 13 copper shekels
Wardrobe: 
Spawn tunic (Cotton)
Elven Sorceress dress (Silk).
Purple. Two piece (Halter and slit skirt).
Player Kills:
 2
Deaths:
 1
����������� She grimaced. "I'm saddled with two PKs, but gained a few coins and some average quality weapons. At least I didn't go Dark." Then she regarded the last line. "Why is it showing that I've died once?"
����������� Asha worried more about the PKs, since too many of them might push her toward the Darkness. In the previous realm, five PKs earned a player one point toward the Dark. So she needed to earn some Light points, and fast.
����������� "I have a bad feeling this realm is going to force me to do a lot more killing," she muttered as she returned to the street. A few mobs did double-takes, as if they were surprised it was her to emerge, not the two muggers. At least two of the mobs gave her wary looks when they noticed the sword that now rode her left hip.
����������� The elven sorceress headed toward the gate into the city. She moved quickly, with frequent glances back over her shoulder. No telling how fast Pawl and Uthor would return looking for vengeance.



Chapter 11
����������� The forest was eerily quiet. Killum slowed down, hoping it was his presence that made all of the animals stop singing. Yet, they hadn't been concerned about him up until then.
����������� A terrifying roar thundered through the forest. The battle-mage dropped to his belly, while looking all around for an attack. The roar sounded again, and he realized it was coming from straight ahead. So Killum climbed to his feet and continued more slowly. Soon he recognized where he was.
����������� "The nest," he whispered, a thrill racing up his spine. "I can find out what it is. Raptor or dragon."
����������� It could even be some new monster found only in that game, in that realm.
����������� The human battle-mage moved with all of the stealth he could muster. He found comfort within the old-growth forest, figuring the trees were thick enough to slow down the biggest dragon if he had to make a run for it. And he couldn't imagine a giant eagle pursuing him into the confines of the forest.
����������� "My luck it'll be a giant snake," he said. "But then I can tell Rand what it's like to be eaten alive. That'll freak him out."
����������� He saw movement as he neared the top of the hill. A moment later Killum spotted his first real live dragon, in fully enhanced VR glory. The four-legged monster had to be a hundred and fifty feet long, from pointy snout to the tip of her tail. The tail was not barbed, which was disappointing for some reason. But all of the vicious looking horns and spikes on the beast's head and spine made up for it.
����������� "Holy crap. It's beautiful."
Dragon (Lvl 9). Neutral.
����������� Momma dragon was a dark red, with black and dark yellow markings. Most of the horns on her head, some as long as he was tall, were tipped with yellow. The dragon's eyes were bigger than his head, red, and had slit pupils. And her wings were black and leathery.
����������� The dragon roared again, spread her wings, and leapt into the air. Killum watched her spiraling upward until the dragon veered to the east and flew away. He sighed, all tingly inside. His friends were going to be so jealous when he told them about the dragon.
����������� He started to turn away. There was still a long way to go before he reached Oxenbluff. But his eyes were drawn back to the nest. Rand wasn't there to stop him this time, so Killum started up to check it out.
It'll be embarrassing if I get myself killed again, he thought. Be careful, Eddie. Momma might've raised a fool, but I don't need to prove it here and now.
����������� The battle-mage moved as quietly as he could, while listening for any inhabitants inside the nest. It was nice and quiet, so he felt confident when he started climbing up the nest's woven side.
����������� "Holy moly, Batman," Killum whispered, eyes wide and incredulous. "Baby dragons."
����������� There were two dragons and one more egg. The little monsters were as big as Rand, but so young their egg shells were still in the nest. Both baby dragons were snuggled together asleep.
����������� The remaining egg was on Killum's side of the nest, just a few feet away. He sucked on his lip, looking all around. Mostly looking up for danger.
I bet that egg is worth a lot in town.
����������� He would need money for weapons and spells, and maybe even some armor. A horse would be nice, because he was already getting tired of walking. Literally getting tired.
����������� Killum eased over the side and into the nest. He stopped to scan for danger again, before moving up to the egg. It was bigger than he originally thought, but lighter than it looked. And it wasn't a hard shell, but a leathery thing. He was able to lift it without too much effort, feeling heat radiating from it. So he slowly crawled back out of the nest, carefully balancing the dragon egg on his shoulder.
����������� With the egg held in both arms, Killum headed toward town. He had to stop and rest a lot more often. At one point he considered rolling the egg to town, but decided if the dragon was close to hatching, that might kill it. At the very least the baby dragon would get dizzy.
����������� So the sun was touching the western horizon by the time he reached Oxenbluff. Killum noticed all of the people on the roads between the farms, and got worried.
����������� "I'll leave it here, and ask about selling it in town," he said. "I've already been killed on my first day. I don't want to get robbed, too."
����������� To his surprise, about every third peasant he passed proved to be a player. None of them spoke to him, so he didn't engage either. He hurried into the rag-tag shantytown and located a merchant in expensive looking robes.
Colum. Human merchant (Lvl 34). +18 Light.
����������� "Excuse me, merchant," Killum said, giving a quick bow. "I just arrived in town. May I ask a question?"
����������� His two ork bodyguards moved closer, hands on hilts. The mobs gave Killum dark looks. The fact they were level 20 and 31 warriors was worrisome.
����������� "As long as it doesn't cost me anything, battle-mage," Colum said.
����������� "Thank you, sir. You are very kind, sir," he said. "If a man found a dragon's nest�" The merchant perked up, as did several unsavory characters within hearing. "And managed to steal an unhatched egg, where might one sell such a thing?"
����������� "I might be interested," Colum said. "If the hatchling inside is still alive."
����������� "There were two others, both freshly hatched," Killum said. "And this egg is radiating heat, so I assume it is still alive and will hatch shortly."
����������� The merchant's dark eyes filled with mercenary glee. Others moved towards them.
����������� "I'll give you ten silver shekels for the egg," another man said.
����������� "Eleven," Colum said.
����������� Others started bidding. Killum didn't have to say a word. They competed with each other. He did check out everyone bidding. All were players. Most were aligned with the Dark, which didn't bode well in any dealings with them. Thankfully, Colum won the bidding war.
����������� "The egg is yours, my friend," Killum said, holding out his hand. "I believe you bid fifteen silver and fifty copper shekels."
����������� "I don't see the egg."
����������� "I'll take you to it as soon as you pay me," he said. When the merchant hesitated, giving him a wary look. "Don't worry, merchant. I'm unarmed, and you have two big, burly bodyguards protecting you and your purchase." He leaned in and whispered, "Besides, we both know I'm so new to this realm I don't dare cheat anyone, especially not such a powerful and experienced player as yourself."
����������� "Hmm, a little too ingratiating for my tastes, but you are correct," Colum said, and counted out the agreed upon sum into Killum's hand. Then he smiled. "I'll sell you a coin purse for five copper shekels."
����������� "That's kind of expensive."
����������� "So is your dragon egg."
����������� Killum paid him the five shekels, and received an undyed leather purse. He led the merchant back up the road, while the two orks ensured no one followed. Colum did grab a street urchin, whispered something to him, and gave the little boy a copper piece.
����������� "What was that about?" Killum asked.
����������� "Insurance."
����������� That sounded ominous, but what was he to do? Killum led the merchant back to the forest, and to the spot he hid the egg. He panicked when he saw the dragon was well into hatching, having torn enough shell away to thrust his little pointed head through. But the merchant cried out in joy and rushed to claim it. His bodyguards followed, and Killum made good his escape.
����������� He took a different route back into town, noticing some more armed men hurrying up the road toward the merchant. Killum didn't know if those men were friends or foes of Colum, but assumed they were the "insurance" he sent the urchin to summon.
����������� A bell rang from behind the town walls just as he reached the edge of shantytown. He looked up in time to see the town gate boom closed as people raced in and out. Killum let out a gust of air, feeling that the wind was kicked out of his sails.
����������� "I didn't make it in time. I bet the others are all inside waiting for me."
����������� Killum considered exiting the game and calling it a day. It's been his experience that the time of day in the game mirrored that in the real world, though the Game ran on Pacific Standard Time. That meant it was already two hours past sunset where he lived in Austin, Texas. But then he spotted a beer garden, with some very scantily clad serving girls.
Human serving girl (Lvl 5). Easy virtue.
����������� "Well now, this realm seems to have other perks that need to be explored."
����������� Killum hurried over and found a table. There were five serving girls; three were human and all blonde, blue-eyed beauties with bikini model faces and bodies. Their clothes made Asha's outfits look matronly.
����������� "Hello, milord, how may I serve you?" one of the girls asked in the most sultry voice imaginable.
����������� "I'm Killum. What's your name, beautiful?"
����������� "Bambi," she said with a giggle and wiggle. She bit her lip while looking him over, eyes lingering on his heavy purse. "I'm going to take such good care of you tonight, milord."



Chapter 12
����������� The streets of Oxenbluff were pretty dry, compared to those down in the shantytown, and a lot less crowded. Overall, the residents dressed better, too. But as the end of the day neared, she noticed the poorest looking people of all races were heading for the gates.
They probably can't afford to live in the town proper, Asha thought.
����������� It became dark in the town's narrow streets long before sundown. The houses were all half-timbered, though many had stone ground floors. Only the widest, main thoroughfares were paved with cobblestone. The rest were hard-packed earth. She noticed a pair of elves, male and female, astride magnificent horses, and a lone armored knight who was mounted, but everyone else walked. Even the ox carts were hand-led, not driven.
����������� None of the windows had glass. Just open air, with heavy wooden shutters to close and secure them. Half of the ground floor shutters were closed, and she was starting to see light in the upper floors. There were no gas lights, or mage lights, on the streets. Not even torches.
����������� "It's actually going to get really dark, really fast," she said, looking around. Spotting a friendly face, she caught her attention, "Excuse me, ma'am."
����������� The elderly human stopped and regarded her kindly. "May I help you?"
����������� The woman was dressed in a plain brown blouse and long skirt, and a flowery headscarf wrapped around her head. Up close, she didn't look as old as Asha first thought, and the reason she walked stooped over was because she was carrying a heavy sack of candles on her back. When the woman's eyes glazed over looking above her head, Asha took the opportunity to check her out, too.
Corinne. Human chandler (Lvl 19). +3 Light. PK: 1.
����������� "Hello, Sorceress Asha," Corinne said. "Why do I think this is your first day in the Kingdom?
����������� "Kingdom?"
����������� "Kingdom of Kumar. Oxenbluff is located in the far south of Kumar."
����������� "Ah, yes. I forgot. Thanks," she said. "Yes, this is my first day, and it's has actually been very eventful. And not in any good ways, either."
����������� "Well, you've managed to level up and win some weapons, I see," Corinne said. "Is there something I can help you with? A candle maybe?"
����������� Asha smiled at the candle maker. She'd like to buy a candle to reward the woman for helping her, but a candle wouldn't stay lit out on the street.
����������� "Could you recommend a safe inn that isn't too expensive?"
����������� The chandler nodded and pointed up the street. "The Crooked Staff Pub is the next street up, on the corner of Witchers Alley. It's not an inn, but they rent rooms to spellcasters, and are pretty reasonable. And it is where the local spellcasters congregate. And if you need to work off your room and board, the owners are pretty reasonable about that, too."
����������� "Perfect," she said. "Thank you so much, Corinne."
����������� The sorceress hurried up the street. And it was UP. Prince Carl Street was pretty steep in places. She found the next intersection, and looked up and down Witchers Alley. It wasn't an alley in 21st Century terms, but a street. Asha noted an herb shop, another called Gale's Grimoire Shop, and other shops selling anything and everything a sorceress could want or desire. The Crooked Staff Pub tilted out over the intersection on the south-east corner.
����������� "They should call it the Crooked Building Pub," she said, leaning back to look it over. For a second, Asha worried about going inside. It wasn't the safest looking building she'd ever seen, but then none of the surrounding structures looked all that straight and safe. "It should be okay for one night. Tomorrow I'll find the others and we can figure out what is going on."
����������� The door was open, and flickering orange light came out the door and windows. She heard voices and laughter inside. The heady scent of fresh baked bread and roasting goat wafted out to sing to her senses.
����������� Asha's stomach tightened and growled.
����������� After palming her purse, to ensure she hadn't been robbed, the elven sorceress stepped inside. The common room slowly quieted as everyone turned to stare at her. Asha quirked a brow, tilting her head.
����������� "Take a picture," she said, seeing enough of them grin to know she didn't have to complete that sentence. Everyone she checked out was a player. Immortals, she reminded herself. Then a drop-dead gorgeous redhead stepped out from the kitchen. "Half-elf?"
Tilly. Half-elf human hedge witch (Lvl 45). +38 Light.
����������� Asha smiled brightly to see such a powerful follower of Light. Tilly didn't look elven at all, though her ears were just a little more pointed than common for a human. She had the most piercing shade of blue eyes, with her dress being the same shade. The half-elf was tall and willowy, with her long red hair braided with small white flowers.
����������� "Hello, sorceress," Tilly greeted her with a bow. "Welcome to the Crooked Staff. How may I serve you?"
����������� "Are you the owner?"
����������� "I am, but don't tell my husband." Others laughed, and Tilly winked. "Naws thinks he is master here."
����������� "Perfect. I'm actually looking for room and board for the night, if it isn't too expensive."
����������� "Five shekels for room and board, or a single shekel to sleep in the common room," a newcomer said as he followed Tilly out. He was almost as tall as Tilly, bald, and limped. He didn't look human. He paused to check the sorceress out. "I'm Naws, the owner of this pub, Asha."
Naws. Half-hobgoblin human hedge witch (Lvl 46). +8 Light.
����������� "So I've heard," Asha replied, pressing her hands together before her, and bowing respectfully. "I am honored to meet you, sir. I am Asha, but newly arrived in this realm. I would stay here tonight if it pleases you."
����������� He wore a plain white shirt, long sleeves rolled up, and brown trousers. He was barefooted, as were most of the patrons. Tilly stroked his arm lovingly.
����������� "If you're paying with coin, then it pleases me," Naws said, looking Asha over. "If you're paying with labor, talk to my beautiful bride."
����������� Asha quickly counted out five copper coins into Naws' hand. He smiled and led her to a small table.
����������� "I'll get you a plate. We're serving roasted goat, if it pleases you, Lady Elf," he said. "We also have a stew of goat meat, potato, and various herbs and vegetables."
����������� "I'll have the stew."
����������� After he bowed and hurried back to the kitchen, Asha waved Tilly over.
����������� "I'm new here, confused, and have some questions, if you're willing to indulge me?"
����������� Tilly smiled, nodding as she sat opposite the sorceress. "I bet you have a million questions. Go ahead, my dear. I'll answer them as best as I can."
����������� "Well, the most important is�" Asha paused, looked around, and leaned forward. Lowering her voice, "How do I exit the Game? Even my help button has vanished."
����������� Tilly cringed. "I was afraid you'd asked that."
����������� Asha's blood ran cold. That was not the reaction she was hoping for. Then a wizard at the next table glanced at her, looking more amused than drunk, and chuckled. He turned away and took another long pull off his mug.
����������� "I'm afraid no one has ever figured that trick out, my dear," Tilly said. "That's one of the reasons they call us Immortals. We always come back from death, and we never leave the Game."
����������� "You can't be serious. We actually cannot get out of the Game?" Asha asked. She looked around the common room. Others were looking at her with sad eyes. Her heart started hammering, and it got very hard to breathe. "W-What happens to our bodies in the real world?"
����������� The hedge witch shrugged. "We don't know. Maybe we die. Maybe we continue on, unknowingly leaving a bit of our consciousness inside this realm of the Game. But no one has ever escaped the Game that I know of."
����������� "But there are rumors that some have gone back," the drunk wizard said. He turned around and held Asha's eyes. "Secret dungeons that take us back to where we came from."
����������� "Do you know where I could find such a dungeon?"
����������� "Ignore that crazy drunk. Rudolf is a conspiracy theorist who collects tall tales," Tilly said. She stood and turned away. "Sorry, but I see customers who need assistance."
����������� Rudolf quickly moved over to Asha's table, taking the seat next to her on the short bench. And then he scooted over to press against her. The wizard leaned in to whisper in her ear, and her breath caught with the stench of alcohol on his breath.
����������� "You're very pretty, Asha," he whispered. Rudolf bit his lip as he looked down her cleavage. "I could help you. Help you a lot."
����������� She leaned away from him, while checking him out.
Rudolf. Human wizard (Lvl 39). -7 Dark. PK: 8.
����������� "I'm not sure we are thinking about the same kind of help," Asha said. "I think you're actually trying to take advantage of me, and help yourself to all I have to offer."
����������� "You have a lot to offer," he muttered, eyes still locked on her breasts. His right hand quickly drew a rune on her thigh under the table, and she felt icy cold flow through her body. Asha couldn't move for a long second. "Give me what I want, and I might help you as well."
����������� The elven sorceress leaned toward him, pressing up close as she felt an overwhelming desire to please him. His head tilted, lips parting. She saw the hungry look in his eyes, and felt desire explode within. She mirrored him, offering her lips to the Dark wizard.
����������� "Rudolf!" Naws shouted. "I warned you about bespelling my patrons for the last time!"
����������� Asha snapped back to reality. Heat flushed through her, warming her face up as she realized what he'd done. Rudolf was already backing away, shaking his head.
����������� "You vile little man!" she cried, pulling her sword as she stood and overturning the bench.
����������� Rudolf cried out, snapped his fingers, and a polished staff of ebony appeared in his hand. She dropped into a fighting stance as Naws and Tilly shouted something, and the wizard began chanting. The staff started glowing blood red, so Asha lunged toward her foe and thrust the sword through his heart.
����������� Asha jerked her sword back and watched the Dark wizard collapse to the floor. Rudolf vanished, leaving behind his black robes and staff.
Congratulations! You've earned enough experience points to move up one level. You are now a Level 12 sorceress!
Congratulations! You've earned enough experience points to move up one level in Swordsmanship. You are now Level 2!
����������� "I'm sorry," she said. "He attacked me."
����������� "That's it!" Naws said, turning on his wife. "That was the last straw. Rudolf is banned for life!"
����������� "I agree. He went too far this time," Tilly said. Then to Asha, "Are you okay, my dear? He didn't do anything� Untoward, did he?"
����������� "No, you caught him in time," she said. "I was about to� Never mind."
����������� "Would you like to take your meal in your room?" Tilly asked.
����������� She noticed Naws had a bowl of stew. He was about to set it on the table, but paused for her answer.
����������� "Yes. That would be nice." Asha turned to Rudolf's remains. She picked up his staff.
Congratulations! You have won the Staff of Dark Dominion! Capture your enemies and make them your minions. Must be -5 Dark and level 20 or higher to use.
Congratulations! You've earned 3 Player Kills and won a Dark Object of Power, thus giving you 1 Point to Dark! 
����������� "Eww, that is so Dark," she said. "But I can still sell it."
����������� Asha carefully placed the Staff of Dark Dominion on the table and picked up the wizard's black robes. The fabric looked rough, but was soft to the touch. There were several mended holes near where she thrust her blade to kill him, but no blood.
Congratulations! You have won Robes of Concealment!

����������� Her face lit up. She recalled how useful Tiana's enchanted mantle of stealth had been in a fight. She'd test the robes out later. If they were half as good at Tiana's mantle, then she scored big time. Best of all, there weren�t any requirements to use. That mean it wouldn't cost her any mana to use.
����������� "Unfortunately, you earned another kill and took a turn to Darkness," Tilly said. "Sorry."
����������� "So am I," she said. "Every PK digs at my soul. I only want to serve the Light." She paused. "And conquer dungeons, of course. Even Minions of Light like to kill monsters and have some fun." She pointed at the Dark Staff. "If I sell the staff, will that erase my one point to Dark?"
����������� "Yes," Tilly said. "Actually, selling it might earn you a few points toward Light, too."
����������� "Don't forget to take his purse," Naws said, turning away. "I'll take the stew to your room. That's room 25, Tilly."
����������� Asha quickly grabbed the black leather purse and followed Naws up to her room. She'd hoped room 25 was on the second floor, but they didn't use the American system. The three story pub was ground floor, first floor, and second floor. Asha sighed as she followed him up to the top floor, only to learn her room was all of the way to the end.
����������� In the room, she discovered a small bed pushed into the far corner.� A jug of water sat upon a small table, with just a pair of chairs.� She walked over to look out the lone small window, barely noticing the faint breeze coming in.
����������� "Naws, if you hear of four other Immortals new to town, would you let me know?" she asked. "They would be a human battle-mage, an elven ranger, a redheaded�um, woman, and a dwarven warrior."
����������� He nodded and said, "I highly recommend you leave Oxenbluff at first light, Asha. Rudolf's respawn site is only about an hour from the gate, so he'll be here bright and early looking for revenge. Tilly and I'll do what we can to help, but he's more powerful than both of us together. We're just hedge witches."
����������� "The gate opens at sunrise?" she asked. He nodded. "Thank you. I'll leave before first light."
����������� Asha placed the bar across the door and sat on the bed, pulling up her HUD. There had to be a way to exit the Game. It was just well-hidden and had to be ferreted out.



Chapter 13
����������� Fergus led the way through the shantytown. Tiana followed, with Rand bringing up the rear. The dwarf kept a covert eye on the would-be muggers as they steadily grew closer and closer, while trying to not alert their prey.
����������� People were rushing in and out of the gate as they approached. The sun was about to set, and Rand guessed the gate closed at sunset. The guards were mostly looking west, so they were eager for their long day to end, too. Then he noticed a commotion at the gate. The guards had seized a man and were dragging him away.
����������� "What happened?" the dwarf asked.
����������� A stranger answered. "Vagrant."
����������� Another said, "The Watch will arrest anyone who doesn't have at least one shekel. They check at the gate before letting you inside."
����������� Fergus stopped and looked back at them worriedly. Rand felt a moment's panic, and then remembered that Tiana had money from the troll.
����������� "Tiana, quick, give us each one shekel," Rand said in a loud whisper. He glanced back to see the muggers moving faster towards them. "Hurry."
����������� "I'll do you one better," she whispered, tossing each of them a small purse with money. Rand gave her a questioning look. Tiana grinned. "I'm already starting to level up on my Cutpurse Skill."
����������� A bell tolled so close and loudly the air vibrated around them. The guards started shouting, as more people raced in and out. Fergus took off running, with Rand and Tiana side-by-side a step behind him. Even the bad guys were racing for the gate.
����������� They passed through just as the heavy portcullis began its slow descent. A couple dozen soldiers stood inside and corralled everyone entering. All they had to do was show a coin purse and they were allowed to continue. Rand noticed the muggers slipped through just in time.
����������� "Those guys over there are chasing us to rob us," Rand told one of the guards.
����������� Several guards headed towards them.
����������� "Let's start looking for Asha," Tiana said.
����������� "No, first we have to make sure we lose those guys," Fergus said, watching the guards speaking to the muggers. "I don't think the guards are going to arrest them. Let's get out of here."
����������� Rand saw the others slip the guards some money, and be released. He ground his teeth, looking around for a better weapon. Then he followed Fergus and Tiana up the steep cobblestone street.
����������� "You were right, Fergus. They bribed the guards," Rand said. "They're still after us."
����������� "And now they're pissed off at us," Tiana said. "What are we going to do?"
����������� Fergus stopped and they gathered around. Rand pointed up the street. The street widened into a market. The vendors were in the process of tearing down their stands and loading their merchandise into carts.
����������� "We make our stand there," Rand said. "There will be things to use as clubs or to throw. But I'll hide back here, and come up behind them. I think they're likely to break and run if hit from two sides."
����������� "What the hell, it's as good a plan as any," Fergus said.
����������� Rand ducked into a cobbler's shop. The shop owner, busy repairing a boot, looked up with a scowl. The dwarf noticed the shelves behind the cobbler were filled with sandals, shoes, and boots, many with very high heels.
����������� "Wow, this is a very modern medieval world," Rand said, and then heard men running out on the street.
����������� He counted five men in dark tunics pass by, and then followed them. They all had hands on knives, and a few carried simple wooden cudgels, and they weren't trying to hide their intentions anymore. He heard the anger in their whispered voices.
����������� "They'll be slowed by the market. We'll drag them into Wilber's Alley to be sliced and diced," a hobgoblin said.
Pakal. Highland hobgoblin warrior (Lvl 23). -11 Dark. PK: 37.
Chuk. Human warrior (Lvl 19). -6 Dark. PK: 9.
Quansi. Goblin witch (Lvl 12). -15 Dark. PK: 2.
����������� The other two goblins were Level 5 hunter mobs with no name displayed. The hunters were out ahead of the others, both carrying recurved bows with arrows notched. Rand realized they could take Fergus and Tiana out fast, leaving him alone to face them all.
����������� Rand made his move as soon as Fergus and Tiana split up, moving to opposite sides of the street. His friends began yanking down anything and everything they could to block the way.
����������� "Where's the dwarf?" Quansi asked. She started to slow. "Ambush."
����������� "You're one smart cookie," Rand snarled, coming up behind her. He seized the back of her head and her pointed chin, and snapped her neck. "One dead witch!"
����������� He snatched up her cudgel and plowed into Pakal and Chuk, both of whom turned to fight. Rand popped Chuk on the knee, and kicked straight out into Pakal's belly. Both muggers cursed. Chuk counterattacked with a cudgel, while Pakal grabbed Rand's leg and held on.
����������� "I got him!" the hobgoblin cried. "Smash his skull in! Kill him!"
����������� Chuk circled around behind Rand, cudgel in his left hand, a knife in the right. "I'm going to hurt you bad for killing my girlfriend."
����������� "Help!" Rand cried. "Cute little dwarf in trouble!"
����������� That made both muggers pause. Then an arrow thunked into Pakal's neck. The hobgoblin looked shocked, and then embarrassed. Before Pakal even began to collapse, another arrow pierced Chuk's heart. The cutthroat tried to pull the arrow out, but his eyes crossed and he fell straight back. Rand looked down at Pakal, and then Chuk, before turning to look up the street.
����������� Fergus and Tiana each stood over a dead goblin, captured bows in hand.
����������� "Thanks," he said. He looked at Tiana. "I knew Fergie could shoot, but well done, Red."
����������� "If you call me 'Fergie' again, I swear I'll put an arrow through your liver."
����������� Tiana, though, winked. "I like it when people call me Red."
Congratulations! You've earned enough experience points to move up one level. You are now a Level 13 warrior!
����������� Rand waited for the prompts to tell him about his weapons, but they never appeared. He frowned. Apparently some things didn't rate a congrats from the Game, but it really was mediocre stuff. Nothing magical that he could see, not even off the witch.
����������� "Here comes the Watch!" someone shouted.
����������� Rand turned his attention to the three dead players. He quickly collected their cudgels, knives, daggers, and purses. By that time he could hear the stamp and jangle of running men-at-arms, so it was time to go. They ran up to a much narrower side street, which he assumed was Wilber's Alley. And then they ran for all they were worth, turning left or right at each opportunity. By the time they were too exhausted to run any more, they were safe and completely lost. So he checked his stats.
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����������� "What? That's all the money they had?" he said.
����������� Tiana stopped a woman walking with two children. They were mobs and looked very poor.
����������� "Excuse me, but do you know of a shop some down on their luck travelers could sell a few personal effects, like knives and cudgels?"
����������� The woman looked them over warily, keeping her kids behind her. She shook her head, but then pointed up the street. "Two streets up, turn left. Two doors down is Ole Sleepy-eye. He's buys and sells things, but he won't give you much."
����������� "Thank you, very much," Tiana said, backing away. Then in a whisper to Rand, "Do I look that dangerous?"
����������� "No, but I do."
����������� "If I bought you some humility, would you use it?"
����������� "Never!" Fergus said. "That runt is full of himself."
����������� "In his defense, there isn't that much to fill up," she replied and both burst out laughing.
����������� "Ha-ha, not funny," Rand said. It was really hard not to grin, though. "Let's go sell our shit."
����������� "Don't call it that," Tiana said. "You know I don't like that word."
����������� They followed the woman's directions, but found the shop closed and locked up tight. Rand pounded on the door until an ancient dwarf appeared. Ole Sleepy-eye was a graybeard, with his left eye half-closed. He only had one arm.
����������� "I'm closed, you morons," he shouted. "Go away."
����������� "We've got stuff to sell," Rand said.
����������� "I figured that out on my own, dummy. Get."
����������� "Aww, don't be mean," Tiana said all soft and sexy. "Rand's just a little rough around the edges. He doesn't mean anything by it." She bit her lip, sliding into a sexy stance. "Can't we at least come inside and show you what we have to sell?"
����������� Ole Sleepy-eye might've been a mob, but he looked her over and swallowed hard. Then he nodded and backed inside. Tiana wagged her brows at Rand.
����������� "You get more flies with honey than with vinegar," she whispered as she passed by him.
����������� Fergus grinned at him as he passed through the door. Rand looked at the heavens and shook his head. "Chicks get away with too much."
����������� They dumped their meager loot on a trestle table. Rand kept a belt knife. Fergus added the claymore to the loot to sell, but kept the goblin bow, arrows, and a belt knife. Tiana also kept her goblin bow and arrows and a fancy looking elven belt knife, which was long and curved with a single-edge.
����������� Ole Sleepy-eye looked surprised, and then gave them a dirty look. "You disturbed me for this?"
����������� "We're desperate, good sir," Tiana said. "We need enough money to get room and board for the night."
����������� The dwarf thought about it a moment, mostly while staring at Tiana's chest, and then shrugged. "You caught me already into my cups, so I'll give you fifteen shekels for the lot. And I'll regret it in the morning, mind you, but that's enough for room and board for a night for each of you."
����������� "Deal, and I thank you kindly," Tiana said, and kissed him on the corner of the mouth.
����������� Rand's jaw dropped. She never kissed him, and he'd hit on her a hundred times just in the last month.
Women! he thought. He looked Ole Sleepy-eye over critically. And I'm taller and younger than him, too.
����������� Tiana collected their payment. She divided up the money, and even let them keep the purses she gave them to get through the gate. So with what he got off the witch, Tiana's gift purse, and the five shekels, he had a grand total of� Twenty-two shekels, all copper.
����������� "I hope I have enough to get drunk," Rand muttered. "Let's find the inn closest to the main gate. If Asha's here, that'll be where she'll be waiting."



Chapter 14
����������� Morning came early. The breeze coming in the open window was chilly, but the mouth-watering smell of baking bread rode the wind. Asha sat up and stretched, yawning wide. After knuckling sleep from her eyes, she swung her legs over the side and contemplated another half hour of shuteye.
����������� Then she remembered the warning that Rudolf would be back at sunrise, as soon as the gate opened for the day. The drowsy elfmaid checked her HUD, but there was no clock. She scowled in the dark, before standing up and looking around.
����������� "I'll have to ask Tilly where I can get a bath," she muttered, staring at the jug of cold water on the table. "I wonder if that water is safe to drink?"
����������� She decided better safe than sorry, so pulled up her stats. The sorceress opened Possessions, and then Wardrobe. Asha slept in what the wardrobe referred to as her "spawn tunic." It was skimpier than her RL pajamas, but better than sleeping nude. So she concentrated on her "elven sorceress dress" and felt a change against her skin.
����������� "Better." Asha knew the sexy attire was only appropriate in a role-playing game, but she was beginning to like it. She'd always chosen sexy characters to play. It certainly afforded her a lot of longing looks and double-takes in that virtual reality game. "Now to sell my loot and look for the others."
����������� The Robes of Concealment was not listed in her Wardrobe, so she checked Magical, and found it listed under Staff of Dark Dominion. And that made her look at her Alignment of -1 Dark. She hadn't found at way to cache them, but knew a way existed. Rudolf called the staff up with a snap of the fingers.
����������� Everything she'd won the previous day lay on the table. She tied the purse to her sword belt, after counting how much she had � 3 silver and 41 copper shekels after paying for her room and board and adding the contents of Rudolf's purse to hers. The sound of footsteps out in the hallway made her quickly pick up the rest of her stuff.
����������� Out in the hallway, she noticed several men and women were heading for the stairs. All were dressed like they worked in shops, or performed some kind of manual labor.
Not sure why that surprises me, Asha thought as she headed down the steep stairs. They don't normally rent by the night, but by the week and month to locals. Actually, they shouldn't call this a pub, but an inn.
����������� The common room was bustling. Residents were eating their morning meal, and a few locals had come over for breakfast as well. Tilly motioned her to an open spot at a long table, sitting her between a street sweeper and a clerk. The street sweeper had at least a little ork blood in him, and the clerk was regaling her fellows with tales of her previous night of debauchery with a pair of elven traders.
����������� All of the patrons at the moment were mobs.
����������� "Hello, beautiful," the street sweeper said, giving her an appreciative look over. "Where have you been all of my life?"
����������� She wanted to reply with "Killing orks," but that might be too rude. Since she had to live in this world for the time being, it was probably best to get along with the denizens of the realm. Besides, the mobs couldn't read her name, race, and class, and Jarl had warned her about elfmaids having a promiscuous reputation.
����������� "Out adventuring," she said.
����������� "Looks like it," he said. He looked at her ebony staff, and then the sword riding her hip. "What are you? Some kind of battle-mage?"
����������� Asha thought of Killum, wondering where he was at that moment. If anyone followed her into that realm, it would be him.
����������� "Just a sorceress ready, willing, and more than capable of defending herself," Asha said, as she took her place on the long bench. "A girl can't be too careful out and about in the world."
����������� "Rudolf tried to subjugate her last night," some guy down the table spoke up. "And she put an end to him real fast. It was great."
����������� Everyone else looked at her with a lot more respect and speculation. From their expressions, she didn't think any of them really liked Rudolf.
����������� Tilly placed a plate with cold cuts, cheese, and half of a baguette in front of her. A moment later Naws arrived with her mug of what they called "morning beer." Asha discovered she was a lot hungrier than she thought, devouring the cold cuts right away. The baguette, something she frequently ate in the real world, was still warm. It was also a lot crustier, and the insides rougher than she was used to. But, and it was a big but, that was the best bread she'd ever eaten. The goat cheese stank something awful, but was also delicious. Even the morning beer somehow seemed perfect.
����������� "So, does anyone here work on Witchers Alley?"
����������� A tall, skinny, middle-aged man at the end lifted his hand. She smiled at him, seeing him relax a little. Smiles were wonderful things.
����������� "I'm Asha," she said. "I have a Dark Object of Power I'd like to sell." Everyone at the table looked at the Staff of Dark Dominion that leaned against the table between her and the street sweeper. "Who would you recommend I see first?"
����������� "The only one buying Dark magic objects is Master Tyrlian," the man said. He pointed. "His shop is the one painted purple and green, about halfway down Witchers Alley in that direction."
����������� After breakfast, Asha headed for the door with about a dozen others. She told Naws she might be back that night, but probably not, and thanked him for his hospitality. He seemed genuinely pleased. Maybe others didn't find the need to thank him often enough.
����������� "Oh, Asha, I almost forgot," he said, waving her over to the side. "I heard some strangers stayed the night at Madam Elise's Inn down by the main gate. There was a dwarf, elf, and human woman with red hair. I don't know if they are the ones you seek."
����������� "Thank you. I'll go check them out after I sell a few things," she said.
����������� Asha headed down Witchers Alley. Most of the shops were already open, and the sun wasn't even up yet. She spotted the street sweeper from the pub hard at work, and at least two others from her table setting up outdoor displays. All of the shops appeared to be magically related, from magic bookshops, to clothiers specializing in enchanted garments, to shops selling talismans, etc.
����������� One thing she noticed different than the night before. Everyone gave her a wide berth. It took a moment to realize it was the Staff of Dark Dominion. It radiated menace. And it was an outward sign that she was a spellcaster, and maybe dangerous.
����������� "I'm still selling it," she muttered, giving it the side-eye as she stopped before a small shop, with a single floor above. The roof was wood shingles, which was so rare in town it stood out even to her. "Here it is."
����������� The purple and green shop had a placard over the door with: Master Tyrlian's Magical Creations.
����������� She looked in the lone window, seeing a display of small ceramic containers. Each held a swallow of potion. The potion it held was written upon each tiny jug-shaped container. She frowned, because in the previous realm the potions came in smaller, easier to carry glass vials. Those little jugs might be small, but they were a lot bulkier.
����������� "Good morning, young sorceress," a tall, slim man in purple wizard's robes said from the doorway. He had arrow straight, long snow white hair and no facial hair. Despite the white hair, he looked to be about twenty years old. His outfit reminded Asha of that annoying, juvenile Admin. Not a good first impression, but she smiled at him. "I am Master Tyrlian. How may I serve you?"
Tyrlian. Half-elf human wizard (Lvl 56). +2 Light. PK: 4.
����������� Questionable taste in clothes aside, Tyrlian was the most experienced, if not the most powerful, wizard Asha had met so far. That was good, since it meant his talismans and potions would be more potent, too.
����������� "Good morning, Master Tyrlian. I am Asha," she said. She indicated the staff with her eyes. "I have something you might be interested in purchasing."
����������� "Isn't that Rudolf's Staff of Dark Dominion?"
����������� "It was until he attacked me," she said. "Now he's off being respawned while I'm back here selling it."
����������� Master Tyrlian shook his head, but laughed. "That boy is too hot-headed for his own good." He winked at Asha. "This will be the third time I bought it from someone that killed him. So, he'll be back to buy it again."
����������� Asha relaxed. Master Tyrlian knew the drill. He was playing the game just like the rest of them, so there wouldn't be any trouble.
����������� She followed him inside and placed the staff on a trestle table. Master Tyrlian examined it a moment, before nodding acceptance. They haggled over the price a moment, before Asha promised she'd be spending a good portion of her profits in his shop, which she hoped got her a better price. Once they agreed upon three silver and twenty-five copper shekels, she went over to the potion display. She spent a full silver shekel on healing and mana restoring potions. In fact, he promised his mana potions would increase her mana significantly and quicker than the listed ten minute cooldown period.
Mana Restore Potion. Will restore 25 mana points. Cooldown: 10 minutes. Can be used once an hour.
����������� So she bought five more, and drank one. Her mana began ticking up.
����������� Asha walked over to a display of knives and daggers. "What is the enchantment on that Elven dagger?"
����������� It was long and curved, with a bejeweled hilt. The purple rhinestones spoke to her, that being her favorite color. And it would match her outfit.
����������� "Excellent choice, Lady Sorceress," he said. "That is the Dagger of Wrath. Any Immortal killed by it won't respawn for a full month. Very powerful."
Dagger of Wrath. A Bound object. Sends victim to Purgatory for one month.
����������� "How much?"
����������� "Two silver."
����������� She vacillated, wanting it, but not eager to pay so much. The sorceress even thought about selling the Robes of Concealment to buy it, but in the end just sucked it up and paid for the enchanted dagger.
����������� A jolt of coldness rippled through her when Asha wrapped her hand around it.
����������� "Oh!"
����������� Master Tyrlian chuckled. "I guess that is your first Bound weapon. It'll stay with you if you're killed. It's yours until you sell or gift it to someone."
����������� They settled up. She'd spent almost all of the money she'd gotten from selling the staff, which explained Master Tyrlian's pleased expression as he counted out the money she still had coming.
����������� "Is the exchange rate in this realm the same as the previous?"
����������� "Yes," he said. "One hundred copper shekels buys a silver, and ten silver buys a gold. But the value of gems is based on local supply and demand."
����������� Asha thanked the wizard and headed back towards the Crooked Staff Pub. It sat on the corner of the street going back to the main gate. Madam Elise's Inn was near the gate, with her friends inside. She got all tingly with excitement.
����������� And then she saw the shop sign and did a double-take. "Spells'R'Us? Really?"
����������� There was no way she could walk past a shop with that name. So, grinning, she entered the dark, cool shop. A gorgeous blonde sat at a desk in back, writing by candlelight. The sorceress checked her out as the shop owner turned to regard her with a smile.
Lady Isadora. Human witch (Lvl 31). +27 Light.
����������� "Hello, milady," Lady Isadora said. "How may I serve you today?"
����������� "Hello. What kind of spells R us selling today?"
����������� They laughed. Isadora pulled her thick braid forward as she approached. Her thin gown was the most beautiful shade of blue, and Asha was surprised to see she wore stilettos. Not something she saw much of in the Game.
����������� "I have a highly cultivated Skill in Spell Writing, milady."
����������� "Not to mention being a level 100 fashionista," Asha said, admiring her look. The witch blushed, looking flattered. "But I'm here to shop for spells."
����������� "All of my spells are exceptional, but I'm afraid most will require you to level up before you can buy and use them. Did you just pass over today?"
����������� "Yesterday." She looked around eagerly. "Do you have any fire and fireball spells a level 12 sorceress can cast?"
����������� Lady Isadora brightened. "Yes."
����������� Asha was led to a handwritten chart on the wall. It listed spells, in alphabetical order. The spells were listed in five columns, each column requiring a different spellcaster level. Asha grimaced when she saw the second column was for level 20 and above. So she turned her attention to the Level 10 and above list.
����������� "Do all players start at level 10?"
����������� The witch nodded. "Yes. Mobs start at 1, and rise as they grow older. Most are 5 when they reach adulthood."
����������� The other VR realm was barely three months old, so this more advanced realm had to be newer. Asha looked Lady Isadora over, wondering how the advanced players she'd encountered had leveled up so high and fast.
����������� "How long have you been here?"
����������� "Here? In Oxenbluff or the Game?"
����������� "This realm."
����������� Lady Isadora thought about it a moment. "I was one of the first to join the Beta Test, and opted to stay afterwards. So a little over two years."
����������� "You've been stuck in the Game for over two years?"
����������� "No, about eight months. I could exit during Beta testing, but had to choose to go permanent."
����������� "Then there really isn't any way to exit the Game now that I've passed over to this realm?"
����������� "None that I know about," Lady Isadora said. She shrugged. "There are always rumors of secret dungeons with a portal to other realms, or even to exit the Game. But once you pass through such a portal, then you aren't seen or heard from again. How do we really know where you went?"
����������� Asha hadn't thought about that. Going through a secret dungeon's portal got her there. She wasn't sure she wanted to try her luck again.
����������� "What about our bodies in the real world? Did we die in real life upon entering this realm?"
����������� The witch cringed. "Probably. When I came over permanently, they said our bodies would pass away a few days afterwards, or whenever someone disconnected our body from the Game, whichever came first. Like everyone else, I had a terminal illness. So your real body is probably still alive, but not for much longer."
����������� Asha bit her lip and rolled her eyes. It was just getting worse and worse. She knew a moment of panic, but then felt a coolness flow through her and her nerves calmed.
����������� "The Game just calmed you down, didn't it?" Lady Isadora asked. She smiled. "It won't let us fret too much on being trapped here. The designers thought of everything."
����������� "I know. I was actually eaten alive by mosquitoes yesterday."
����������� "I have spells to protect you from biting insects," the witch said. Then more seriously, "Did you come over to this realm accidently?"
����������� "I guess. My friends and I challenged a secret dungeon outside of Uhrs, and all we found was a black altar that sent us through to what it called the Hidden Realms," she said. "We never imagined we could be trapped forever inside the game. Indeed, I suspect a lot of people will go to jail once the authorities find out about this."
����������� Isadora sighed gustily. "They hide and guard those dungeons so only the players who chose to go permanent, and fill out the proper paperwork, can find them and pass through. Obviously their security measures are inadequate. Far too many are finding their way here."
����������� "Inadequate is an understatement."
����������� Asha turned her attention back to the list of spells. The prices looked a little steep, but a sorceress needed spells; otherwise, she was just another grunt grinding away at the Game.
����������� "I'll take the fireballs for twenty-five shekels."
����������� Lady Isadora handed her a piece of paper after Asha paid. The sorceress read the spell, and the paper vaporized in a puff of smoke. Then she bought another spell for five shekels that allowed her to start a fire with a snap of her fingers. Again, the written spell went up in smoke the second she finished reading it.
����������� "These spells are bound to me, right?"
����������� "Absolutely," she said. "They are yours forever."
����������� Asha studied the list some more and noticed one that brought a smile to her face. It was a spell Killum used in the previous realm. "I'll take Slow as Molasses for ten."
����������� After buying a levitating spell that helped her hover 30 seconds, she closed her purse. Lady Isadora had bought one of her two remaining her silver coins, so the sorceress only had one silver and thirty copper shekels left.
Congratulations! You've earned enough experience points to move up one level. You are now a Level 13 sorceress!
����������� Asha paused to check her stats. She smiled to see the changes, especially the extra and unexpected mana. The change in alignment after selling the staff was expected, but appreciated. But her strength, endurance, and agility numbers increased, and she wasn't sure if that just happened or they were ticking up and she hadn't noticed.
Current status
:
Name:
 Asha
Race:
High Elf (Desert Tribes)
Class:
Sorceress (Novice)
Level:
13 (4% to next level)
Alignment:
+3 Light
Health:
100/100
Strength:
20/20
Endurance:
30/30
Agility:
15
Mana:
175
Skills:
(Click to View/Hide)
Social skills:
Bartering (Lvl 2).
Battle skills:
Swordsmanship (Lvl 2).
Hand-to-Hand (Lvl 1).
Spellcasting:

Simple fire.
Fireballs.
Slow as Molasses.
Slow foes down for up to one minute.
Hover.
30 seconds.
Possessions:
(Click to View/Hide)
Weapons: 
Short sword.
Dwarven long knife.
Ork belt knife, single-edge.
Armor:
N/A
�Magical:

Robes of Concealment.
Dagger of Wrath.
A Bound object. Sends victim to Purgatory for one month.
Healing Potion (10).
Will heal 20. Cooldown: 15 minutes. Can be used once an hour, up to 5 times in 24 hours.
Mana Restoring Potion (5).
Will restore 25 mana points. Cooldown: 10 minutes. Can be used once an hour.
Money/shekels:
0 gold, 1 silver, 30 copper shekels
Wardrobe: 
Spawn tunic (Cotton)
Elven Sorceress dress (Silk).
Purple. Two piece (Halter and slit skirt).
Player Kills:
 3
Deaths:
 1
����������� "Does leveling up give me more mana?"
����������� "Yes, at the tens," Lady Isadora replied. "And buying spells usually adds a few mana points, too. Also, just using magic will push your top limit up."
����������� "Oh, I almost forgot." She looked back at the list of spells. "Do you have an inventory spell?"
����������� "Yes, but it's quite expensive," she said. "I have a spell with twenty slots for twenty-five gold shekels, another for fifty slots for fifty shekels, and the biggest with one hundred slots for a hundred shekels."
����������� "Inventory spells cost a gold shekel per slot?"
����������� "I'm afraid so," she said with an apologetic shrug. "The spells are extremely difficult to create."
����������� "Too rich for me," Asha said. "I'll have to start saving my shekels."
����������� Asha thanked the witch and departed. Upon stepping outside, she noticed the day was growing bright. Sunrise was just minutes away, and then the town gates would open. She needed to get to Madam Elise's Inn before Rudolf came charging into town looking for vengeance.
����������� She walked as fast as she dared to avoid others taking too much interest in her. The sorceress didn't want to make it easy for the dark wizard to track her down. The town wasn't very large, so she reached the plaza in front of the main gate as the guard detail arrived to relieve the night watch. The portcullis would be lifted when the bell tolled, which happened when a lookout saw the edge of the sun top the horizon.
����������� Elise's Inn stood close to the wall and across the plaza. As she headed towards it, Asha heard a cry of outrage, and swords being pulled. The guards looked, but seemed uninterested. Odd, that. When she looked that way, a flash of fire-red hair caught her attention.
����������� She checked out the three men backing a young woman against a wall.
Raul. Human Merchant (Lvl 23). Neutral. PK: 6.

Carr. Human barbarian warrior (Lvl 13). -1 Dark. PK: 17.

Sal. Human Soldier (Lvl 11). -2 Dark. PK: 23.

Tiana. Human thief (Lvl 13). Neutral. PK: 1.
����������� "They're going to kill Tiana," she whispered, and almost pulled up a fireball.
����������� Asha reconsidered as she walked quickly towards them. The Robes of Concealment were bundled and tied to the back of her sword belt. She pulled them free of the bindings while she considered her options. As soon as the robes were on her body, she willed herself invisible.
����������� Pulling the ork belt knife, single-edged, she slipped up behind the soldier and thrust into the back of his sword hand.
����������� "Aaiiee! Mother � " he cried, releasing his sword.
����������� Her roundhouse to the face ended his outcry. Asha spun around, and kicked the barbarian's wrist, causing him to cry out and drop the sword. And then she slashed the merchant's robes, and all three took off running.
����������� She hurried over to Tiana, who was staring after the retreating men. "Shhh, Tiana. It's Asha. I'll meet you at the inn."
����������� The bell tolled, loud and vibrating the air. That bell had to be humongous, and close to do that. The portcullis began creaking as it slowly rose up. The night watch formed up to leave, as the day watch started moving into position. Asha didn't waste time getting to the safety of the inn. Tiana was right behind her.
����������� "Come in, Tiana," she called after passing through the door and willing herself visible. The thief ran in and wrapped her up in a big hug and kiss on the cheek. "Well, I guess you missed me."
����������� "Asha! I did miss you. A lot," Tiana said. The thief looked her over, eyes lingering on her breasts. "And may I say, you look amazing. Ten times more beautiful than in the last realm."
����������� "Back at you. I'm actually stunned you took such a beautiful character," she said. Tiana's breasts were large, firm, and rode high. It was hard to not stare. "You no longer blend in like a good thief should."
����������� She blushed. "Well, this was my one chance to be beautiful."
����������� "Yeah, yeah, you're both beauty queens," a tall, handsome elf said. He sounded like Fergus. "Either start making out, or come join me for another morning beer."
����������� "You look and sound like Fergus, but that last comment makes me wonder if you are actually Rand."
����������� Fergus grinned and shrugged. "The runt's a bad influence on us all."
����������� They joined him at the table, and a serving girl brought over two more mugs. After a long drink, Asha looked around the common room.
����������� "Where are Killum and Rand?"



Chapter 15
����������� Oxenbluff sat upon a large hill, overlooking the river. Even though the town walls surrounded the hill, they were still above the shantytown. Killum learned it was to keep them above the flood plain. The serving girl he spent the night with said they were flooded almost every spring.
����������� Killum ate an apple and stared at the shantytown. A lot of poor people lived miserable existences down there, and then went into town to work every day. Just studying the workers waiting for the gate to open, he guessed nine out of ten were mobs. The ones who were players looked even more miserable and beaten down.
Jimu. Human baker (Lvl 16). Neutral. 
����������� Jimu was a middle-aged woman. She wore dirty white trousers, tunic, and apron. She was chewing on leaves she kept in a small cloth sack about the size of Killum's fist.
����������� Dang. Human leatherworker (Lvl 22). -1 Dark. PK: 3.
����������� Dang looked Asian, with gray-streaked black hair and slumped shoulders. He was missing an eye and two fingers. He was the most curious, since Killum suspected death always meant a return to default so he could just kill himself and regain those lost body parts.
Annabelle. Human serving wench (Lvl 13). Easy virtue. -2 Dark.
����������� She was a gorgeous brunette, but with hard eyes. Like all serving wenches, and most female players, she owned a killer set of tits that her tight, low-cut outfit displayed with great effect. Like Jimu, she was chewing on small leaves that must be some kind of local drug.
Curtis. Human clerk (Lvl 27). Neutral.
����������� The clerk had the highest level in the Game of them all, but looked the youngest and least beat down. His plain blue tunic and trousers looked clean, but wrinkled. Killum guessed he slept fully dressed.
Why aren't they out playing the Game? Killum wondered. Why accept such soul sucking jobs inside a Game?
����������� Those down on their luck players left him feeling uncertain. Something he'd need to discuss with his friends. Maybe they learned something inside town. There were dungeons around to be conquered. Bambi and the beer garden patrons all agreed on that point, but they were a little hazy on the specifics and locations.
����������� "Did you hear?" a mob asked another. "Dread Ones snuck into Rik's Inn in the middle of the night and killed everyone."
����������� "Yes! I heard they were found dismembered, and all of their blood drank."
����������� "Are the Dread Ones vampires?" Killum asked.
����������� They looked at him like he was crazy. "Some are. Mostly they are zombies and ghouls following Lord Kathro."
����������� Before he could ask about Lord Kathro, another man came stomping up to the gate. A very angry man that everyone avoided even looking at or engaging. Killum studied the newcomer.
Rudolf. Human wizard (Lvl 39). -7 Dark. PK: 8.
����������� He didn't look like a powerful wizard in his brown and tan tunic and trousers. Of course, some players liked to keep it understated. He didn't radiate power, but menace and anger. Still, Killum had no magic, so was no match for the level 39 wizard. The fact Rudolf was Dark and had eight player kills was enough for Killum.
����������� The bell rang, which was an experience. "Holy crap. How big is that damned bell?"
����������� The crowd of poor mobs chuckled and grinned. They were used to it. But before he could press his question, the portcullis began to rise. It made a loud grinding sound, and as soon as it was a few feet off the ground the worker mobs began crawling under.
����������� Killum moved out of the way as the crowd surged forward. He didn't have a boss breathing down his neck, so could stand back and watch.
����������� "Kind of a medieval rush hour," he said, shaking his head. "Rush hour is eternal."
����������� Rudolf also hung back, scowling at them all. At about five feet high, gate guards began emerging from under the portcullis. The Dark wizard hurried over to an older looking guard.
Human City Watch Sergeant (Lvl 19). -3 Dark. PK: 8.
����������� "Sergeant Mack," Rudolf called. He handed the police sergeant a few coins. "There's an elf sorceress inside called Asha. She murdered me in cold blood last night at the Crooked Staff. I want her arrested."
����������� "What does she look like, Lord Wizard?"
����������� "Average height and weight, very beautiful," Rudolf said. "With long black hair and dark complexion. She's wearing a skimpy purple sorceress dress to show off her body and big tits. And she might be carrying my Staff of Dark Dominion, so be careful."
����������� Killum's blood ran cold. That had to be his friend. If she killed Rudolf, then it was for good reason. Asha didn't kill other players lightly. Hell, he didn't like the wizard either.
I have to warn Asha and help her escape being arrested, he thought, heading for the gate.
����������� The battle-mage ducked under the portcullis and found himself in a plaza of sorts. Two heavily armed and armored guards approached him.
����������� "Declare yourself, stranger."
����������� He paused. What the hell does that mean?
����������� "I am Killum. A traveler," he said. "And I'm just passing through."
����������� "Do you have coin?"
����������� He palmed his purse, which was pleasantly full now. The guards nodded and turned away, but he called out to them.
����������� "Excuse me, but could you point me to the Crooked Staff?"
����������� "It's straight up Prince Carl Street, on the corner of Witchers Alley," one of them said, pointing up a steep cobblestone street.
����������� Rudolf and two guards walked by and headed up the street. Killum followed, trying to get around them, but they were walking quickly and the street was crowded with workers hurrying to their jobs. He couldn't get around them in time, and they came to a stop outside the pub. Rudolf looked pleased, and not in a good-for-Asha way.
����������� Killum managed to slip past them and enter the pub. The common room was mostly empty, though there were a few people scattered around the room. One guy was stretched out, wrapped up in a woolen cloak, and snoring against a wall.
����������� A tall, beautiful redhead and a scowling half-hobgoblin stopped and stared at him. Before the battle-mage could speak, Rudolf and the guards stomped inside.
����������� "Where's the elf sorceress Asha," the Dark wizard demanded.
����������� "We rented her room 25," the hobgoblin said.
����������� The wizard raced up the stairs, followed by the guards. Killum started to panic. He was no match for any of those guys, and yet his friend was about to get killed. She'd respawn, but he still couldn't just stand by and let them kill her.
����������� "Is there a back way up?"
����������� "Why?" the redhead asked.
����������� "Asha is my friend," he said. "I have to help her."
����������� The woman smiled. "She's not up there. Asha left well before sunrise."
����������� "Are you one of her two friends?" the hobgoblin asked.
����������� "Yes. No. What?" Killum said, glancing up when he heard Rudolf's cry of rage. "There are five of us, not two or three."
����������� They both smiled. "Good answer. Asha went to Madam Elise's Inn down by the main gate after we heard that strangers matching her friends' descriptions were there."
����������� "Thanks." He pointed up. "Don't tell them."
����������� The battle-mage raced out of the pub and back down Prince Carl Street. He was moving against traffic, so it was slow going. And then Rand stepped out onto the street in front of him. The dwarf sighed and grinned, looking so self-satisfied.
����������� "Rand!"
����������� "Killum. You made it," Rand said. "Dude, you got to check this place out."
����������� He stopped and looked at the door. It was open, but there was a big red heart painted above the door and the establishments name in bold letters: Naughty Cock. A half-elf blonde beauty stepped into the doorway and gave him a come-hither look. She was topless, with only a wisp of silk covering her nether regions.
Charissa. Half-elf human prostitute (Lvl 36). -2 Dark. PK: 3.
����������� "A brothel?"
����������� "Yes, and that's Charissa," Rand said, voice dropping an octave. "She's amazing in bed."
����������� "Oh my god, what did you do?" Killum asked. "You might've just caught virtual VD."
����������� "Hey, I'm clean," Charissa said. She pulled a knife. "Take it back or I'll cut you."
����������� Next thing Killum knew, he was being chased down the street by a crazy hooker. Rand ran beside him, laughing. Fortunately, Charissa gave up after only a moment. But they didn't stop running until they reached the main gate plaza.
����������� "Whew!" Rand said. "That short run kicked my butt. I might actually have to get into shape in this realm."
����������� "What you need is to stop doing stupid shit like hiring hookers," Killum said.
����������� "Dude, we can have sex!"
����������� "Um, you're not my type," Killum said. "I like girls."
����������� "No, no, no, I mean we can have sex with girls in this realm. And I swear, it is better than in real life," Rand said. "Charissa was a wildcat in bed, and she � "
����������� "Too much information," he said. "Hush, you horny little dwarf. Whatever you do, don't tell the others you hired a hooker. They already think you're a perv."
����������� "There's nothing wrong with hookers," Rand said. "Besides, you're just jealous because I got laid and you didn't."
����������� "Wrong. I scored with a serving girl down in the shantytown last night," he said.
����������� "How much did she charge?"
����������� "Nothing."
����������� "Did you buy her drinks?"
����������� "Well�"
����������� "You paid."
����������� "Dammit." He scowled at the grinning dwarf, and after a moment he couldn't help but grin back. "Yeah, we both got laid. And you're right. It was incredible."
����������� "Chicks in this realm are crazy in bed," Rand said. "I wonder if that applies to Tiana and Asha, too. Hmmmm."
����������� Killum shook his head. Rand played a dangerous game there. Tiana and Asha might like Rand, but if he pushed them too far�
����������� "Listen, we've overstayed our welcome here in Oxenbluff," Killum said. "I found a Dark wizard who claims Asha murdered him, so has the local cops after her. I think he's going to kill her when he finds her. So we have to find her and get out of town fast."
����������� "Then you know she's in town?"
����������� "You don't? I was told she went down to Madam Elise's Inn first thing this morning to meet up with you guys."
����������� Rand shrugged. "Maybe so. I went exploring last night, and actually spent the night with Charissa. It cost extra, but was well worth it."
����������� The sound of armed men trotting down the street reached them. Killum glanced that way, and then across the plaza. "Is that Madam Elise's Inn?"
����������� "Yes."
����������� "I hear soldiers coming. They might be looking for Asha, so we have to get out of here now," he said, taking off running. "Hurry!"



Chapter 16
����������� The common room was dark and cool, still smelling of the morning meal. Asha didn't really care for the smell of bacon. The fresh baked bread was another matter, but she'd already eaten and she had a bad suspicion players could get fat in that realm.
����������� "I love they have morning beer, lunch beer, and dinner beer," Fergus said. "Screw waiting until after five to drink. This is my kind of place."
����������� Tiana clinked mugs with him, and Asha shook her head. The morning beer tasted "thick" to her, and was low alcohol content. She would've preferred a nice wine that early in the day. Or a Mimosa.
����������� "Shouldn't we be out looking for Rand?" Asha asked.
����������� She wanted them all together before springing her news that they were trapped in the Game, maybe with no way out. Just thinking about it left her feeling a little queasy.
����������� "No," Tiana replied. "I tried, but the town's too big to find him."
����������� "The runt's probably somewhere a pair of innocent young women shouldn't enter," Fergus said.
����������� The thief punched the ranger in the arm. "Then why did you let me go look for him earlier?"
����������� "I didn't. You just did," he said. Asha smiled when the redhead rolled her eyes. "I'm not your daddy. I don't own you. If you want to go bust your butt looking for Rand, then go. I'm going to keep my butt in this chair and wait for Killum."
����������� Fergus' right brow arched, and his eyes narrowed as he looked out the door onto all that chaos. Tiana slammed her mug down, claiming everyone's full attention.
����������� "Admit it, Fergus. You're just lazy," the thief said. "While I was rewarded for my efforts this morning by stealing half a dozen purses and leveling up some more."
����������� "Good for you, but you still failed to find Rand."
����������� "Like you could?"
����������� "Oh?" Fergus said, sitting up. He pulled out a shekel and tapped it on the table. "Put your money where your mouth is."
����������� Tiana tossed in a coin. Asha shrugged, and tossed in her shekel. Fergus grinned and nodded. Then he swept the coins up and poured them into his purse.
����������� "Hey! You haven't won yet. Where's Rand?"
����������� The ranger pointed at the door. "Right there."
����������� Asha turned to see Rand, and then Killum, rush inside and press themselves to the wall on either side of the door. Both men were puffing, looking flushed from excursion. Killum's character still had his face from the last realm, but his body looked a little taller, more muscular. Her eyes lingered on his broad shoulders, before he noticed them.
����������� "You found Asha!" Killum said.
����������� "It was more like she found us," Tiana said. "Welcome back to the living, battle-mage."
����������� "Living?" Asha asked.
����������� Killum flushed even redder and averted his eyes. Fergus laughed. And Rand shook his head. It was Tiana that answered.
����������� "Fergus and I ran into each other on the river, heading for Oxenbluff, just seconds before a troll attacked us," she said. "We didn't have any weapons, and the monster was pretty clever for a troll. Anyway, he backed us up against a cliff and I thought we were troll dinner, when Rand and Killum appeared out of nowhere and saved us."
����������� "Very heroically, I might add," Rand said.
����������� "Yes, you were adorable," Tiana continued. "Anyway, while Rand distracted the troll, Killum went up on top of the cliff and dropped a boulder on the troll's head. We thought it was killed, until Killum strutted up to it like the conquering hero."
����������� "The troll sat up and thrust his spear, turning poor Killum into human shish-ka-bob," Fergus cried. "You should've seen the look on his face."
����������� "Hey! I killed the troll before he killed me."
����������� "More like killed him at the same time," Rand said. "But you killed him."
����������� Killum caught Asha's eyes, looked embarrassed, and shrugged. Then his eyes raked her body a few times. "Damn, girl, you get hotter with every realm."
����������� Asha felt her face heat up. At the same time a smile she couldn't stop spread, and she averted her eyes. She noticed Tiana watching her reaction with a bemused look.
����������� "We have to go now," Killum said. "Rudolf is looking for you, Asha. He told the gate guards you murdered him, so has this town's excuse for cops after you as well."
����������� "He knows I'm here?"
����������� "I don't think so, but he was searching your room at the Crooked Staff. A couple in the pub told me to warn you," he said. "Considered yourself warned. Since it's such a small town, I don't think it'll take long for them to find you."
����������� "Madam Elise!" Fergus shouted. "We'd like to settle up, please."
����������� An elderly woman came out of the kitchen. She couldn't have been over five foot even, with steel-gray hair tied in a bun at the back of her head, and wearing a blue flowery dress. Madam Elise gave them all a friendly look as she wiped her hands on a red apron.
����������� "We're good," the innkeeper said. "Farewell, my friends. May your path find you safely back to my door."
����������� "Speaking of doors," Killum said. He gave Asha a worried look. "Is there a back door we can use?"
����������� "Trouble?"
����������� Asha checked the innkeeper out. Fergus, Tiana, and Rand might trust her, but that was the first time she'd seen Madam Elise. For all she knew the innkeeper was best friends with Rudolf.
Human Innkeeper (Lvl 17). +6 Light.
����������� That surprised Asha. Madam Elise seemed like a player to her, but she leaned toward Light, so couldn't be all bad. Making a snap judgment, Asha decided to trust her.
����������� "Last night a Dark wizard attempted to entrance me so he could�um, have his way with me. I defended myself," she said. Shrugging. "Unfortunately, I killed him. And worse, he's an Immortal, so now he's back and looking for revenge."
����������� "How awful," Madam Elise said. "Of course I have a back door you can use. I suggest following Wall Street over to the smaller Forest Gate. The Forest Road will take you north, but get off it after an hour or so. Go any direction but north."
����������� "Why not north?" Asha asked.
����������� "It's the road to the Warlord's Castle," she said. "The farther away from that haunted place the better."
����������� "So there's nothing north of here but that castle?" Rand asked.
����������� "Oh no, the entire Kingdom of Kumar is up there," she said. "We're in the far south of the kingdom, but last year Lord Kathro led an undead host to conquer the castle. By doing so, he cut us off from the rest of the kingdom. Since then, his undead host has been terrorizing the towns and people of the valley. The farther north you travel, the more dangerous the journey."
����������� "Do you think this castle is a dungeon?" Asha asked Killum. He grinned and nodded. "Then maybe we should head for it."
����������� Madam Elise looked shocked. Killum looked eager, as did Rand. Tiana and Fergus were a little more wary.
����������� "So Lord Kathro is the Warlord now?" Asha asked. "Will we replace him if we defeat him?"
����������� The innkeeper shrugged. "Whoever kills the castle's master becomes the new master. If you kill Lord Kathro, you will become Warlord and rule the valley."
You've been offered Quest to Conquer Warlord's Castle! Death and danger are assured, but the rewards are power and wealth. Do you accept this quest? Yes or No?
����������� Asha glanced at Killum, who was looking up at his quest prompt. Fergus, Rand, and Tiana were also looking up into space. Killum caught her eyes. For a second, electricity seemed to pass between them. Then they smiled and nodded.
����������� "Yes, I accept," Asha said.
����������� "We're off to slay monsters," Rand said.
����������� Killum took the lead. "Can we stop and buy some weapons and spells on the way out of town?"
����������� "Follow me," Asha said, pushing past him. "We'll arm up, get our battle-mage some spells, and head out. Provided we all have enough coin." She paused, giving them a grim look. "And I'll tell you my news. It's not good. We actually may be stuck in the Game forever."



Chapter 17
����������� The Forest Gate was tiny in comparison to the main gate, only about the size of a standard door. Still, a dozen guards guarded each side. The people coming and going were mostly peasant farmer type mobs. Killum noticed a pair of hunters, as well as a "wood gatherer" character.
����������� Killum approached the gate with a little more spring in his step. Asha had taken him to Witchers Alley, where he bought magical weapons and spells, as well as healing and mana potions. He couldn't afford a magic sword, but got a decent one, and bought Wolfsheart Spear. It was a stabbing spear, but enchanted to always strike the heart of his enemy. And it was bound to him. He also bought a used, black-stained cuirass to protect his chest and back, and a matching steel helmet with a red horsehair crest. He even loaned Fergus and Rand enough coin to buy weapons. Fergus bought a curved elven sword and some green and brown elven leathers to wear, while Rand got a new battle-axe and horned helmet. Tiana had stolen enough purses to buy a dwarven battle sword, which was the same size as Asha's short sword.
����������� "You know, from the back, Rand looks just like a minotaur calf in his horned helmet," Fergus said.
����������� "Calf?" Rand cried.
����������� "Hush down," Killum said. "Don't cause trouble at the gate."
����������� The gate guards turned as they approached. Half of them put hand to hilt. That worried Killum a little. Were they told to keep an eye out for Asha?
����������� "Hi, boys," he called. They were all mobs, including the officer in charge. All were big, burly, and grim looking. The guards wore chainmail hauberks and plain iron helmets. Standard swords hung on their hips, and each held a six-foot spear with a red horsehair tassel. "Can you tell us what the next town is up the Forest Road?"
����������� He'd already checked his map, so knew it was Knaresburg. It was a town twice as large as Oxenbluff, with a Baron serving as Lord as opposed to the Manor Lord, Sir Rufus, ruling their town. Killum only wanted to divert their attention away from Asha, and hopefully engage them in friendly conversation. Happy gate guards were friendlier.
����������� "Knaresburg is half a day's hard walk," the officer said. Killum assumed he was a Lieutenant, since he was wearing a US Army silver bar rank insignia. The game designers hadn't used much creativity there. "But the longer Trade Road is safer. Forest Road goes by Goblin Gully."
����������� "Is it dangerous?" Asha asked.
����������� Killum wanted to tell her to shut up and let him do the talking, but the guards were all looking her over with interest. Considering how hot she looked, he didn't blame them, but she was wearing her Robes of Concealment, so was covered head to toe in black. Unfortunately, even those robes couldn't completely conceal her shapely body.
����������� The battle-mage thought they could take out the guards, but there were more on the other side of the gate. That was too many for them to fight. Screw that. I've already been killed once.
����������� So instead, to get them focused back on him, "Are there any dungeons or monsters that need killing around here?"
����������� "Dungeons?" one of the guards said. "You must be Immortals."
����������� All of the guards scowled at them. Were mobs jealous of players? He had to admit, if he was a mob then he'd be jealous of an immortal player. He nodded and most of them turned away. That was just fine with him. Killum didn't really expect an answer.
����������� "There's Goblin Gully," the officer said. "It's full of undead goblins, hobgoblins, and orks. There are rumors of vampires and necromancers, too."
����������� "My thanks, sir," Killum said, ushering the others through the gate before the guards changed their minds. "Is Goblin Gully far?"
����������� "It's a little over an hour up the road. Believe me, you can't miss it. I suggest you stay on the road and just run past it."
����������� "They won't chase us?" Tiana asked.
����������� "No. I think they are bound to the place."
����������� Once out of the town, Killum led the way up Forest Road. Really, it was a footpath through the woods. He didn't stop for a good ten minutes to ensure they were alone.
����������� "Okay," he said, stopping at a gurgling brook for a drink and short rest. "If the undead monsters at Goblin Gully are bound, then it's a dungeon. We all agree to tackle it, right?"
����������� "Hell yes," Rand said. "I need to feed my pretty new axe and fill up my purse."
����������� "Of course I want to take on the dungeon. That's actually why I play the game," Asha said.
����������� Fergus even looked eager, while Tiana just nodded. So Killum pulled up his map, zoomed into their location and looked for Goblin Gully up the road. Asha took the opportunity to remove her Robes of Concealment, complaining about the heat.
����������� "Push her into the water," Rand said, looking like he wanted to. "That'll cool her off."
����������� "I'll turn you into a dog if you even try."
����������� Rand hesitated, but grinned. "I've never seen anyone get turned into anything else in the Game, so I don't think you can do it. Besides, this is just our second day here. I doubt you'd have that spell if it exists."
����������� Asha took a step toward the dwarven warrior, and cocked her head as she studied him. "You'll be a small dog. Probably one of those yappy little Chihuahuas."
����������� "Emphasis on yappy," Fergus said with a laugh.
����������� "Ha ha, you're the elven king and queen of comedy in the forest," Rand said, but no longer looked eager to push the sorceress into the water. "I'm rested. Let's go kick a dungeon's ass."
����������� As they continued up the road, Killum considered which spells to use. He had a disorientation spell, and could throw fireballs. He had a ring on his left middle finger that shot out lightning bolts, but would electricity kill the undead? He knew zombies would burn.
I wish I had more time in the spell shop, he silently lamented. But I'll load up on spells in Knaresburg.
����������� That really depended on how much loot they won along the way. He'd spent all but one silver and twenty copper shekels on Witchers Alley. Fergus and Rand owed him three silver shekels and some change for the money he loaned them, but they couldn't pay him back until they won some loot, too. Tiana, though, was awful cagey about how much money she had, so he thought she'd stolen a lot.
She's the most mercenary of us all, he thought, glancing back at the redhead. Probably because she's an accountant in real life.
����������� They moved quickly, eager for the fight. Killum smiled when they topped a low hill and spotted goblins and hobgoblins ahead. The mobs were one and all extremely pale. Most telling was the blank looks on their faces.
����������� "They are very undead," Asha said. She pulled her sword, a wicked smile tugging at the corners of her lips. The sorceress' eyes narrowed as she called up a fireball in her left hand. "It's time to start making them all the way dead."
����������� "You mean�" Killum said, curling his left hand into a fist and pointing it at the milling zombies. "Like this?"
����������� He focused on the closest zombie, a completely naked hobgoblin. A lightning bolt thundered out of his ring to strike the zombie in the chest. The mob dropped like a rock, but every other zombie turned their way.
����������� "Show off," she said, and threw her fireball.
����������� The five of them charged into battle as a goblin burst into flames. The poor undead mob ran around in circles, flapping his arms for a long moment, before finally succumbing to the flames. They avoided him as they plowed into the others.
����������� Killum thrust the Wolfsheart Spear into the heart of a goblin, and shouted, "HAI!"
����������� That sent a surge of magical power through the spear that blew the zombie off, sending him through the air a good dozen feet. Killum froze, staring incredulously.
����������� "Did you know it did that?" Fergus asked.
����������� "No."
����������� "Be mindful of your health and mana!" Asha called, levitating up to throw fireballs at the zombies. "Watch out behind you, Tiana!"
����������� Killum glanced over to see the thief spin around and fire two arrows into a ghoul. That's when he realized the goblins and hobgoblins were there to pull them into a trap, so the ghouls could circle around and hit them from behind. Fergus was already turned around to shoot arrows into the eerily silent ghouls.
����������� The battle-mage pointed his left hand at the ghouls, and fired one, two, three bolts into them in quick succession. He was then forced to turn back to engage a trio of goblins attacking with just their bare hands. Killum thrust his spear into the heart of the middle undead goblin, but before he could blow him off of the spear, the little monster grabbed the haft and fell back.
����������� "Bastard," Killum muttered, and then pulled his sword. "Die, abominations!"
����������� "Abominations? I like it!" Rand cried. Goblin blood covered him, eyes wild with battlelust. "Kill the abominations! Wahoo!"
����������� Side-by-side, Rand and Killum marched forward slaying zombies. Fergus and Tiana followed, backing up as they killed ghouls coming up behind the group. Asha floated above throwing fireballs in both directions.
����������� "What? Oh no," Asha cried, and fell from the sky. "Aaiiee, dammit."
����������� She dropped to the ground in the middle of the goblins and hobgoblins, and appeared to twist her ankle upon impact. Then a goblin bit her wrist, enabling him to pull her sword away.
����������� "Asha!" Killum screamed.
����������� "No!" she cried, and hit the goblin with a fireball.
����������� The goblin thrust the sword into Asha's chest before falling away to burn up. Killum fired lightning bolt after lightning bolt, slaughtering zombies all around Asha's still writhing body. To his horror, zombies dropped to their knees around her, sinking their teeth into her bare flesh.
����������� "Hurry! She's still alive," the battle-mage screamed.
����������� All four of them rushed the zombies around the sorceress. Killum saw red, his mind and soul consumed with fury and horror. They cleared the zombies away in seconds, and he dropped to his knees to pull her into his lap.
����������� Asha looked up with horrified eyes, blood flowing from her nose and mouth. She gurgled, gasped, and spewed hot blood in his face.
����������� "I'm�sorry," she rasped out. "Meet�.you�.Knares�"
����������� And the life faded out of her eyes. Killum stared down at her a long moment. For the first time, he thought the Game had gone too far, become too realistic. His mind and heart screamed for his friend so brutally butchered, and then she slowly faded away.
����������� Killum knelt there shaking, as his friends continued to fight off the zombies.



Chapter 18
����������� "We need help, battle-mage," Fergus shouted.
����������� Killum jumped up and thrust his sword through the neck of a ghoul. Then he chopped off the arm of another, before turning and taking off the head of a hobgoblin. Rand stepped in front of him to kill a goblin slipping in to attack.
����������� "Thanks," he said. "Let's clear a space so Fergus and Tiana can use their bows."
����������� "You didn't happen to buy a sleep spell, did you?" Tiana asked. "It'd be easier to kill them if they were snoozing."
����������� He chuckled. Not a bad suggestion, but sleep spells were notoriously unreliable. What would put a human to sleep might energize a goblin, or make an ork super aggressive. But he had a couple of spells that might help.
����������� "How about a little disorientation?" he asked. The battle-mage stepped back from the fight, letting Rand handle the onslaught alone for a few seconds. He concentrated on the desired spell, that he'd purchased at Spells'R'Us. And then cast it out at the ghouls. "Disorientate!"
����������� He didn't have to say anything, but Killum mostly did. It felt right to do so, and it helped his comrades to know what his spell was doing to their foes. Asha occasionally shouted her spells, too, but mostly she cast in silence. He was working on her.
����������� The ghouls all stopped at once, swaying and looking around in confusion. Rand cried out in joy, and charged them. His battle-axe left red ruin behind, even as Tiana's arrows thudded into ghoul hearts. Fergus continued to shoot at the goblins, so Killum turned towards the remaining zombies.
����������� The battle-mage concentrated on his other spell. Despite knowing the Spell of Disorientation worked on the ghouls, he wanted to test his other spell. So Killum threw the Spell of Temporary Blindness at the hobgoblin and goblin zombies.
����������� "Blindness!"
����������� There was a slight pause in their attack, but then they continued as if nothing changed.
����������� "Well, that didn't work," he muttered, and started swinging his sword. Zombie blood flowed and splattered, as heads, arms, and legs flew left and right. Soon Rand and Tiana finished off the ghouls and joined them.
����������� "I think they are blind," Fergus said. "But they can still hear us, so continue fighting."
����������� That was fine with Killum. He especially wanted to slaughter the goblins, since one of them killed Asha. Despite the fact her death put the sorceress a day behind them, he understood at a primal level how horrific it was to die in that world.
����������� They went through pure hell before being respawned.
����������� "Ha! We did it!" Rand shouted, shaking his gory axe at the heavens. "I am a warrior! Bring on your unholy hordes, Lords of Darkness!"
����������� "Can someone please knock on wood," Tiana said. "Rand, shut up. If you jinx us, I swear I'll kill you twice."
����������� "Don't even joke about killing him," Killum said, walking over to where Asha died. He picked up her purse, sword belt and scabbard, and then pulled the sword out of the dead goblin. After cleaning the sword, he sheathed it. Then pointing at Asha's Robes of Concealment. "I'll carry her weapons and purse, but you can wear her magic robes, Tiana. You're used to using invisibility as a weapon."
����������� "Cool!" she said, snatching them up.
����������� "Have any of you died in this realm?" the battle-mage asked as he retrieved his Wolfsheart Spear. They shook their heads, watching him with wary eyes. "It's bad. Real bad." Killum stopped and shuddered, feeling nauseous. "When I died, it may have been the most traumatic, horrific experience of my life."
����������� "How so?" Tiana asked.
����������� "It was like going to Hell for ten to fifteen seconds. I swear, demons were biting me, ripping the flesh off my bones, and otherwise terrorizing me."
����������� He couldn't continue. And worse, he knew Asha had just experienced it. He didn't wish that on anyone, especially not one of his friends.
����������� While Rand cleaned his axe with a scrap of cloth from a dead goblin, Fergus and Tiana went around collecting their arrows. They had to cut more than a few of them out of the bodies.
����������� Killum looked up the road, spotting a gully cutting into the surrounding forest. Greenish water with swirls of blood red trickled in the streaming coming out of it. That had to be the dungeon, Goblin Gully.
You've been offered Quest to Conquer Goblin Gully! Death and danger are assured, but the rewards are unknown. Do you accept this quest? Yes or No?
����������� "Why are the rewards always 'unknown' and the danger assured?" Killum asked. The others nodded, looking up at their prompt. He shook his head woefully, and answered. "Yes."
Congratulations! You've accepted Quest to Conquer Goblin Gully. Fight to the death! No quarter given or received! Let the glory be yours and conquer!
����������� "It's the glory," Rand said. "That's what I keep telling myself, anyway. And the experience points."
����������� Killum glanced at all of the dead goblins, ghouls, and hobgoblins. Their butchered, blood-splattered bodies were scattered all about, including in several piles. They weren't fading away like Asha had, or mobs did in the previous realm. That was another element of realism he wasn't sure he liked. Also, their victims' blood continued to soak the players' clothes.
����������� "After we beat this dungeon, I think we might have to bathe and wash our clothes," he said. "This realm might be too much like real life."
����������� "Really?" Fergus asked. "How often do you kill people in real life?"
����������� A shuffling sound, followed by some growling, came from the dark gully. The battle-mage walked closer, peering inside intently, but it was too dark to see anything. It was even creepier than Deadman's Swamp.
����������� "Follow me. I want to stamp done on this dungeon and move on," Killum said.
����������� The battle-mage led the way into the gully. Rand followed, with Tiana next and Fergus bringing up the rear. The dwarf muttered things under his breath, like, "Come to daddy, my little monsters" and "Come feed my thirsty blade, my evil darlings."
����������� He wasn't sure if Rand really hungered for a fight that much, or if he was trying to shore up his resolve. That new realm was a lot scarier. The cost of defeat and death was much greater.
����������� The sound of shuffling feet alerted him. "Watch your backs! Here they come!"
����������� This time it was orks. Undead orks. Killum started with his lightning, but after a dozen strikes it stopped working. He cursed his stupidity, remembering the ring could only be used thirty times in twenty-four hours. So he gripped the spear in both hands and charged.
����������� "Die, orks!" Rand shouted. "Feel the fury of a dwarven warrior!"
����������� "Shut up and fight, runt," Fergus said with a strained voice. He and Tiana were shooting arrows at a furious rate, and then stopped suddenly. "Dammit. I'm out of arrows."
����������� "Leave Rand alone," Tiana said. She pulled her sword and belt knife. Then she activated the Robes of Concealment and vanished. Her disembodied voice continued. "I think his battle joy is cute."
����������� "Tiana thinks I'm cute!" Rand shouted joyfully to the heavens. "Wahoo!"
����������� Killum shook his head, while Tiana laughed. Fergus charged into the fray with sword and dagger. The zombie orks were unarmed, with no armor, but they were still big, super-strong orks. Living orks were usually armed and armored, and they were fast and strong. Zombie orks weren't particularly fast, but they were tenacious.
����������� "Keep moving forward," Killum said. "Don't stop to finish them off. Just keep moving forward."
����������� An ork backhanded him. The battle-mage was spun around, black and white flashing behind his eyes. For a second he didn't know up from down. The undead ork reached for his throat, but suddenly its throat erupted with blood. And then the monster's head came off.
����������� "There, I helped," Tiana's disembodied voice said.
����������� Anger boiled within. He'd come that close to dying again. Just the thought made his skin crawl. Killum cried out in fury, and charged back into the fight. He hit the gap between Fergus and Rand, slaying two orks in three swings and a thrust. He kicked another to the side that Rand promptly gutted. Tiana cried out in joy ahead of them, and then he saw another ork's head come off.
����������� "I see a cave," she called back. "It's guarded by humans with spears and swords."
����������� "Not undead humans?"
����������� "They look alive," she replied.
Congratulations! You've earned enough experience points to move up one level. You are now a Level 12 battle-mage!

Congratulations! You've earned enough experience points to move up one level in Spearman. You are now Level 2!
����������� Killum grunted in frustration. He didn't need those damned prompts in the middle of a fight. There had to be a way to turn them off. Three orks appeared in front of him. He thrust three times, jerking his gory spear back after piercing each ork's heart. They crumbled before him, forcing him to step on them as he advanced.
����������� "Hey, those humans are players," Tiana said. "They've got strange glowing collars around their necks. I think they are entranced."
����������� "We can be entranced and controlled with magic?" Fergus asked. "That sucks."
����������� That was the understatement of the day. Killum thought dying was bad. Being magically enslaved had to be ten times worse. Could a mage hold a player in servitude forever?
����������� "Ha!" Tiana cried. "Entranced or not, they die when I cut their throats!"
����������� He cringed. That poor player was going through hell, and it wasn't even his fault. Killum bashed aside two orks, stepping between them as Fergus and Rand slew them. He spotted the cave entrance. Four humans, three men and a woman guarded it. All very tall and very blonde. They looked like barbarian warriors, with the men wearing fur loincloths and the woman a fur bikini. One of the men was lying in a pool of blood.
����������� The male barbarian on the other side of the cave gasped, back bowing. The tip of a sword erupted out of his chest. As he collapsed, the female barbarian turned and attacked. She caught hold of Tiana, ripping the Robes of Concealment off the thief.
����������� The barbarian warrior woman pounded at Tiana with her sword. The thief was barely defending herself. Killum concentrated on the woman.
Milena. Human barbarian warrior (Lvl 23). +3 Light. PK: 1.
����������� "Help!" the redhead cried.
����������� Milena swirled her sword around Tiana's blade, and then swept it from the thief's grasp. Emotionlessly, the barbarian aimed her blade at Tiana's heart. And thrust.
����������� Killum raced frantically forward, and just managed to get his spearhead between them and parry the killing blow. Tiana ducked with a squeak, and raced back to the Robes of Concealment, while the barbarian chick turned on Killum.
����������� "My master commands you to die," she said, and thrust at his throat.
����������� The battle-mage batted the sword aside, and then spun around backwards to kick her in the hip. The barbarian stumbled back against a tree. She didn't hesitate charging him. Killum feigned a thrust at her face, and when she fell for it, he lowered his point and let the Wolfsheart Spear do its magic. The spear pierced her heart, coming out her back a good six inches, before he yanked it out of her.
����������� The barbarian woman fell to her knees before him, an incredulous look on her pretty face. She looked down at the bloody spot deep in her cleavage, and then lifted her eyes to Killum.
����������� "Thank you for freeing me."
����������� He looked around to find all of the barbarian guardians dead. It looked like Rand got the last kill. Killum wasn't sure how Rand felt about player kills. Fergus and Tiana definitely didn't want any, but they were all getting them in that realm. Oddly enough, Tiana had the most PKs at four.
She's killed four players in two days, he thought. Not even two days. It's still earlier than when we came over yesterday.
����������� Fergus and Tiana started collecting arrows. Killum just stood there resting. He hadn't been that exhausted in a long time. And never while playing a video game. Then the four barbarians began fading away, leaving behind weapons, purses, and those collars around their necks.
����������� A tall, thin man wrapped in black robes stepped out of the cave. The man was ghoulishly pale, with black eyes. He looked at the bloody spots where the four barbarians died and then caught Killum's eyes. He smiled cruelly, showing a pair of inch long fangs.
Vampire necromancer (Lvl 18). -45 Dark.
����������� "Mob vamp!" Killum cried. "Watch out, he's a level 18 necromancer, and very Dark."
����������� The vampire held an elaborate bone-white staff in his right hand. He glowed with a faint blue fire. He lifted his left hand, with a silver bracer upon it. The silver had a design worked into it that made the battle-mage's eyes ache and water to look upon. The four collars flew up into his open hand.
����������� "It annoys me mightily that you slew my minions." The vampire's voice sounded like a death rattle, and made Killum's skin crawl worse than fingernails on a blackboard. "You will replace them."
����������� "Like hell we will," Fergus said.
����������� The vampire looked at him, and smiled. One of the collars flew out of his hand at lightning speed, hitting Fergus in the neck. It wrapped around his throat and fastened. The ranger stiffened, a shocked look on his face. Then his eyes went blank, and he fell to his knees.
����������� "I am yours to command, master."
����������� "Screw that!" Rand screamed, and the other three charged the vampire.
����������� Killum's heart skipped a beat when the vampire threw another collar at the dwarf. Rand managed to bat it aside with his axe, but the collar flew straight to Tiana's neck. She dropped her sword to clutch at her throat, but then her eyes went blank and she fell to her knees.
����������� "I am yours to command, master."
����������� The vampire started to throw another collar at Rand, but Killum reached him first. He thrust the spear through the vampire's heart. The undead necromancer gasped, and then turned to grin at him. "That won't kill me, fool." Then he commanded, "Minions, catch and hold them for me."
����������� Killum was forced to jump back. Rand moved to the opposite side of the vampire.
����������� As Fergus and Tiana stood to obey, the battle-mage tried to cast the Spell of Temporary Blindness, but it didn't work. The Spell of Disorientation failed as well. How much time had passed since he last used them? Killum couldn't remember their cooldown periods, but it couldn't be more than ten or fifteen minutes.
����������� "Everything's happening too fast."
����������� Killum pulled his sword and attacked. Rand reached the vampire at the same time. The dwarf's axe bit deep into the vampire necromancer's chest, but only staggered him. When the vampire started to throw a collar at the dwarf again, Killum swung at his arm and severed it just below the elbow.
����������� "What the hell?" Fergus said. "I'm free."
����������� Killum thrust-kicked the wounded vampire back against the cave entrance, and then savagely decapitated the necromancer. "I�d like to see you survive that!"
����������� The battle-mage sighed gustily after looking around to ensure there were no more foes to kill. He grimaced down at the dead vampire, knowing he'd come close to being magically subjugated and enslaved. Fergus was cursing up a storm as he struggled to get the collar off. Rand was helping Tiana remove hers.
����������� "Figures," he said, shaking his head.
Congratulations! You've earned enough experience points to move up one level. You are now a Level 13 battle-mage!

Congratulations! You've earned enough experience points to move up one level in Swordsmanship. You are now Level 4!

Congratulations! You've earned enough experience points to move up one level in hand-to-hand fighting. You are now Level 3!
����������� Picking up the staff, he felt the evilness of it creep under his skin.
Congratulations! You have won the Staff of Calling! Call up the dead to serve your every whim. Must be -1 Dark and level 10 or higher to use.

Congratulations! You've earned 2 Player Kills and won a Dark Object of Power, thus giving you 1 Point to Dark!
����������� Setting that aside, Killum checked the vampire necromancer's robes and belt. There was a black leather purse, with a few coins inside. He tossed it next to the staff. Then he carefully removed the bracer from that severed arm.
Congratulations! You have won the Bracer of Subjugation! Collar and enslave friends and enemies alike. Build an army, or a harem. No usage restrictions.
����������� "Oh my god, anyone can use this," Killum whispered. "At least it isn't a Dark object. I don't need another point toward Dark."
����������� They collected the barbarian's weapons and purses. Between the vampire and four barbarians, they gained thirteen silver and ninety-eight copper shekels. The vampire's purse also had two small rubies, and the barbarians all had dropped numerous silver and gold rings, earrings, and necklaces.
����������� They checked the cave, and found five simple beds made of piled up furs. Some simple foodstuffs, and a roasting pig. No altars. No treasure or artifacts. Nothing.
����������� "Worse dungeon ever!" Rand declared. "Hardly worth the effort."
����������� "Definitely not worth getting Asha killed," Tiana said. "Yes, that sucks. I'm starting to develop a bad attitude for this realm."
����������� "We can still sell the magic staff and bracer," Killum said. "Speaking of, the bracer and its collars kind of freak me out. Someone wrap them up in a pelt and carry it. I'll take the staff."
����������� Killum and Tiana wrapped the staff in pelts, too. Then she helped him tie it across his back. Holding it was discombobulating and distracting. Wrapped up and across his back was much better. Fergus bound the bracer and collars in a tight bundle with another pelt. The elf found a small pack inside the cave and stuffed the bundle inside.
����������� Killum gave each of them three silver coins, twenty four coppers. Since each coin was made to be cut into as many as four equal bits, they cut up the remaining coins and each got a quarter of a silver and half a copper shekel. He put the jewelry in Fergus' pack. Fergus and Rand settled up their loans to him, and they decided to divide the rest of it up after they sold the jewelry and magical items in Knaresburg. Asha wasn't to get a cut, since Fergus, Rand, and Tiana all agreed she died too early in the fight to earn it.
����������� Killum paused to drink healing and mana restoring potions and to check his stats, pulling up Skills and Possessions, too.
Current status
:
Name:
Killum
Race:
Human (European)
Class:
Battle-mage (Novice)
Level:
13 (7% to next level)
Alignment:
-1 Dark
Health:
78/100
Strength:
22/30
Endurance:
17/30
Agility:
20
Mana:
150
Skills:
(Click to View/Hide)
Social:
Bartering (Lvl 2).
Fighting:
Swordsmanship (Lvl 4).
Spearman (Lvl 2).
Hand-to-Hand (Lvl 3).
Survivor Skills:
Foraging (Lvl 2).
Spellcasting: 
Simple fire.
Fireballs.
Spell of Disorientation.
Spell of Temporary Blindness.
Possessions:
(Click to View/Hide)
Weapons: 
Knight's Sword.
Long knife.
Armor:
Steel cuirass (front and back).
Steel helmet, with red horsehair plume.
Magical:
Wolfsheart Spear.
A Bound Object.
Always strikes the heart!
Ring of Lightning.
Can be used 30 times in 24 hours.
Staff of Calling.
 Call up the dead to serve your every whim. Must be -1 Dark and level 10 or higher to use.
Bracer of Subjugation.
 Collar and enslave friends and enemies alike. Build an army, or a harem. No usage restrictions.
Healing Potion (8).
Will heal 20. Cooldown: 15 minutes. Can be used once an hour, up to 5 times in 24 hours. 
Mana Restoring Potion (13).
Will restore 25 mana points. Cooldown: 10 minutes. Can be used once an hour.
Money/shekels:
0 gold, 7.25 silver, 54.5 copper shekels
Wardrobe: 
Spawn tunic (Cotton)
Warrior's Leathers (Black).
Soft leather shirt (long sleeved), trousers, lace up boots.
Player Kills:
3
Deaths:
 1 (89/90 days)
����������� He was happy about leveling up, but that -1 Dark and three PKs gave him pause. Asha didn't like Dark players. Selling the Dark objects would clear that away, and push him a little into Light. Then he noticed the something added to the Deaths line. What did "89/90 days" mean?
����������� "I hope Knaresburg proves a friendlier place than Oxenbluff," Killum said, heading back up the Forest Road. "And I pray Asha is able to catch up to us quickly and safely."



Chapter 19
����������� Asha huffed and puffed atop the stone slab. She'd rolled to all fours immediately upon respawning. Her sobs had ended, but her body still trembled as the agony of her passage slowly faded away.
����������� Closing her eyes, she struggled to forget what she'd just endured. Demons (there was no other way to describe them) had bitten off two fingers and her nose, as well as ravaged her body with cruel, bloody talons. It felt like they flayed her skin off.
����������� "That was worse than the first time," the sorceress whispered.
����������� She looked around the all too familiar Spawn Site. Her face heated up. Two deaths in as many days. That by itself was bad enough, and terribly embarrassing. In all of her previous experience, it had been the others getting killed in the Game. Her sterling reputation was taking a beating.
����������� Checking herself for injuries, she found her skin flawless. Not even a scratch. "At least I'm restored to pristine condition when I die."
����������� The sorceress found that she was back in her Spawn tunic, with the Dagger of Wrath laying beside her. That was her one Bound possession. No money. No sword. She lifted her right hand, fingers curling into claws and fire engulfed it.
����������� "At least I still have my spells, though I lost all of my potions."
����������� Her friends would surely keep her weapons and other possessions safe until she caught up with them. Though, if money got tight, they might rob her purse and sell her stuff. Asha resolved to catch up quickly. Hopefully, Knaresburg wasn't too expensive.
����������� "Let's see the damage," she muttered, willing up her stats.
Current status
:
Name:
 Asha
Race: 
High Elf (Desert Tribes)
Class:
Sorceress (Novice)
Level:
14 (2% to next level)
Alignment:
+3 Light
Health:
100/100
Strength:
20/20
Endurance:
30/30
Agility:
15
Mana:
175
Skills:
(Click to View/Hide)
Possessions:
(Click to View/Hide)
Player Kills:
 3
Deaths:
 2 (89/90 days)
����������� "At least I leveled up," she muttered. A smile played across her lips. "Strength, Endurance, Agility, and Mana are all up and everything is at a hundred percent. Very nice."
����������� She started to concentrate on Skills and Possessions to see what she had there, when her eyes fell upon the last entry. Deaths. It was obviously keeping track of how many times she died, but what was that "89/90 days" about?
����������� Asha checked for, and still couldn't find the Help button. Why was she cut off from Admin and any other help? She had questions about the Game and how it was played. There wasn't even a manual available.
����������� "This is actually too much like real life, and I'm not sure how much fun I'm going to have here," she said. "But I refuse to accept that I'm stuck in the Game. That's unacceptable. I will find the way back."
����������� Until then, she was trapped in that world. With a thought, she changed back into her elven sorceress dress. Just before she cleared away the Stats Table, her health ticked down one to 99/100. That was followed by her stomach gurgling quite loudly.
����������� Looking around, "I think I noticed some berries last time."
����������� After checking her map, she headed northward. There were berry bushes at the edge of the forest, and she eagerly consumed her fill. Indeed, she was surprised by how much she ate. Her Health ticked back up to a hundred percent.
Congratulations! You've learned the survival skill of Foraging! Go forth and find food.
����������� She took off running. It really was a visceral thrill. At the same time, she kept an eye out for herbs and wild vegetables. Nuts would be nice, too. Berries alone were a poor diet, and foraging was her only option until she reached Knaresburg and was reunited with her purse.
����������� Soon, it was almost a game as she raced down one hill and let momentum help push her up the next. At one point a pair of squirrels "chased" her in the treetops, chattering away angrily. Asha spooked a hare, and then a trio of deer. Through it all she maintained an easy pace for an elf.
����������� "This pace would kill Rand, and maybe Killum and Tiana."
����������� Leaping over a creek, her foot came down on a slick rock and the elfmaid splashed into the cold water. At the same time an arrow zipped above her. Her battle-sense was immediately on high alert. If she hadn't slipped, she'd be a dead elf.
����������� The arrow ended its flight embedded in a tree just few feet away. "Goblins."
����������� Every race in the Game had their own style of arrowhead and fletching. Goblins also stained their arrow shafts green. Before she could contemplate her predicament, three goblins charged down the hill.
����������� All were mobs, wearing black loincloths, feathers in their hair, and stripes painted on their faces and torsos. The sorceress threw a pair of fireballs at them, which they easily avoided. Just before they reached her, all aiming their crude stabbing spears at her chest, Asha used her levitating spell and propelled herself behind them before dropping back to the ground.
����������� "Die," she growled, thrusting the Dagger of Wrath through the heart of one. Sheathing the enchanted blade, she snatched up his dropped spear. "I will kill you all!"
����������� The other two were clearly freaked out by her flying over them. Her attack should've sent them running, but two more even larger goblins charged in. That forced her to give up ground, before spinning left to stab one of them in the kidney and kicking the other in the face. Before he recovered, Asha thrust her spear through his heart.
Congratulations! You've learned the Battle Skill of Spearman!
����������� More goblins were coming. She could hear them approaching from two directions, so she set a path between them. The two remaining goblins began trailing her, shouting in their language.
����������� Asha stopped and spun around, throwing a fireball into the chest of one. He screamed and ran away as the eldritch flames consumed him. His comrade froze, staring at his friend. She took the opportunity to impale him on her spear.
����������� "Trade. Thanks," she said, abandoning her spear still in his belly, and took his right out of his dead hand. He also had a strung bow across his back with a quiver full of arrows. "You, sir, are too generous."
����������� Five goblins appeared to her left. Asha cast Slow as Molasses. They came to a stop, shocked looks on their faces. She thrust the spear into the ground, and started shooting arrows at the bespelled goblins. One, two, three were killed before the spell began to fade. The sorceress wounded a forth goblin, before she had to take up the spear to defend herself.
Congratulations! You've learned the Battle Skill of Archery!
����������� The goblins weren't fazed by their terrible losses. Anyone sane would quit a fight so costly. No one ever accused goblins of being rational.
����������� "You've made a serious mistake, dogs," she growled.
����������� Two more goblins came up behind her. She shifted into a different defensive stance to keep all three in sight. One of the newcomers stopped and cocked his head.
����������� "Is that the elfmaid we killed yesterday?"
����������� "You're from that village? With Dukk?"
����������� "It is her," he said. "She's the Immortal we captured and killed."
����������� "That makes her more valuable as a slave," another said. "Don't kill her. Go for the legs."
����������� "Aww, you're so not cute," Asha said. "I'm going to kill you last."
����������� All three charged her as one. She threw her spear at one, then snatched up the bow and used her levitating spell to rise a few feet above. Peppering them with arrows put two more down, and sent the last goblin running.
����������� Asha hit the ground running after him. All she could think about was how they captured and killed her, and planned to eat her. So disgusting! It was time to exact her pound of flesh now that she possessed the perfect spells to lay waste to a goblin village.
����������� "Elf witch! Elf witch!" the goblin screamed as he ran.
����������� The fleeing goblin proved elves weren't the only ones that excelled at running through the woods. It took all her strength and will to keep up with the little bugger.
����������� "I changed my mind," she shouted. "I'm going to kill you next!"
����������� Stopping to take aim, she released the arrow at his back. The ugly bastard topped the hill and vanished, making her miss by inches. Asha screamed in frustration and took off after him. She'd already used up more than half of her arrows. Worse, she no longer had a spear.
����������� The village was spread out below when she topped the hill. Little round thatched huts encircled a central fire pit. There were also a good dozen warriors lined up between her and their homes. They looked grim and determined, holding their spears towards her.
����������� "Wrong tactic, morons," Asha said, and pushed off as she used her levitating spell. That sent her flying over the warriors and the village. The sorceress began throwing fireballs at all of the highly flammable huts. Screams of fear and rage rose up. "This is what you get for killing me yesterday! My wrath is great!"
����������� Asha decided she'd taken enough vengeance. Well, it was the dozen warriors racing after her below that decided it. As nice as revenge might be, it paled in comparison next to the horror of death in that realm. No revenge would ever be worth getting killed.
����������� The shaman stepped out of a hut below her. Asha called up a fireball to burn his hut down, but he held up an elaborate staff with the skull of a buck, complete with a huge rack of antlers. Power fetishes and shrunken heads of men and animals hung off the antlers.
����������� He shouted something, and it was like the Hand of God slapped her to the ground.
����������� "Uggh!" she grunted upon impact.
����������� "Grab her," the shaman commanded. "We will flay her alive."
����������� "Actually, I have other plans," Asha said, still struggling for breath. She shot one, two, three arrows at the shaman, who held his staff out to create a magical barrier. By that time Dukk led his warriors up. Rage filled her. "You!"
����������� Asha didn't have time to shoot another arrow. He was too close and running too fast. Instead, she dropped the bow, threw a handful of dirt at his face, and lunged toward him. Dukk had to close his eyes to protect them, giving her opportunity to get inside his guard. The sorceress called up simple fire, setting his loincloth alight.
����������� The goblin warrior shrieked like a ten year old girl.
����������� Grabbing his spear, Asha jerked it from his grasp. He was more concerned with his flaming manparts. The elfmaid turned toward the warriors following their war chief, impaled the first one on the spear and let his momentum help her fling him over onto the shaman. Then she spun left and right, kicking, backhanding, and stabbing with the spear. The warriors parted around her, giving her the space she needed.
����������� "Hold her down," Dukk shouted. "I'm going to cut her head off."
����������� "Goslin! Great God of FIRE!" Asha cried to the heavens. "Let it rain fire!"
����������� The goblin warriors all ducked and glanced up, expecting her god to consume them all in flames. Instead, Asha barked a laugh and raced through their ranks to attack Dukk. He thrust a spear at her heart, but she smashed it aside and slid her spearhead down his shaft and right into Dukk's heart.
����������� "Take that, you big bully," she said, kicking him in the face for good measure. And then she turned and threw the spear into the shaman's belly. "I curse your village for a thousand years!"
����������� With that, Asha turned and raced into the surrounding woods. No one pursued her.
����������� "I bet it was the thousand year curse that scared them and made them stop."



Chapter 20
����������� Forest Road wasn't the most traveled dirt path in the kingdom. It was barely discernible at some points. Killum started singing the Daniel Boone theme song after a while.
����������� "How old are you in real life?" Rand asked. "I think my grandparents watched that old show."
����������� Killum laughed. "Mine, too. I love old TV shows like Andy Griffith, Gilligan's Island, I Dream of Jeannie, and, of course, Daniel Boone."
����������� "Who was a man," Tiana replied.
����������� "A big man," Rand said.
����������� "With an eye like an eagle," Fergus said. "Yeah, we get it. Now sing the Beverly Hillbillies show theme song."
����������� And Killum did, with the others joining in. They sang theme songs from the 60s and 70s until he stopped them in the low ground in the middle of four hills.
����������� "I think this is the perfect place to designate our respawn sites. This way we'll be together if more than one of us is killed in the same fight," Killum said. "Now pick a hill and find a spot on your hill to respawn."
����������� No more going all the way back to their original Spawn Sites upon death. He'd already made that mistake. Killum let the others pick their hills, and then took the one left over.
����������� There were no clear spots on Killum's hill. So he found a relatively flat spot under an ancient oak. He pulled up his HUD and concentrated on the Designate Respawn Site button.
You are designating a new Respawn Site. This is the location you will respawn after death. It is your responsibility to ensure it is a safe location away from prying eyes. Do you wish to continue? Yes or No?
����������� "Yes."
Congratulations! You have successfully designated a new Respawn Site.
����������� Fergus was waiting when Killum returned to the road. The ranger was sitting cross-legged on the ground and eating some of the largest, juiciest looking blackberries he'd ever seen. The elf pointed at his questioning look, and soon Killum was picking blackberries from a little thicket of bushes. He collected a double-handful, but the backs of his hand were left scratched and bloody.
����������� "Nothing is free," Fergus said. "And they are delicious."
����������� Killum sat next to him. "I didn't realize I was so hungry until I started eating them."
����������� The thief returned after he'd eaten most of the berries, and was full. Tiana happily accepted the remainder from him and Fergus. She finished those off and Rand still hadn't returned.
����������� "Should we go look for him?" Tiana asked.
����������� "No," Fergus said. He grinned. "The runt probably fell into someone's footprint and is struggling to climb out."
����������� "Oh my god, you're ribbing him and he's not even here to defend himself?" she cried.
����������� Fergus snorted. "There's no defense for him."
����������� "I heard that," Rand shouted. "You stupid elven idjit."
����������� "Wow, the dwarf turned into Yosemite Sam," Fergus said. "All he needs is a big cowboy hat to kind of look like Yosemite Sam, too."
����������� Tiana and Rand went over to pick more blackberries, and then they hit the trail again. Rand lost as many berries as he ate, and many of them were lost in his beard. That reminded Killum of his own stubble. Apparently, he'd have to shave or grow a beard in this realm. Being an elf, Fergus didn't have that issue.
����������� The battle-mage spotted the healing herb that the potions were made out of. It was more potent as a potion, but eating them would still help in healing. They stopped to pick them. Killum leveled up on Foraging.
����������� Topping a hill, they stopped in their tracks and stared down at the fight below. A motley gang of cutthroats was finishing off a group of travelers. Men, women, and children lay dead at their feet. Some were already in the process of looting the dead.
����������� "They killed children!" Rand cried.
����������� Twenty vicious, scowling faces turned toward them.
����������� "Well played, runt," Fergus whispered. "Good thing we just designated new respawn sites."
����������� Killum's mind was running through options as the bad guys started towards them. Blood dripped from knives, daggers, and swords. Their clothes and faces were splattered with more blood and gore. He concentrated on them, noticing most were mobs. But there were five Immortals.
Cain. Human brigand (Lvl 23). -7 Dark. PK: 37.

Jack. Human brigand (Lvl 21). -6 Dark. PK: 34.

Gizelle. Elven warrior (Lvl 22). -12 Dark. PK: 35.
����������� Killum presented his Wolfsheart Spear. "Brigands and cutthroats! Defend yourselves!"
����������� Fergus and Tiana began peppering the charging brigands with arrows. They stood to either side of Killum and Rand, who prepared for a much more personal kind of combat. Rand looked eager to fight, while Killum could only think of the horror of death. It might only be ten to fifteen seconds, but it was a really hellish ten to fifteen seconds.
����������� The archers took out six of the twenty brigands. All five of the Immortals survived, though one had an arrow through his thigh. He continued to limp towards the fight.
����������� "Hai!" Killum cried, thrusting his spear through the heart of the first mob to reach him. The Immortals hung back, letting their NPC comrades take the blunt of the damage. "Drop the bows and fight!"
����������� The fight was too close for bows. Fergus and Tiana tossed their bows aside and pulled swords. They joined Killum and Rand and helped hold the brigands at bay. Wolfsheart Spear proved its worth by finding the hearts of five mob brigands in as many thrusts. Soon half of the brigands were dead or dying on the ground, but Killum's arms were getting tired. The other three weren't as fast and effective.
����������� Superior numbers were about to win the day.
����������� Desperation consumed Killum. Dying again was unacceptable, and he despised the idea of his friends suffering that fate as well. Then the elven warrior Gizelle tried to decapitate him. Killum ducked, and both heard and felt her blade strike the Staff of Calling strapped to his back.
����������� "Hold them just a few more seconds!" he shouted, dropping back.
����������� The battle-mage dropped the spear and shed the make-shift harness they'd fashioned to carry the magical Dark staff. He saw that his friends were about to be overwhelmed and butchered, so didn't have time to free the staff from its bindings. Killum took the Staff of Calling in both hands, lifting it harness and all, and the unholy staff became icy cold in his hands. Magic flowed into his hands, making them stiff and numb.
����������� The correct words just rolled off his tongue, "Arise my minions of undeath! Kill the living! Kill my enemies!"
����������� The dead brigands stirred. The brigands stopped fighting, stepping back and looking down and around at the moving dead. The dead brigands left their weapons on the ground, but began clawing, biting, climbing up their former friends. Brigands screamed in horror.
����������� "Kill them all!" Killum cried, shaking the staff above him. "Fergus, Tiana, Rand, fall back behind me."
����������� The Immortal brigand Jack was the first to die. He screamed in horror, eyes wild as zombies dog-piled him. But the others were more successful against the unarmed undead. Zombies began falling. Soon there were just two zombies attacking four players.
����������� "Time to jump back in," Rand said.
����������� "No," Killum said, stepping forward. He pointed up the road. "There are more coming."
����������� The dead travelers were shambling up the hill. The brigands hadn't noticed them.
����������� As the last two undead brigands fell beneath Gizelle's and Cain's swords, Cain glared at Killum. "Now it's four against four."
����������� "Well, not exactly," Killum said, wagging his brows. "Turn around and meet the rest of my undead friends."
����������� The second group of zombies plowed into the last brigands standing. Rand barked a laugh, and then attacked. Tiana and Fergus followed, plowing into the brigands' backs as they battled zombies. Rand killed Cain and another. Tiana faced off with Gizelle, and stabbed the elf warrior through the throat, while Fergus beheaded the last of the evil Immortals.
����������� The zombies turned towards his friends, and started moving towards them.
����������� The proper words came to Killum. "Your service is over. Return to the grave! Begone!"
����������� The zombies fell bonelessly to the ground and remained still.
����������� "That was fun," Rand said. He grinned at Killum. "You might want to hang onto that damned object. It comes in handy."
����������� "Yeah. No," Killum said, finally able to release it. The Staff of Calling and its harness dropped to the ground. His hands and arms were still cold and began tingling, like when the blood has been cut off. He could barely move his fingers. "I'm not Dark enough to use that thing. And I don't intend to get that Dark, either."
Congratulations! You've earned enough experience points to move up one level. You are now a Level 14 battle-mage!
Congratulations! You've assisted in 5 Player Kills and successfully used a Dark Object of Power, thus giving you 3 Points to Dark!
����������� Killum quickly checked his stats, relieved to see no more PKs were listed, but he was up to Level 14 as a battle-mage, but his alignment had changed to -4 Dark. And his mana was down to 34. His Health, Strength, and Endurance were barely affected.
����������� "Oh man, I went one point towards Dark because of player kills," Tiana muttered.
Tiana. Human thief (Lvl 15). -1 Dark. PK: 6.
����������� "It's not all bad," Rand said. "These brigands all have purses, as do the travelers. Plus I see two pack mules we can use to haul all of these weapons to Knaresburg. This is going to be our biggest payday yet."
����������� All Killum could think about was that Staff of Calling, and how evil it felt in his hands. He might've turned the tide of battle with it, but they were all unclean kills.
����������� "Fine. Collect all of the valuables and load up the mules," he said. Staring off toward the north. "Let's get our asses to Knaresburg. I need a beer, or twelve."



Chapter 21
����������� Asha froze, listening intently. She cocked her head left, then right. The elfmaid quickly zeroed in on the direction of the sounds. A woman's squeal of delight, followed by her laughter allowed the sorceress to relax. Happy people weren't generally dangerous.
����������� Moving quickly towards the laughter, she soon heard two deeper male voices. One was very deep and hard to understand from a distance. She finally discovered two males and two women walking along a trail and heading toward Oxenbluff. One male and one female were human, with another male turning out to be an ork. The last female was an elf.
����������� "Elfmaid," the ork said, pointing at Asha.
����������� They all stopped and three of them put hand to hilt. The elfmaid travelling with them was not armed. Asha paused to study them a second.
Coop. Human Dark Paladin (Lvl 20). -31 Dark. PK: 48.
����������� Coop was tall and slim, but still looked muscular and strong under his black armor. He was handsome, but in a fierce, scary way. The paladin's hair was long and tied back. He looked familiar, and it took a moment to realize she knew him from the previous realm.
Joss. Human witch (Lvl 19). -22 Dark. PK: 12.
����������� Asha nodded. Joss, Coop, and Krakus were a team. Joss was their spellcaster, their witch. All were proudly Dark, though not really evil. She had the impression they were what the Americans called "rednecks" and "good ole boys." As she recalled, they tended to spend more time drinking and partying in the pubs than out grinding away.
����������� The next one in line surprised her.
Deidra. Elven Ranger (Lvl 25). +35 Light. PK: 1.
����������� If she remembered correctly, Deidra was the player that Daphne said discovered the Deadman's Swamp dungeon, and had vanished. Asha found her. The elven ranger was beautiful in the previous realm, and then became drop-dead gorgeous in the Hidden Realms. Asha felt a ping of jealousy. Deidra's hair was long and blonde, eyes like a mountain lake, and the elfmaid's soft leather outfit fit her like a glove.
What is someone so deep in the Light doing with three people so deep in the Dark?
����������� The last one was a seven foot tall ork in mismatched armor and a black wolf's pelt loincloth, with numerous knives and daggers strapped all over his body. He had a sword on both hips, and another pair crossed across his back. The end of his left tusk was broken off, and he had battle scars, ritual scars, and tattoos on all exposed skin, including his face.
����������� "Hi, Krakus," Asha said when he looked her over appreciatively.
Krakus. Ork warrior (Lvl 19). -14 Dark. PK: 23.
����������� He was even bigger and scarier looking in the new realm. She figured he doubled his mass, becoming taller and thicker. And it was all muscle, too.
����������� "Long time no see, Asha," Joss said. She was looking the sorceress over, too, but not looking pleased. "This forest is overrun with elves lately."
����������� "I know. This is supposed to be goblin country," Krakus said. "But elves are prettier."
����������� "We're heading into town," Coop said. Asha remembered he was their official leader, but Joss generally got her way. "You're welcome to join us if you want."
����������� "Oxenbluff?"
����������� "No, New York City," Joss said. She was still looking Asha over, more intently. "You've been in a fight. That's goblin blood."
����������� Asha shrugged. "A goblin village invited me to dinner, as the main course. I objected." She smiled brightly at them. "After some�um�persuasion, they let me continue on my way."
����������� Krakus laughed. "Yes! You were always known for your love of persuasion."
����������� Coop was looking past her at that time. "Where's the rest of your motley crew of meat shields?"
����������� She stiffened. Some haters back in the old realm spread the rumor that Asha used her friends and allies to take all of the hits while she hung back and used her magic.
����������� "Oxenbluff," she lied. "I got killed and had to start over again."
����������� "Ouch. Been there. Done that," Joss said. "Don't want to go there again."
����������� "Of course not," Coop laughed. "You've got five deaths. That next one is going to be a doozy."
����������� Krakus and Coop laughed, but Joss didn't. Neither did Deidra. In fact, Deidra hadn't spoken or even paid attention to Asha. The elven ranger just stood there staring off into space.
����������� "What do you mean? Does the number of deaths matter in this realm?"
����������� "Hell yes," Joss said. "You know that fifteen seconds of hell you went through before respawning?" Asha nodded, unable to forget that ordeal. "Well, that is a mere hint of this realm's Purgatory."
����������� Krakus stepped up to Asha, taking a lock of her long black hair between two fingers. Then he leaned down close to her face, making her eyes go wide. Her fight or flight instinct kicked in on full alert.
����������� "If you die five times within a ninety day period, then your time in Purgatory starts to escalate," Krakus' deep base growled at her. "I hear it is even worse than what we feel after death. The demons in Purgatory have more time to do unspeakable things to you. It's. Pure. Hell."
����������� "Stop sugar-coating it, Krakus," Coop said. "How many times have you died, girl?"
����������� "Just once," she lied, and didn't know why. Asha got a bad vibe from them. "This is only my second day here."
����������� "Wow. You're already a Level 14, with six player kills," Joss said. "How are you still +2 to Light?"
����������� Asha gasped, quickly checking her stats to discover Joss was correct. She knew Dukk as an Immortal, and she killed him. Apparently she killed more players among the goblins. She lost one point towards Light, as well.
����������� "Well, we were ambushed by a lot of bad guys," she said. "I didn't realize I'd actually killed players, but one of them got lucky." She shrugged, trying to act all unconcerned. "And there may have been some players among the goblins."
����������� They regarded her with mercenary eyes. A chill ran up Asha's spine. Except for Deidra, they were all very Dark characters.
����������� "Come on," Krakus said, placing his massive hand at the small of her back and ushering Asha into their midst. "We're burning daylight. I want to reach Oxenbluff today so I can get drunk."
����������� They slotted Asha in between Coop and Joss, with Deidra and Krakus coming next. The sorceress would rather walk with the other elfmaid, but Joss wouldn't let her drop back.
What's their game? Asha wondered. It can't be good.
����������� "Hi, Deidra," she called.
����������� "Hi."
����������� Nothing else. Her expression didn't change. It was like the ranger was in a daze.
����������� "Poor thing's not feeling well," Joss said, and then suppressed a giggle. "We captured her yesterday and are taking her back to Oxenbluff to collect the bounty."
����������� "Bounty? Deidra's a criminal?"
����������� "Yep," Krakus said. "And we're bounty hunters." He tousled Deidra's hair like she was a small child. "This pretty little thing's going to bring us five silver shekels."
����������� Asha slanted a sharp look back at the ork warrior. That was the price the goblins said she'd bring as a slave in Oxenbluff. The reward for Deidra's capture was the same amount she'd bring if sold to a slaver? And the bounty hunters were all very Dark?
����������� "What did she do? What is her crime?"
����������� Joss shrugged, but Krakus answered. "Who cares? If you got a bounty on your head, we'll hunt you down and take you back to face justice."
����������� "What if she's innocent?"
����������� "That's not for us to determine," Coop said.
����������� Joss pressed up behind Asha, snaking an arm around the sorceress' waist. Asha's breath caught at the feel of Joss' rough hand sliding across her bare belly. The witch's hot breath tickled her ear. The icy cold of Dark magic flowed out of the witch's hand and made Asha's belly clench.
����������� The elven sorceress pushed that hand away.
����������� "What's the matter, sweetie?" Joss asked. "Is there a bounty on your head in Oxenbluff, too? Like from that fight where you killed so many men?"
����������� Her blood froze. Asha couldn't breathe for a long moment as her mind spun. If they turned her over to the authorities, then Rudolf would get his vengeance. How would they punish her? Death? Branding was common in the middle-ages. Since slavery was legal, she might be either sold as a slave or given to Rudolf.
����������� "It was self-defense," Asha said, but her voice came out tight and strained.
����������� Getting away from them became paramount. Asha never felt comfortable around them, in this realm or the previous. She should've listened to her instincts and declined to join their troupe. Leaving them now would appear she feared a bounty on her head in town, which would make them capture her outright.
����������� Asha glanced back at Deidra and noticed something she hadn't before. A silvery collar, about the diameter of her pinky finger, encircled Deidra's neck. Runes were worked into the silver, declaring it a magical object.
They've captured and entranced her with the collar. Asha slowly sucked in a deep, steadying breath. The ranger appeared to be a much more powerful player than her, so it was possible for the bounty hunters to capture her, too. I'm having the worst luck in this realm.
����������� Their progress was painfully slow. Apparently the collar's magic forced Deidra to walk slowly, and they were only as fast as their slowest member. The others were surprisingly unconcerned, though it aggravated Asha.
����������� The paladin stopped at a creek crossing. There was a fallen tree to sit on, and some berry bushes.
����������� "Let's take a short break here," Coop said. He took Asha's hand and guided her to the downed tree, insisting she sit. He leaned in and whispered. "Joss is off to get some berries, so we can talk."
����������� Krakus was drinking from the creek, while Deidra just stood where she stopped. Asha doubted the ranger was tired. Actually, considering their pace, she doubted any of them were tired.
����������� "Is there anything wrong?"
����������� Coop nodded, looking past her at Joss' back. "Joss doesn't like you. At all. She's being all nice now, but that'll only last until you say or do something to piss her off."
����������� "I'll play nice," Asha said. He motioned her in closer. She leaned into him until their heads almost touched. "What?"
����������� "There's something else you really need to know, and you aren't going to like it," he whispered almost too low to hear.
����������� Asha leaned in a little closer when he paused, looking a little worried. Her heart started pounding and it became harder to breathe. What did he have to warn her about that frightened him so much?
����������� "It's Joss," he said, taking both of her hands into his. "She's right behind you with a slave collar."
����������� "Huh?"
����������� It was too late. Coop's grip on her hands tightened, holding her firmly. Joss laughed as she swept Asha's hair aside, and slipped an open metal collar around her neck. As soon as it snapped shut the sorceress felt the magic flowing into her.
����������� "No, no, no!"
����������� She tried to break free, but Joss wrapped her arms around the elfmaid to help hold her still. Asha struggled, but the magic was numbing her mind, making it harder and harder to think. The fight slowly melted away, and Asha felt a calmness flow over her.
����������� Once she ceased all struggles, the paladin and witch released her. Joss lifted Asha's chin, forcing the sorceress to look up at her. The witch giggled.
����������� "Damn, she fought the collar harder than Deidra," Coop said. "That thing is too weak, Joss. We need to spend some money on better quality Subjugation Collars."
����������� The witch ignored him. She only had eyes for Asha. Joss looked the beautiful elven sorceress over with relish, eyes bright and eager.
����������� "I've wanted to do something bad to you since the moment I met your stuck up ass," Joss said. She leaned down and kissed Asha on the corner of the mouth. "You are my slave, Asha. I own you, and that collar will force you to obey my every whim."
����������� "Yes. I am yours to command. What is your wish, mistress?"



Chapter 22
����������� They made good time and reached Knaresburg a good two hours before noon. The surrounding farmlands were easily five times that of Oxenbluff. Killum even saw another village and an expansive area cleared for agriculture on the other side of the river. He counted three villages on his side of the river, each atop a small hill. All of the villages had wooden palisades protecting them. There was no shantytown to speak of outside the city walls.
����������� Knaresburg sat on high ground above the river. It looked four times as big as Oxenbluff, with the local lord's castle rising up in the middle. The tall, thick walls surrounding the town were a pale yellow color, while Knares Castle was whitewashed to almost shining in the midday sun.
����������� Three main roads snaked through the farms to three large gates. There were few travelers on them, with lots of peasants tending the fields. Since there were no homes on any of the patches of land divided by low stone walls, Killum assumed the farmers all lived within the villages.
����������� As they neared the city walls, they spotted a few structures within wooden walls. Some of them were burned to the ground. Lots of horses, oxen, wagons, and carts were inside the standing enclosures, along with central log cabin type structures and outbuildings.
����������� "Are those corrals or stables or something?" Tiana asked.
����������� "I think those are inns," Fergus said. "Apparently, these folks have an enemy that requires everything be inside walls."
����������� There were a lot more armed and armored guards at the gates and atop the walls, too. Their armor was all brightly polished steel, and the guards all were big, burly, and very grim looking men. The battle-mage checked a few out, and all were mobs. Lots of NPCs to kill if they were of a mind to do so.
����������� "I wonder if they are at war, or the Dread Ones are a bigger threat here?" Killum wondered aloud.
����������� "Yes, that must be it. Lord Kathro and his undead Dread Ones," Tiana muttered. "I'm starting to think Warlord's Castle might be too tough a nut to crack."
����������� They'd crossed paths with another dozen Dead Ones between Goblin Gully and Knaresburg, but easily dispatched them. On the road the Dread Ones roamed in groups of two and three. None of them were pleased to discover that vampires, ghouls, and zombies roamed the land in broad daylight. At least the vampires should only come out at night.
����������� "There's no nut too tough for my battle-axe to cleave open," Rand said. "Once we sell our loot and buy more and better armor and weapons, then we'll be ready for anything."
����������� "It's the little guys who are always the meanest," Fergus said.
����������� "And the toughest," Rand said.
����������� They grinned at each other. Killum ignored them, too busy studying the walled enclosure they were walking past. It looked like a mule caravan of traders was preparing to leave. There had to be three dozen pack mules, with handlers and merchants all around. The most telling thing was the twenty well-armed and armored guards on horseback watching over it all.
����������� "Every one of those men, from the mounted guards to the merchants and workers is a player," Fergus said. "What's up with all these players taking mundane jobs?"
����������� Good question. Asha had pretty much confirmed that they were all trapped in the game, and the Game wouldn't allow them to fret too much on it. Maybe those other players had given up and been forced into earning a living.
����������� "That is a little worrisome," Killum said. "Let's hope we don't give up and this becomes just another mundane world to us. If I'm trapped here forever, then I don't want to spend day in and day out on some soul numbing grind of a job."
����������� "Getting a real job inside a game has to be an oxymoron or something," Rand said.
����������� Fergus shook his head, rolled his eyes, and spoke to the heavens. "The runt doesn't even know what an oxymoron is."
����������� "I know enough to know you're a moron."
����������� Fergus grabbed and shook one of the horns of the dwarf's helmet. "Guess that makes you the ox."
����������� "Can I start calling you 'Oxy' now?" Tiana asked.
����������� Rand just gave her a dirty look. By that time they reached the gate, and the guards were eyeing them suspiciously. Killum stepped out front before Rand said something to get them into trouble.
����������� "Greetings," Killum said. "We're travelers heading north. May we enter your fine town to rest for a night or two?"
����������� "You got money?" one of them demanded.
����������� They all indicated the fat purses hanging off their belts. He nodded and waved them toward the gate. Killum held back.
����������� "May I ask a question?"
����������� "You can always ask, mister," the NPC guard said, though looked away.
����������� "Are you at war? We came up through Oxenbluff, and their villages are not walled like yours," Killum asked. "Plus you have more and bigger guards protecting the gates."
����������� "No. The villages are walled against goblins," he said. "The tribes surrounding us are more numerous and less friendly than the ones around Oxenbluff."
����������� "The Dread Ones aren't a threat here?" Tiana asked.
����������� "No. Baron Gerald's wizards put wards up against the undead."
����������� Killum followed the others through the gate. There were more guards inside, but they looked a bit more relaxed. Like in Oxenbluff, there was a large plaza inside the gate. Street hawkers barked their sales pitches, urchins and dogs raced around making a god-awful noise, and the locals passed through on their business.
����������� The vast majority of the people were humans. Orks, a troll, some hobgoblins, were all mingled into the crowd. The humans mostly ignored them, though he spotted a few giving the nonhumans wary or dirty looks. Among the humans, he noticed his first blacks. He spotted a minotaur wearing Arabic clothes, who was leading a long coffle line of naked slave girls. And no one was giving the slaver or his slaves a second look.
����������� "Knaresburg is more cosmopolitan than the last town," Killum said. "Let's find somewhere to hock our loot and then find a pub or inn near the gate. I suspect Asha will show up before dark."
����������� He spotted a trio of orks, including a rare female. She was a player, six foot five, and made Killum think of She-Hulk with small tusks sticking up from her lower jaw. If he ignored the massive jaw and tusks, she was pretty damn fine in her shaggy black pants, boots, and black leather halter top.
����������� The battle-axe in her hand made the battle-mage hesitate engaging her in conversation. But he was a big fan of She-Hulk comic books. Who didn't love a big, muscular green girl?
Katissa. Ork shield maid (Lvl 16). -1 Dark. PK: 1.
����������� Oddly enough, the two male orks with her were mobs, but both Level 35 warriors. Killum figured the orks would know where they could sell their battle trophies. He walked straight up to Katissa and gave her a friendly nod. Her dark eyes narrowed, but she returned the nod.
����������� "Greetings, Katissa. I'm Killum. My friends and I have some assorted weapons and gear to pawn off," he said. The battle-mage winked at her. "Just a few things picked up on the road, you know?" She glanced at the two pack mules. "Would you know where we could sell our stuff?"
����������� She spoke with a faint lisp, like she still hadn't gotten used to the tusks. "Sure. Take this street up to the next intersection. The Street of Charms is to the left and Armory Row is to the right. You'll find someone to buy anything you won in battle on those two streets." Then she leaned in close. "And if you like to play rough, I'm staying at the Raging Bull Inn. I'll be there all night."
����������� She pointed across the plaza. The Raging Bull Inn was a three floor, half-timbered building, with lots of dormer windows in the thatch roof. He saw a dwarf leaning out one of the attic windows, so that was probably the top floor, making it a four story. Katissa's two companions were already halfway across the plaza heading for it.
����������� "Don't get too drunk before I get there," he said, and their gaze lingered a second.
����������� After Katissa left and Killum rejoined his friends, Fergus shook his head. "That ork girl is going to break you in half tonight."
����������� "I can only hope," he said.
����������� Tiana made a disgusted sound and headed up the street, leading one of the mules. Fergus had the other mule, so followed her. Rand came up grinning.
����������� "Ask her if she has a friend for me."
����������� Tiana stopped and looked back and forth between Killum and Rand. "I swear, you boys can't look at a girl without getting a boner. Grow up."
����������� "Why is liking girls a bad thing?" Rand asked. "I like you, and you're a pretty girl."
����������� "She's probably a sixty year old guy playing a girl," Fergus muttered just loud enough to carry. He grinned at Killum. "Just saying."
����������� Killum wasn't sure if Fergus meant Tiana, or Katissa. Either way, he didn't like it. It was a problem he worried about.
����������� Tiana made another disgusted sound, before continuing up the street. Killum and Rand followed up to the intersection. Tiana turned onto Armory Alley, at which point all four of them began asking others on the street where they could sell their loot.
����������� "Yasolf's Battlefield Pawn is the most often mentioned," Fergus said. He pointed his chin down the street. "It's right there. Shall we?"
����������� The pawn shop was huge. It included a walled yard to one side for larger weapons and things like wagons. The floor was hard-packed dirt, with heavy-duty shelving creating row upon row of used arms and armor. Workers in plain gray tunics moved about polishing and oiling the iron and steel pieces. Killum noticed the shelves up close to the front carried the more battered, cheaper pieces.
����������� The owner, Yasolf, was a seven foot tall half-minotaur, and more than a little on the chubby side. His horns were short and blunted, and he was covered with a fine light gray fur. His face was the most human looking Killum had seen on a half-minotaur, and a long bovine tail twitched behind him. He wore fine black linen robes with white trim and looked very successful.
Yasolf. Half-minotaur human trader (Lvl 46). Neutral.
����������� Killum liked it when merchants were aligned anyway but Dark. Despite having a blended bovine/human face, he looked like a friendly guy. Though, he still found it odd finding players in such mundane, sedentary roles.
����������� Killum stepped forward and took over. "Greetings, Yasolf. We're interested in buying, selling, and trading today."
����������� "Welcome, Killum," he replied. Yasolf gave Tiana an appreciative look, before his dark eyes turned to the heavily laden mules. "I'm always eager to make deals with victorious warriors."
����������� With four workers, Yasolf quickly unloaded the mules and had everything spread out. After they haggled over every weapon, he led them around the shop. Yasolf had both mundane and enchanted arms and armor. Everyone spent roughly the same amount.
����������� Killum asked, "Do you have anything to store our extra weapons and gear?"
����������� "Not at the moment," he said with a shrug. "I had an enchanted satchel with a dozen slots, but sold it yesterday. I suggest you look for something over on the Street of Charms, but be prepared to pay a small fortune."
����������� In the end, Killum replaced his Knight's Sword with a Power Sword that had an enchantment that made his thrusts and strikes X10 normal. Fergus bought a matched pair of Bound silver rings. One ring turned into a powerful bow, while its companion provided endless arrows. Yeah, the elven ranger was giddy with delight, despite costing almost all of his money. Rand purchased a Bound set of enchanted armor and helmet that helped repulse swords, knives, and arrows, while selling Yasolf the armor he bought in Oxenbluff. Tiana bought a ring that gave her short bursts of speed.
����������� They debated on whether to sell one or both mules while heading over to the Street of Charms. They finally found a shop to sell the Staff of Calling, after five shops refused to allow them inside with the powerful Dark Object. Ernest the Enchanted Reseller eagerly bought it, and paid far more than Killum anticipated. He also bought the Bracer of Subjugation and its accompanying collars.
����������� The battle-mage found a shop of spells and charms to spend his money. A witch named Miss Ellie owned the shop, and she had a family of pixies flying around and causing mischief. The youngest members of the pixie family fluttered around Tiana, who squealed with delight. Rand and Fergus watched the giggling, laughing pixies with distrust, both holding their purses tightly.
����������� Miss Ellie was a half-elf human witch, but a NPC. And she was quite the enchanting beauty, too, distracting Killum, Rand, and even Fergus. The battle-mage found it hard to concentrate on all of the spells, charms, and potions she showed him. In the end, he bought more healing and mana restoring potions, and a single spell. A spell he hadn't seen before.
����������� After reading the Spell of Magical Sight, the paper evaporated. When he looked around the room, every enchanted item had a faint glow. Some glowed white, others blue, green, purple, and red.
����������� "Do the colors mean anything?" he asked. In some games, color could indicate level and power.
����������� "Yes. Different kinds of spells glow different colors, but it's not an indication of the magic's strength. Color doesn't hold the importance it does in other games."
����������� He nodded. Color hadn�t held any mystique in the previous realm, either.
����������� "Best money I've spent in this realm," he said to her pleasure.
����������� Truth was, he was pretty sure she charmed him into spending more than it was worth. It was still a good deal in his mind. And he still had most of his money.
����������� "It's getting late. Let's head back down to the gate and wait for Asha," he said. "Once she arrives, we can decide whether to leave right away or spend the night."
����������� "Raging Bull Inn?" Rand asked with a smirk.



Chapter 23
����������� They emerged from the woods to a bright, cloudless day. Asha walked between Coop and Joss. Her mind was calm as she gazed upon the town she'd left just hours before.
����������� "Enjoy the view, sweetie," Joss said. "We're going to shop you two pointy-eared beauties to local cathouses. You'll probably never leave that building until some customer beats you just a little too much, and kills you."
����������� The sorceress accepted that without thought or concern. Joss stared at her face a long moment, before showing her frustration.
����������� "That's the problem with these stupid subjugation collars. The slaves don't care about a damned thing," Joss muttered. She scowled at Asha, and then at Deidra. "I want to see these two prima donnas' fear and dread, but all I get is blank eyes."
����������� "Once we sell them and remove our collars, these two will go crazy," Krakus said. "That's always my favorite part."
����������� "Also, you'll get one third cut of at least ten silver shekels," Coop said.
����������� "Oh, that reminds me," Joss said. "Asha, what spells do you have?"
����������� She responded in a soft, casual voice. "I have simple fire, fireballs, Slow as Molasses, and Hover for thirty seconds."
����������� Joss waited a moment. "That's all?"
����������� "Yes."
����������� "Wow. Okay. I expected more," the witch said. "I always thought your reputation was unwarranted. Gift your spells to me."
����������� "I don't know how."
����������� "Just say, I give you blah blah blah spell, and it will transfer from you to me."
����������� "I give you Simple Fire," Asha said, and felt a rush of coldness leave her. "I give you Fireballs." Another rush of coldness. "I give you Slow as Molasses." A more intense rush of coldness flowed outward, followed by Joss sucking in a sharp breath. "I give you Hover."
����������� With that last rush of coldness, Asha felt a strange sense of emptiness. She realized Joss had truly destroyed her. She was now nothing but a helpless slave. Even if freed from the collar's magic, she'd be just as helpless and vulnerable.
����������� A tiny hint of fear crept in.
����������� "Ha-ha! I've stripped you of all magic," the witch crowed. "God, it feels good to grind you beneath my heel, you stuck up bitch." She handed the Dagger of Wrath back to Asha. "Now give me the dagger."
����������� Asha handed it back to her. "I give you the Dagger of Wrath."
����������� Once again, there was a rush of coldness out, and Joss smiled wide.
����������� "Awesome. I now own a Bound weapon, and you have nothing but the clothes on your back," Joss sneered. She grabbed Asha's top, giving it a little yank. "I'd strip you out of those clothes, too, and parade you naked through the streets, but Oxenbluff doesn't allow public nudity."
����������� "Wow, Joss, you have an awful lot of hostility bottled up," Krakus said. "If it makes you feel better, after we sell her you can strip her and start wearing her clothes."
����������� "Right. You'd like that."
����������� "Yep."
����������� Coop calmed Joss down, and led them toward the town. In the shantytown, they stopped to get Asha and Deidra cleaned up, arrange their hair more attractively, and found a shop to buy Deidra's ranger's leathers, and put her in a simple tunic that was about three sizes too small, so showed off her body quite well. They thought Asha's outfit showed off her body well enough.
����������� "We're going to make a killing off these two elfmaids," Coop said. "We won't have to work for six months."
����������� The gate guards ignored Asha and Deidra after being told they were slaves. The first brothel they visited offered to trade one of their girls for Deidra, with no money exchanging hands, but they refused. The other woman wasn't nearly as pretty as the elfmaid. The second brothel they visited was the Naughty Cock. Asha vaguely remembered Rand saying something about it earlier that day.
����������� The middle-aged owner looked upon the two elfmaids with eager eyes. He had a thick head of curly gray hair, silk robes, and lots of flashy rings and necklaces. Asha checked Mikus out.
Human brothel Owner. -2 Dark.
����������� She wasn't surprised by his alignment with Dark, but was surprised to see that Mikus was a mob. Not so surprising was the boldness of his hands as the brothel owner examined the two slaves offered for sale. Her clothes offered no protection, so his examination left her flushed and panting, despite the collar around her throat.
����������� "The dark-haired elf is much more responsive," Mikus said. "I'll take her."
����������� As her captors began haggling with Mikus, Asha heard a man and woman coming down the stairs, still a couple of floors above. The male voice was familiar, but Asha's mind was too numb to dwell upon it. Whoever it was, he was with a giggling woman.
����������� "Sold," Joss said, beaming with pleasure at Asha. "For eight and a half silver shekels."
����������� A brothel worker moved up behind Asha, brushing her hair aside to unfasten her clothes. At the same time, Krakus stepped before the elfmaid and started fumbling with the enchanted collar. And when the collar came off, Asha was hit with fear, revulsion, and a deep sense of doom.
����������� "No!" she cried, but Krakus swept her up in a fierce bear hug that pinned Asha's arms to her sides. Then she heard a cry of rage from the stairs, and looked over the ork's shoulder to find Rudolf pointing at her. "Oh shit."
����������� "You!" Rudolf shouted. "Your ass is mine, sorceress!"
����������� The Dark wizard charged her. Coop, Joss, and Krakus reacted by turning on him. Asha knew they didn't care about her fate, but didn't want him to keep them from collecting their money from Mikus. The brothel workers also charged the wizard.
����������� Asha found herself standing alone, with no one between her and the open door. Only she had no weapons or magic. So she turned on her captors instead of running away. Kicking Krakus in the back of the knee, she sent him crashing to the floor. Then she grabbed Joss's hair and yanked the witch straight back into the wall. When Joss bounced off the wall, looking surprised, Asha sent a brutal roundhouse into the side of the witch's head.
����������� The witch fell back against the wall, giving Asha the chance to twist the short sword out of her grasp. Next, she turned on Deidra and quickly removed the ranger's collar.
����������� "Thanks," Deidra said, and promptly twisted the sword out of Asha's hand. She leapt at Krakus' back, thrusting the sword through his heart. "Die! You all will die!"
����������� Joss started struggling to her feet at that time, so Asha charged the witch. The two of them traded punches and kicks, before Joss pulled the Dagger of Wrath and thrust at her heart.
����������� Asha blocked the blade with her left arm, receiving a painful cut. She responded by pounding the butt of her hand into Joss's nose. That blow left the witch disoriented, allowing her to take the dagger away. A second later the Dagger of Wrath was buried in Joss' heart.
����������� Krakus was starting to fade away in Immortal death, so the sorceress darted over to take one of the curved swords strapped across his back. She immediately attacked the Dark wizard.
����������� "Rudolf, I'm going to kill you a thousand times!"
����������� She tried to decapitate, but he held out his left hand. A silver ring with a purple stone glowed. Her blade struck an invisible barrier, which glowed purple upon impact. She scowled at the magic shield. Then he swung the Staff of Dark Dominion around with his other hand, a look of triumph spreading across his face. The ring stopped glowing.
����������� Asha threw the sword.
����������� Rudolf gasped, and then fell to his knees with an incredulous look. The sword pierced his throat, obviously slicing through the carotid artery from the amount of blood flowing. Asha stepped forward and pulled the evil staff from his grasp, before yanking the sword out. Blood spurted, forcing her to jump back.
����������� Rudolf died for the second time by her hand in as many days.
����������� "Good riddance," she said, looking around. The brothel owner, his workers, and his slaves were backed against the wall, held at bay by Deidra. Coop, Krakus, and Joss were all as dead as Rudolf. Asha caught Mikus' eyes. "This is what you get for dealing with the minions of Dark."
����������� Asha quickly collected all of the purses, plus took Rudolf's ring. Both Rudolf and Joss had Mana Restoring potions that she took. All four dead surrendered healing potions, one of which Asha immediately drank.
����������� Deidra kept the short sword. She also took a bow and arrows, before she slowly backed toward the door. Asha followed her example, backing toward the open door.
����������� "I'm an elven ranger, so can kill a fly on an apple at a hundred paces," Deidra said with menace. "Remember that before you run out the door calling for the Watch."
����������� With that, they turned and raced out the door. Deidra headed for the main gate, which Asha really didn't want to pass through again so quickly. The guards might remember them as slaves, and try to stop their escape. But the ranger turned down a side street and ran straight to a stable.
����������� A pair of stablehands had just finished saddling two horses, a gray and a blonde. Deidra literally leapt over the rump of the gray and into the saddle. Asha had to use the stirrup to mount the other horse. They yanked the reins free of the hitching posts, and turned the mighty steeds toward the gate as the stablehands shouted angrily.
����������� "Horse thieves!"
����������� "I bet they hang horse thieves around here," Asha said.
����������� "No, beheading is their preferred method of execution," Deidra said. "Ride like the wind!"
����������� The crowd didn't so much part for them as rush in and try to stop them. Asha didn't understand why they cared, but she kicked the horse to greater efforts while slashing left and right with her swords. And then they raced through the gate and away.
����������� Moments after passing through the shantytown, Asha's prompts started popping up.
Congratulations! You have won the Staff of Dark Dominion! Capture your enemies and make them your minions. Must be -5 Dark and level 20 or higher to use.
Congratulations! You have won the Shield Ring! Protects against attacks mundane and magical. It costs one mana point per minute to use.

Congratulations! You've learned the Beastmaster skill of Equestrian! 
Congratulations! You've earned 2 Player Kills and won a Dark Object of Power, thus taking you to Neutral!
����������� "At least I didn't go Dark again," Asha said.
����������� Deidra glanced at her, eyes glazing over a second. "Yes. That would be unfortunate. What are you going to do with that Dark Object? I can take it to be destroyed."
����������� "Destroyed? No. It's worth a lot of money," Asha said, reining her mount to a stop on a hill overlooking the farmlands. They paused to see if there was any pursuit. "And I really need that money." She held up four purses. "Speaking of, you want to stop and divide up the loot?"
����������� No one was coming out of the gate. Then Asha noticed the portcullis was down. It might take a while to get that back up.
����������� "Keep it," Deidra said. "I'm part of a Community, so money is never an issue for me. I'll just keep the horse, bow, and sword." She gave the town a wary look when the portcullis began to rise and a bell started to toll. "I think they plan to give chase. Let's get out of here."
����������� "Thank god for fresh mounts," Asha said as they kicked their horses into a run again. "Head for the Forest Road. My friends are waiting for me in Knaresburg."



Chapter 24
����������� The Raging Bull's common room was empty save for the table with an elven ranger, human thief, and dwarven warrior. And another with a pair of mobs sipping morning beers. The battle-mage stepped off the stairs as they all turned to regard him.
����������� "Wow. You're alive and don't look crippled," Fergus said. "And, by the way, no one appreciates that shit eating grin on your face."
����������� "You're just jealous," Killum said. He glanced at the open door, a cool breeze coming through it. "Shouldn't one of us be outside watching for Asha?"
����������� "I hired three urchins to keep an eye out for her," Fergus said. "I promised them each a silver bit if they bring her to us."
����������� A serving wench asked if he wanted breakfast, and then hurried into the kitchen to fetch it. Killum wore his black warrior's leathers, but carried his arms and armor. He dumped it all in a pile next to the wall behind the table and next to everyone else's piles.
����������� "I want to be disgusted with you," Tiana said. "But you look so damn happy."
����������� "So, talk," Rand said. "I've never been with an ork babe. What was it like?"
����������� "Like any woman," he said. "Except she is a level 100 bedroom acrobat or something. Wow." He paused, glanced at Tiana uncertainly. "I don't want to offend Tiana or be too crude, but in this realm sex is magical. Literally. Even guys can do it over and over and over again."
����������� "We can?" Fergus said.
����������� The elf and dwarf looked eagerly at Tiana. She flushed red. "Don't look at me, you stupid dogs. I'm a woman. I could already do it over and over again." She lowered her voice, leaning in. "Besides, I asked another player last night, and I can get pregnant and have babies in this realm."
����������� Killum just stared at her a long moment. That hadn't occurred to him. Leave it to a woman to seek out the facts before committing herself to the act.
����������� "This realm is a real game changer," Rand said. "Do they have birth control pills here?"
����������� "No," the serving wench said. She made them all jump. The blonde beauty set a wooden platter down before Killum, filled with cold cuts, cheese, and freshly baked bread, before continuing. "But birth control spells and talismans are pretty cheap. Both men and women can buy and use them."
����������� She was a pretty blonde, with big green eyes and a body to die for. Killum was amazed at how attractive the vast majority of the population actually was, at least among the characters that traditionally were objects of male fantasy. All serving wenches were hot babes.
Alisara. Human warrior (Lvl 26). +9 Light. PK: 4.
����������� "You're a player," Killum blurted out.
����������� "And I started out as a warrior," she said with an embarrassed shrug. "Now, I'm a serving wench of easy virtue."
����������� Tiana looked concerned. "You're still a level 26 warrior. Why are you working here and selling your body?"
����������� The serving wench looked a little offended. But she was the one that mentioned "easy virtue" after all. Killum worried she'd leave and refuse to speak with them, but she finally frowned and shrugged.
����������� "I was working as a mercenary for the Warlord. Lord Seth is, or was, the Duke of Highcliff, Warlord of the Southern Reaches, and Governor of Malvurn Province. He is still trying to regain his lost castle, titles, and lands. Four deaths in battle made me stop and take this job," Alisara said. "That was six months ago. I guess I kind of got used to the job, and being manhandled a lot. I can't afford to buy any weapons or gear to go on adventures, and honestly this job has sucked me in. It's relatively easy and safe. I haven't been killed once since taking it."
����������� Killum shared a concerned look with Fergus. Tiana looked super uncomfortable, while even Rand was struggling to comprehend. They understood her predicament, and Killum wondered if he could be made to give up and take a mundane job like any other everyday mob.
����������� "Is there some significance to four deaths?" Killum asked. "I've been killed once, and I understand why no one wants to be killed. It's not just annoying and inconvenient, but actually horrific."
����������� Alisara looked sick for a moment. "My last death was from an enchanted blade that sent me to Purgatory for a full month." She paused, looking them over. The battle-mage's stomach clenched, and he felt a little sick. "You're new to this world, right?" They nodded. "Ah, then you don't know that there is an escalating penalty for dying. You are tormented for fifteen seconds by demons for your first five deaths in ninety days, but after that the time of torment increases. Deaths six through ten in ninety days are thirty seconds, and then it goes to one minute, two minutes, five minutes with each death, and so on. And then there are the cursed blades and evil spells that can send you to Purgatory for a day, week, month, or year."
����������� "Well that sucks greasy donkey balls," Rand said. "I haven't been killed yet, but from what Killum and Asha say, it's pure hell."
����������� Killum considered that, wondering how many times Asha has died. At least twice now. She needed to know so she could be more careful. Alisara then explained that after ninety days the deaths came off the counter. Then something else she said registered.
����������� "Wait a minute, you worked for the Warlord of Warlord's Castle fame?" he asked. She nodded. "Then you can tell us about the castle."
����������� Alisara laughed. "I've attacked the castle, but never made it inside. Lord Seth lost the castle long before I crossed over to this realm. Hell, Lord Seth is a mob, so he probably 'lost' it before the Game started up." She paused. "Though, Lord Kathro is an Immortal."
����������� "Is he a necromancer?" Rand asked.
����������� "Yes, Lord Kathro is a necromancer," she said. "But he has magic beyond raising the dead and controlling them. He throws thunderbolts like a god." Alisara caught and held Killum's eyes. "But it's his sword you have to really avoid. That blade sent me to Purgatory for a month of terror where all of my worst nightmares were acted out."
����������� The serving wench started to leave to wait on another customer that entered. Killum caught her arm.
����������� "One last question," he said. "Do you know of a dungeon, or any other way, to return back to the previous realm and our real lives?"
����������� "There are rumors, but nothing specific," she said. Alisara pried her arm loose, giving him a dirty look. "Warlord's Castle is not a way home. That's only a sure way to Purgatory."
����������� One of the mobs across the room left, giving Killum's table a covert look. The battle-mage noticed, so watched him to ensure the man didn't steal any of his weapons or gear. The remaining mob looked even more unsavory, but seemed to be lost in her beer.
����������� "Maybe we should take this elsewhere," Killum said. "Let's settle up and go see about selling the mules. If the mules bring us enough money, maybe we can buy some horses and cut the time to Warlord's Castle in half."
����������� "Cut in half?" Tiana cried. "Jesus, you don't know much about horses, do you? This is all rough terrain, so horses won't add a lot of distance per day. They might help us to not be so tired at the end of a long day, but I think at best we'd gain another five or ten miles a day. And that's just if the horses are in good physical shape and used to long journeys."
����������� "She's right," Fergus said. "This Game is very realistic on so many things, so I don't think they'll give us a break with horses."
����������� "Let's get armored up and go see," he said.
����������� Rand argued about wearing armor. It was hot and uncomfortable. Killum ended the argument with, "Fine. Leave all of your expensive arms and armor here. We'll see if any of it is still here when we get back."
����������� That decided it. There were no locks on the doors. No way to secure anything. So they helped each other put on armor, buckle sword belts, and otherwise prepare to leave. Just as they finished and were enjoying a last morning beer, more men filed through the front door.
����������� Big, grim men in battered armor lined up before them. One of them, though, wore brightly polished armor. He was tall and handsome, and kind of resembled a human version of Fergus with his long blonde hair and bright blue eyes. But he was an NPC, as were all of his men-at-arms.
����������� "I am Lord Seth. Duke of Highcliff," their leader declared, glaring at Killum's table. "I've been told you hooligans seek to take my castle and fief as your own."
����������� "Hooligans?" Tiana asked.
����������� "Word gets around fast," Rand mumbled.
����������� Killum thought of the mob that departed right after they spoke so openly with Alisara. He resolved to be more careful in the future. At the moment, though, he had other problems. Lord Seth and his men outnumbered them two to one. And the warriors were one and all a lot bigger and meaner looking.
����������� "There must be some mistake," Killum said. "We're adventurers asking about any and all dungeons in the area. We aren't, as you say, hooligans seeking to take anyone's castle and keep it as our own. We're rolling stones. Settling down to rule a castle would be boring."
����������� "It would prove worse than boring, boy," Lord Seth sneered. "I would prove your undoing. Warlord's Castle is mine, and only mine. I demand you all swear an oath you will never go there except under my banner, or try to conquer it for any reason."
����������� "Hell no," Rand cried. He shook his battle-axe at the arrogant lord. "Where our path takes us is our own business, Lord Seth. And from what I've heard, you aren't man enough to win it back anyway. That castle, and its treasure, is up for grabs."
����������� Eight swords scraped out of scabbards. Lord Seth dropped into a fighting position, and his men followed his example.
����������� "Rand, you have a way with words," Tiana said. "Such a charmer."
����������� "Talking's for sissies," Rand said. "Men fight!"
����������� "Does that mean I can sit this one out?" Tiana asked.
����������� "No," Killum said, pulling his Power Sword. With a thought, power flowed into the sword and it began to glow red. Lord Seth gave the blade a wary look. "This is your last chance, Lord Seth. Back off and leave, or suffer the consequences."
����������� "It will be you four that suffer on the ends of our blades!"
����������� Fergus shrugged, lifting his left arm. "We're Immortals. You're not."
����������� A shining white bow appeared in his hand. Then a shining white arrow appeared in his right hand, which he immediately prepared to shoot. Tiana pulled her sword and stepped up beside Killum.
����������� "Last chance," Killum said.
����������� Lord Seth turned red. Killum's Magical Sight saw nothing glowing in any of their possessions. That didn't mean one of them wasn't a mage of some sort. Still, Killum wasn't sure four newbs in that realm could defeat twice their number of seasoned soldiers. Their magic helped, but no fight had been all that easy so far.
����������� Killum quickly reviewed his available spells. Fireballs would scatter them, but it would also light the inn on fire, too. Burning down the Raging Bull would not be a good thing, and might get him tossed in jail. And Lord Seth's threat to kill them worried him a lot more after speaking with Alisara.
����������� Throwing his left hand out, "Be blinded!"
����������� Lord Seth and his men gasped, many reaching for their eyes. Killum looked for a back door, but the innkeep slammed the kitchen door and barred it on the other side. There was no escape that way. There had to be a way out of there without fighting Lord Seth.
����������� "Kill them all!" Rand cried, charging the temporarily blinded men.
����������� The battle-mage tried to stop him, but the dwarven warrior was too fast. Even Tiana attacked. The nobleman and his men charged forward, swinging their swords despite being unable to see. Rand cut down one man-at-arms, while Tiana gut-stuck another. Fergus began peppering them with arrows.
����������� "Don't kill them!" Killum cried. "They're nobles!"
����������� Too late. Fergus accumulated five kills with five arrows. Rand and Tiana each claimed a kill, too. But Lord Seth shook off the blindness quickly, and smashed Rand's axe aside. He was thrusting at the dwarf's heart when Killum lunged forward, parried his blade, and sliced open the nobleman's throat with his backstroke.
����������� "Oh shit," Killum said. "What are the chances we can get away with killing a nobleman and his bodyguards without getting hanged?"
����������� "Loot them, and then let's get out of here," Tiana said. "We can meet Asha on the road into town."
����������� They had just enough time to cut off the eight dead men's purses when a squad of soldiers marched through the front door. The battle-mage counted fifteen men, all heavily armed and armored. Their officer stepped forward, looking the bloody scene over as he shook his head.
����������� He looked up at Killum. "Are you the leader?"
����������� "I guess," he said.
����������� "Who started it?"
����������� "They did," Tiana said. "Killum tried really hard to avoid a fight."
����������� "It's true," Alisara said. She stood up from behind an overturned table. "Lord Seth heard they were asking questions about his lost castle, and you know how he feels about that."
����������� The Officer of the Watch nodded, but gave Killum a stern look. "There's still a fine for fighting inside the city walls and a clean-up tax."
����������� The Watch took all eight purses, and the dead mens' arms and armor. Killum found it interesting the fine and tax equaled all of their foes' worldly possessions. So he and his friends gained nothing from the fight.
����������� "Let's get out of here before trouble finds us again," Killum said.



Chapter 25
����������� The mouthwatering smell of roasting meat filled the early morning air. The cold clung to her bare skin, forcing the sorceress to curl up close to the fire. Then a rustling sound, followed by the crack of breaking wood, roused Asha from her sleep.
����������� Asha rose up on one elbow, facing the fire, while she knuckled sleep from her tired eyes. Deidra was busy feeding their campfire with small branches she was snapping into six inch lengths. A skinned rabbit was spitted over the first. To the ranger's side was a pair of wide leaves with small piles of wild vegetables.
����������� "Why is it so cold?"
����������� "It's not really all that cold. Maybe upper 60s," Deidra said. "I guess if feels cold because of how hot it was when we went to sleep."
����������� The elven sorceress converted Deidra's "upper 60s" to 20 degrees Celsius. It felt colder than that, but she was barely covered in her Elven Sorceress Dress, while the ranger was covered head to toe in her soft ranger leathers. The outfit was Bound to Deidra so returned to her on a command shortly after they escaped, just as Asha's elven sorceress dress could never truly be taken away.
I need to get a set of warm clothes for early morning, Asha thought. Maybe furs.
����������� "How far is Knaresburg?"
����������� Deidra looked northward and frowned in concentration. "About two hours ride."
����������� "We should've continued on last night instead of stopping to camp," she said. "A room in an inn would've been so much nicer."
����������� "I didn't realize we were so close until I went hunting his morning," the ranger said. "And Knaresburg is bigger, and more dangerous, than Oxenbluff. It is not as safe to spend the night outside of the town's walls. We were safer here."
����������� Asha frowned. She used to not worry about being safe. The sorceress thought others should worry about her.
����������� "For every positive in this realm, there are two negatives."
����������� Deidra chuckled. "Truth."
����������� "Is it true? Are we stuck in this realm of the Game forever?"
����������� "Pretty much," Deidra said, concentrating more on checking the meat. "Breakfast is ready."
����������� "You don't seem too concerned."
����������� The elven ranger shrugged as she tore off a hind leg and placed it on one of the two wide leaves. "I like it here. My life sucked in the real world. I'm living my dream in this world."
����������� Deidre handed the leaf piled with meat and veggies to her. Asha accepted it gratefully, because the hunger pains were starting to make themselves known.
����������� "But you were captured and about to be sold into sexual slavery," Asha said. "It seems awful easy for our idyllic lives to take nasty turns."
����������� Deidra tore off the other hind leg, and sank her teeth into it. Pure bliss spread across her lovely face as she savored the juicy meat. Her low moan of pleasure spurred Asha into taking a bite, and it was just as delicious as the other elfmaid made it sound.
����������� "Interesting," Deidra said. "I know you just well enough to know you are Indian, and I didn't think Indians were allowed to eat meat."
����������� The sorceress gave her a look. Why give her meat if she didn't think she'd eat it? Was it a test or something? And why did everyone seem so concerned about what she could and couldn't eat or drink?
����������� "Some aren't, but I actually can," she said. "And even if I were a vegetarian, this is delicious. You are a great cook."
����������� Asha also enjoyed the wild carrots, greens she didn't recognize, and some nuts and berries. The ranger's foraging skills were amazing. To her surprise, Asha ate every bite. She normally didn't eat so much, but she needed it.
����������� "Shall we go into Knaresburg now? Killum, Tiana, Fergus, and Rand will love seeing you."
����������� "Sorry, Ash, but this is where we part company," she said. Deidra pointed to the east. "I live about four hours ride that way. It's a thriving Elven Community." She wagged her brows at the elven sorceress. "You'd be welcome to join the Community, but not your friends. You should think about it, because being part of a Community provides certain benefits."
����������� "Like what?"
����������� Deidra reached over and touched the wound on Asha's left forearm. The ranger closed her eyes, whispered something, and Asha felt a tingling under her bandages.
����������� "I'm not a spellcaster of any sort, but my Community gives me the ability to heal," the ranger said. "Go ahead, remove the bandages."
����������� There was no pain, so Asha did as she bid. She unwrapped the bloody strips of cloth to find smooth skin. No wound. Not even a scar.
����������� "You can buy a spell to do that, but it will cost a lot of mana every time you use it, while I only needed four mana to perform that," Deidra said. "It's good to be part of a Community, and especially an Elven Community. All elves are magical."
����������� The ranger explained how it worked. Her Community lived in homes high up in massive oaks. They farmed and hunted and fished for their food. Everyone shared the work and rewards equally. Indeed, Deidra even winked and said they shared their mates.
����������� It took a moment for Asha to understand. "Oh, not mates as in friends, but�"
����������� "Friends with benefits."
����������� It was tempting. Who wouldn't want to live in a community where everyone was working together for the greater good? Everyone contributed equally, and received exactly what they needed. But the free-love aspect put her off. Besides, her friends needed her.
����������� "Thank you for the invitation, but I have to get back to my friends. I'm not ready to settle down yet."
����������� They cleaned up the campsite. Deidra left the wood she collected neatly stacked for the next traveler to pass by in need of fire. That's when Asha realized it was a common place for people to stop and rest. After they saddled the horses, Deidra pulled Asha aside.
����������� "You rescued me when it would've been easier to just run out the door and escape," Deidra said. "For that I will bestow upon you Gifts."
����������� Asha tried to protest, but she silenced her.
����������� "First, since I know you are always getting into trouble, I Gift you the Power of Healing," Deidra said, placing her right hand over the sorceress's heart. Warmth flowed out of that hand and spread quickly through Asha's body. "The spell is yours forever, and you can Gift it to other spellcasters, too. No more than once a year, though. The cost is one mana point for a simple scratch, up to a hundred to replace a lost limb."
����������� Asha's head spun. "You mean I could replace a lost limb? Like an arm or leg?"
����������� "Yes, but be careful. The rush of mana out can be debilitating on really big healings. It could leave you weak and helpless for more than an hour."
����������� The ranger lifted both hands to the sky, closed her eyes, and whispered words Asha didn't understand. Spots of bluish light appeared between her hands, slowly elongating and materializing into a pair of elven curved swords. Their cross-guards and pommels were adorned with purple rhinestones. The scabbards were wood, with silver decorations, and painted purple.
����������� "I Gift you with these Elven Swords," Deidra said. "They are Bound weapons, so you will never be unarmed and helpless again."
����������� The ranger spoke a sharp word, and the swords vanished from her hands, only to reappear strapped across Asha's back. The sorceress immediately pulled them both, tested their weight and balance, and smiled brightly at Deidra.
Congratulations! You have been given a Bound object Elven Swords!
����������� "Thank you so much! You are too generous."
����������� "I know. It's a problem I'm working on," Deidra said with a grin. "Notice how the rhinestones match your Princess Jasmine outfit."
����������� "I did, and thank� What? This isn't a Princess Jasmine outfit," she said. "The Game gave it to me. It's an Elven Sorceress Dress."
����������� "I know, but on you it makes me think of my favorite character, in my favorite childhood movie."
����������� Asha was too pleased and excited with her two Gifts to be mad. She did give the ranger an exasperated sigh and head shake. But it was time to go, so they hugged and Asha promised to visit Deidra's village if she passed through again. And Deidre said she could bring her friends for a visit, too.
����������� The elven ranger departed first, taking a barely discernible track to the east. She watched until even the sounds of passage faded away. Mounting her horse, Asha headed north to Knaresburg. Deidra said it was a couple hours up the road, but at what gait? She nudged her mount to a slow trot, a jog. The mare proved her mettle the previous day, so that shouldn't be difficult at all to maintain for a couple hours.
����������� After an hour, Asha dismounted and walked her mount for ten to fifteen minutes, but mostly to give herself a break. Though she did ride in RL, this realm's saddles were different from what she was used to, and she wasn't ready to ride all day in either world.
����������� The sorceress was just about to take another walking break when they exited the woods and beheld farmlands. A walled town rose up on a hill, overlooking the river. She pulled up her map, and it indicated her location was south of Knaresburg.
����������� "About time."
����������� There were a lot of soldiers out and about, and even more atop the town walls and outside the one visible gate. That gave the town a more ominous feel than Oxenbluff.
����������� She dismounted, tied the mare to a bush she was already munching on, and moved deeper into the forest. She found a spot about a hundred paces from the road. It was high ground, under a massive oak. A beautiful place to respawn.
You are designating a new Respawn Site. This is the location you will respawn after death. It is your responsibility to ensure it is a safe location away from prying eyes. Do you wish to continue? Yes or No?
����������� "Yes, I do."
Congratulations! You have successfully designated a new Respawn Site.
����������� Asha quickly returned to her horse and headed toward the town gate. The elfmaid remained mounted as she approached the town. The others on the road all deferred to her and moved out of the way. She assumed having a horse in that realm meant being rich and powerful, so commoners showed all due respect to horseback riders.
����������� Only a few of the peasant farmers she checked out were players. They had a lot more farmers and field hands out and about than she'd seen outside of Oxenbluff. There were also soldiers on mounted and foot patrols. She was challenged by each patrol, forced to show she had money before being allowed to continue.
These people sure don't like vagrants, she thought.
����������� She only passed through one of the villages. There were old men, women, and children, along with barking dogs, chickens, and two cows being milked by old men. The women were huddled in small groups sewing, weaving, or cooking. Only the children looked up at her, while the adults all kept their eyes averted. Though one group of five women she passed by closely actually stood up and bowed, while never looking up.
����������� "I don't like the feel of this place," she muttered.
����������� There were easily fifty soldiers on guard outside the gate. They watched her with cold eyes as she approached. The sorceress started to think she was making a mistake, but it was too late now. Turning around would only confirm any suspicions they had about her.
����������� "Smile and be friendly, Asha," she whispered as she neared the gate. "The last thing I need is to be killed again or arrested."



Chapter 26
����������� It was a lot cooler outside. Tiana hadn't realized it was so much hotter inside the inn, though it wasn't really cold outside. She still considered putting on Asha's enchanted robes, but they were at the bottom of her pack.
����������� Fergus stopped to speak with a street urchin. The kids watching for Asha needed to know where they were going. The stable they used wasn't on that plaza. Tiana thought of it as a block over, since the stable was at the corner of the next street, but Knaresburg's twisting, narrow streets didn't really have blocks. She had a hard time figuring out when one street ended, and another started. And none of the street names were posted anywhere.
����������� A feminine squeal of surprise drew the thief's eyes. It was some scantily clad bimbo with a wealthy looking man. He was a rather young man, too, wearing silk robes and lots of rings. Her interest was piqued.
Conrad. Human salt Merchant (Lvl 44). Neutral. PK: 8.
����������� The woman was one of three: A blonde, brunette, and redhead. The brunette and redhead were mobs.
Poor maiden (Lvl 5). Easy virtue.
����������� "Damn pervy geek game designers," she muttered. The two mobs were young, gorgeous, and busty. Mostly they were perky and giggly. Very annoying. The blonde was a different animal. "That's interesting."
Colleen. Human thief (Lvl 29). -5 Dark.
Minus five Dark, and no kills? Tiana wondered what she was doing to be so Dark. NPCs couldn't just look at Colleen and see she was a thief, like other players could. But the salt merchant could see she was a player and a thief. Was he playing some kind of game with her?
����������� Colleen was wearing a two-piece silk outfit, not so different from Asha's sorceress dress, except the thief's clothes were very translucent. Tiana was surprised the local authorities weren't fining or arresting her. Then she noticed all of the gold and diamond jewelry adorning her ears, throat, and wrists. A string of diamonds hung from a belly button piercing, and even her silvery high-heeled sandals were glittering with rhinestones.
����������� "Maybe he's showering her with so much jewelry she'd rather sleep with him than steal," she wondered aloud. "Being a kept woman has its appeal, but he's treating her like a cheap slut."
����������� The merchant was openly groping her, and even pulled her top down. Colleen giggled and kissed him, and quickly adjusted her clothes. He didn't seem to mind her half-hearted struggles.
����������� Tiana turned her attention to the two mob bodyguards trailing behind. One was an ork warrior, while the other was human. Both were a head taller than the merchant, with lots of muscles, and lots of edged weapons strapped to their bodies. They were watching the crowd as the merchant and his girls slowly worked their way across the plaza.
����������� "Oh my, just tickle my fancy," Tiana whispered, her senses all on high alert. "That's the biggest purse I've seen so far. And it looks so full."
����������� The thief tingled all over. She wanted that purse so badly. It was a struggle to tear her eyes off it to look around. Her friends had left her behind when she stopped to watch the merchant's party. Not a problem, since she knew where to find them.
This shouldn't take too long. Tiana wagged her brows. Time to level up on my primary skill.
����������� She took off on a path to place her ahead of them, right where one of the streets connected to the plaza. The thief continued to covertly watch the merchant, noticing he had more than one purse tied to his belt. The others were smaller, so she kept her objective the large purse. Just stealing that should level her up.
����������� The bodyguards were a little worrisome. They were unusually alert and scary looking. She found it quite thrilling. Her body tingled as adrenaline pumped into her blood, firing up her muscles for quick and decisive action.
����������� Tiana was so glad she didn't put on the black Robes of Concealment. Stealing that purse while the merchant was surrounded by three bimbos and two hired thugs would give her so many more experience points while fully visible to them. She might not level up if she secretly took his purse while invisible.
I'm going to be level 20 before I leave this town.
����������� Reaching the street, Tiana noticed the human bodyguard watching her. So she headed up the street as if she didn't have a care in the world. The thief stopped to look over the goods that shops had out on display, each time secretly checking out the merchant's progress. The bodyguards were ignoring her. So she prepared to act when she reached a narrow, dark alley. It was always best to have two or more escape routes. The street gave her two directions to escape, and the alley proved a backup third.
����������� Tiana's heart raced as the merchant neared with his giggling, laughing harem. The bimbos were impressive. She noticed brief mercenary looks from both of the mob women, so knew she wasn't the only woman viewing the merchant as easy prey. Even more impressive was the ease in which those three women walked so gracefully on cobblestone in sky-high stilettos, though they all needed to grab him to steady themselves at different times. Or did they do that on purpose?
Doesn't matter. The way they are constantly bumping into him, grabbing him, stroking him, she thought. Means he's less likely to notice when I steal his purse.
����������� They walked up to her as she examined a display of vegetables. Pointing at the potatoes, Tiana took a step back and called out, "Hey, mister. How much for the � oooff."
����������� To make it appear more like an accident, Tiana stepped into the path of the brunette instead of the merchant. The woman grunted upon impact, and Tiana played it for all she was worth. She cried out in surprise and protest, as she turned and smashed into the merchant. One hand deftly lifted the overlarge purse, while the other used a razor-edge blade to cut it free of his belt. It took all of two seconds, and she was hiding the hand with the purloined purse as she spun away.
����������� "Watch where you're going," Tiana cried. "You don't own this street."
����������� The merchant tried to backhand her, but the thief slipped between the blonde and redhead. The redheaded bimbo made a misstep, grabbed Tiana's arm, but lost her balance anyway and dragged the thief down with her.
����������� Colleen pointed. "Isn't that your purse, baby?"
����������� "What the � Grab her!"
����������� "Cutpurse!" Colleen shouted, catching Tiana's eyes with a cold, wicked look. "Don't let her escape!"
����������� The bodyguards moved fast. The brunette held onto Tiana. She couldn't break free in time, and two sets of hard, strong hands seized her. One of them punched her in the belly, before they dragged her into the dark alley. Tiana was pressed up against a wall as the merchant moved up to her, a long silvery knife in one hand.
����������� "Hey now, you got your stupid purse back," Tiana said, eyes locked on that blade. "I got roughed up. So we're even."
����������� "Kill her, baby," Colleen said. The blonde looked excited, eyes filled with bloodlust. "Carve her face up, and then open her gut."
����������� Tiana gawked at her. Why would she say something like that? What was wrong with that crazy bitch?
����������� "It's a shame you're an Immortal," Conrad said, eyes filled with malice. "But this will hurt a lot, and you're going to have nightmares for years to come."
Oh my god, he's going to do what she wants!
����������� Conrad cut Tiana's purse off. "Look at me, robbing you."
����������� "Is that irony?" Colleen asked.
����������� He paused. "I don't know. I never quite understood what irony was."
����������� The merchant poured the contents of Tiana's purse into his hand. They all marveled over the how much she had, and laughed at her for losing it so foolishly.
����������� Then he eyes fell upon Tiana's ring. "Nice ring. Is it enchanted?"
����������� "No," she said. "Just costume jewelry."
����������� "Get it for me. Cut her finger off," Conrad said to one of the bodyguards.
����������� "No!" Tiana cried, lashing out with her feet in all directions. She surprised the bodyguards, and almost broke free. In desperation, she used the magic of the ring for another attempt. "A-ha!"
����������� The surge of speed equaled considerable physical power, giving her that little extra needed to break free of the bodyguards. Tiana cried out with joy as she kicked Conrad between the legs. She made a play for her purse, but he doubled over it. Colleen attacked, so she backhanded the blonde thief turned slattern, grabbed her wrist, and using another surge of speed and power, spun the blonde around and flung her into the charging bodyguards.
����������� "Oh, nice," Tiana said, holding up the silver bangle that came off Colleen's wrist. "I won't leave empty-handed after all."
����������� Tiana raced away, turning up the street and away from the plaza. She didn't want to lead those guys back to her friends.
����������� "I need to hock this bangle and find my way back to the stable," she muttered as she turned down a side street. There were no sounds of pursuit behind her.
Congratulations! You've earned enough experience points to move up one level. You are now a Level 16 thief! 

Congratulations! You've earned enough experience points to move up one level in the Skill of Cutpurse. You are now a Level 9! 

Congratulations! You've earned enough experience points to move up one level in the Skill of Hand-to-hand combat. You are now a Level 3! 
����������� "I lost all my money, but leveled up a little more," she said, shaking her head. "All-in-all a sucky morning."



Chapter 27
����������� Ollie's Stable took up a good acre within the town walls. It made Killum wonder about the price of real estate. The surrounding structures were all three-story rowhouses. The stable yard was surrounded by a three-rail fence and divided into corrals. The actual stable was a half-timbered building right on the street. Killum led Rand and Fergus through the large door in the middle, with a dozen stalls to either side.
����������� "Greetings, friends," a grizzled old man called. "I'm Ollie. How may I serve you?"
Stable owner (Lvl 59). -3 Dark.
����������� He looked a hundred years old to Killum, with a beard and long stringy hair under a floppy gray hat. He was tall and lean, but a little stooped with age. Yet his eyes were sharp and full of crafty intelligence.
����������� "We left a pair of mules here yesterday," Killum said. "I think it was Chucky we dealt with."
����������� "You want me to have them brought out?"
����������� "Well, first we'd like to see about purchasing four or five horses."
����������� Ollie's eyes light up. His smile revealed many missing teeth. "Come with me."
����������� They were led to a spot between two corrals. One held mares, and the other geldings. Each had a single stallion. And the stallions were giving each other the evil eye across the fence.
����������� "Well, cowboy, you're from Texas," Fergus said. "What should we look for in horses?"
����������� "How should I know?" Killum replied. "I'm a carpenter. I rode as a child, but it's been a few years. And I've never purchased a horse."
����������� "Don't worry, my friends," the old horse trader said soothingly. "Ole Ollie is here to help. First thing, if you aren't experienced riders stay away from stallions. You want a nice mare or gelding."
����������� "What's a gelding?" Rand asked.
����������� Killum and Fergus grimaced. Ollie lifted a brow, but answered politely.
����������� "It's a castrated stallion," he said. "It makes him better behaved and easier to control."
����������� "We should consider gelding Rand," Tiana said as she joined them.
����������� Killum did a double-take. He knew she'd fallen behind, but her appearance set off his warning bells. Tiana was winded, flushed, and more than a little tousled. Mostly, she looked like she'd just finished a foot race.
����������� "Ha-ha, you're so funny," Rand said.
����������� "Are there any differences in price between mares and geldings, Ollie?" Fergus asked, pulling Killum's attention back to the horses.
����������� "No. Some folks prefer riding mares, some geldings. But demand is high for mounts nowadays," he said. He gave them an apologetic look. "Demand has pushed prices up."
����������� "What does an average mount go for?" Killum asked.
����������� "About ten silver," he said. "And that's not counting tack, which I assume you don't have."
����������� Killum looked at his friends. "Looks like we have to keep walking."
����������� "Good. Dwarves and horses don't mix well," Rand said.
����������� "Where are you headed, if you don't mind me asking?"
����������� Killum glanced at his friends. Rand shrugged. Fergus looked away. Tiana frowned, but then nodded. He lamented that prior to entering the Hidden Realms they didn't hesitate telling anyone their plans. Now everything seemed to have more consequences.
����������� "We're heading up Forest Road to Warlord's Castle and beyond," Killum said. "I hear the fortress guards the only pass through to the rest of the kingdom."
����������� "It's the best pass, anyways," Ollie said. "And the only one you can expect to ride through, though the way has gotten treacherous since Duke Seth was deposed. I'd suggest riding mules instead of horses, maybe a smaller donkey for the dwarf."
����������� Fergus barked a laugh. "He suggested an ass for our jackass."
����������� Rand screamed and lunged at the ranger. Fergus dodged aside, continuing to taunt his friend. Tiana started laughing, while Rand chased the elf around while shaking his axe at him.
����������� The stable owner gawked at them. Killum shrugged. "Ignore them. They're in love."
����������� "What?" Fergus cried.
����������� "Take that back!" Rand demanded.
����������� "Admit it, you guys are flirting," Tiana said.
����������� Rand turned on her, glaring at the redhead. "If you weren't a chick�"
����������� "What? If I wasn't a chick you'd kiss me?"
����������� Killum had to put himself between them. Tiana and Fergus were having fun, but he wasn't sure about Rand.
����������� "Hey! Calm down," Killum said. It wasn't easy keeping that scowl on his face. "You're embarrassing me in front of Master Ollie here. Act your age."
����������� "He is," Fergus muttered, making Tiana snicker.
����������� Ollie had their two mules brought out to the street in front of the stable. After some discussion, they offered to sell one of them to Ollie. The trader looked both mules over, and then made an offer.
����������� "I'll give you five silver shekels for this fellow and his tack," he said. "Four and a half for the other."
����������� They quickly agreed to sell the first mule and divided the money between the four of them. Asha was killed before they encountered the brigands, so by their group's rules the sorceress didn't earn a cut.
����������� After packing all of their gear into the panniers on their remaining mule, Killum led them back to the plaza. It was decided the Three-legged Dragon Tavern was the place Asha would check first, and it had a small yard in back to secure their mule.
����������� The Three-legged Dragon was a two-story structure with a slate roof. It was all stone with a large common room on the ground floor. The owner's large family occupied the top floor, so no rooms were available to rent.
����������� "Welcome," a tall, attractive brunette called upon their arrival.
Sofia. Human taverner (Lvl 22). Neutral.
����������� "We'll sit out here," Fergus said. "Four beers, please."
����������� There were fifteen bistro tables in front of the tavern. The early morning sun felt good, but the crowd and livestock were kicking up more than a little dust. Killum liked it, though, because it gave them a good view of the comings and goings through the gate.
����������� "We should've left the mule at the stable," Fergus said after their beers were delivered. "I can't imagine Asha coming all this way so fast."
����������� "She'll make Oxenbluff easy enough," Tiana said. "It all depends on if she stayed overnight in Oxenbluff, or pressed on and camped out on the road."
����������� Killum felt uneasy. What no one wanted to mention as the danger involved, especially for a single woman on the road. Asha was tough, and a fierce fighter, but if she crossed paths with brigands like they had, well�
����������� "Maybe we should head back down Forest Road," he said. "With all of the brigands and Dread Ones running around, I'd feel much better meeting her halfway."
����������� "Aww, that's so sweet of you," Asha said.
����������� All four of them jolted upright in their seats, and gawked up at the grinning sorceress.
����������� "How about that?" she said. "I don't need magic to be stealthy and sneak up on you guys."
����������� "Asha!" Killum cried, leaping to his feet. He swept her up in his arms� And kissed her. "You made it back!"



Chapter 28
����������� The sorceress just gawked open-mouthed. He kissed her. Killum had never kissed her before. Why did he do that? Did he care about her? Did he want a relationship?
����������� Asha's mind whirled a mile a minute. She pushed him back a step, rubbing her tingling lips together. Her own reaction was just as confusing as his.
����������� Tiana wasn't helping by smirking at her like that.
����������� "Is there religion here?" she asked, looking around.
����������� That confused everyone, but for some reason she wanted to know who would officiate at a marriage. Not that she planned to marry Killum, or anyone else. It was just that one kiss, after all.
����������� She glanced at his lips, and then his broad shoulders. Tingles rippled across her skin, and deep into her belly. Asha bit her lip and averted her eyes, desperate to rein in her thoughts and emotions.
����������� "I guess," Killum replied. "There's so many people wearing robes, it's hard to tell if anyone is a priest." He stared off into space. "I don't recall seeing any churches or temples."
����������� "There was a columned Greek style temple in Oxenbluff, across from the town castle," Rand said. "The temple wasn't particularly impressive, and I didn't inquire who was worshipped there. Why do you ask?"
����������� "No reason," she said, noticing Tiana shaking her head woefully.
����������� The men looked at her expectantly, and then Fergus' eyes looked past her. Asha lifted the reins.
����������� "I have a horse. Maybe we can buy the rest of you horses, too."
����������� "We just looked into that," Killum said. "Horses are too expensive, but we have a mule to carry supplies and gear."
����������� She weighed the purse hanging off her belt. After her little adventure in Oxenbluff, she came away with thirteen and a half silver shekels, and over a hundred coppers. If her friends hadn't spent her purse left behind upon her last death, then she had another silver and seventy-five copper shekels.
����������� "I have money. How much are horses here?" she asked. "They ran around five silver shekels in Oxenbluff."
����������� "It's double that here," Tiana said, and grimaced. "I had quite a bit of money from all of my efforts, but I was robbed this morning."
����������� The way the men gave the redhead sharp looks said they didn't know anything about that. Asha sighed. They did not have anywhere close to enough money to buy four more mounts, so she asked them where she could sell her horse.
����������� Asha didn't protest when Rand and Fergus wanted to stay and finish their beers. She was more than a little thirsty, so ordered a beer. When Sofia brought out her mug, she engaged the tavern owner in polite talk for a moment before broaching a more sensitive subject.
����������� "I was attacked on the road by evil men," Asha said. "So I came into possession of some objects of Dark power." Sofia's eyes widened. "Is there somewhere in town I can sell such objects? Being a follower of the Light, I am uncomfortable having them in my possession."
����������� "I understand, milady," Sofia said. "There are two places that buy Dark things. One is Lady Korz's shop over by the River Gate. I would advise against visiting her, since she has a bad reputation. And she's a drow sorceress. Very powerful. But Sir Danse is over by the North Gate, at the corner of Forest Street and Silk Alley. He's a Dark mage, but seems to be honest enough."
����������� "Sir Danse it is," she said. "Thank you, Sofia."
����������� They took the horse and mule back to Ollie's Stable. Asha spent a good half hour haggling with the old man. He put up a good fight, but when she discovered his weakness it was all over. Of course, a pretty girl is every man's weakness.
����������� "Lord have mercy," Killum said as they walked away. "You certainly know how to amp up the sex appeal, don't you?"
����������� She shrugged, but it was terribly embarrassing having her friends witness her behaving so scandalously. Indeed, she'd previously avoided it while playing Realm of Battle. But the Game had turned into her real life.
����������� "It's a blessing and a curse," she said. "But men are easy."
����������� "I resemble that remark," Rand protested with a leer. "I'll haggle with you any day, Asha."
����������� When asked for directions, Ollie said to follow the street to the center of town. There was a plaza between the Baron's castle and the Grand Temple of Olar. Forest Street connected on the north side of the plaza and that ran all the way to the North Gate. He'd never heard of Sir Danse, but said Silk Alley did cross Forest.
����������� They made good progress through the narrow, dusty streets. It was difficult staying on the right street, because it frequently forked with no indication which street was which. Locals were always happy to help. So they eventually arrived in the center of Knaresburg.
����������� The plaza was pretty large. It was cobbled with multicolored stone, done in an elaborate design. There was a marble fountain in the middle of a naked man in a chariot, a spear held above his head. It was impossible to tell if he was a hero or a god.
����������� A soaring castle sat on the west side of the plaza, with a pretty large white marble temple on the east. The temple resembled something out of Greek or Roman history, with tall fluted columns. It was circular with a polished copper roof. Men and women in bright white robes gathered with commoners all around it, appearing to council or pray. Asha saw money exchanging hands, and all of it was going to the priests and priestesses.
����������� Rand looked upon the priests with distaste. "We found god and his greedy servants."
����������� The priests were all shaved bald, with red and yellow stripes painted across their cheeks. One of them held an ornate silver and crystal staff, and had an eye drawn on his forehead in red, with a yellow center. Asha studied him.
Josar. Human High Priest of Olar (Lvl 78). Neutral.
����������� Indeed, all of the priests and priestesses were aligned Neutral. The fact they were taking money to help the people bothered her, but that was pretty much how it had been for most of history. So she turned her attention to the castle.
You've been offered Quest to Conquer Knaresburg Castle! Death and danger are assured, but the rewards are power and wealth. Do you accept this quest? Yes or No?
����������� The castle guards were watching her. Could they tell that prompt appeared? She wasn't trying to call it up, and had no desire to tackle such a formidable dungeon. Not yet, anyway.
����������� "No!" she said, and the prompt left. She looked at the temple.
You've been offered Quest to Conquer Temple of Olar! Death and danger are assured, and you could lose your Immortal soul, but the rewards are magical power and wealth. Do you accept this quest? Yes or No?
����������� "No," she said, and the prompt vanished. "Both the castle and temple are dungeons, but I don't want to test either one of them at this time."
����������� The others paused to study them. After a moment they nodded. Even Rand, who hated passing by any dungeon unchallenged, nodded agreement.
����������� The High Priest stepped forward, staring at Asha. Actually, he was frowning. It took her a moment to realize it was the Staff of Dark Dominion that concerned him. So she took the lead and headed toward the northern side of the plaza, eager to get as much distance between her and all of those priests.
����������� There were twelve streets that ended at the plaza. As promised, the locals didn't hesitate in pointing them in the right direction. Before long they were at the intersection of Forest and Silk Alley. Three half-timbered structures and a stone tower occupied the corners.
����������� "We'll find Sir Danse in the tower," Killum said. "I see magic guarding the door and every window. It looks like powerful magic, too."
����������� Asha just nodded. "Is it a dungeon?"
����������� "No."
����������� There was a large brass dragon head knocker. Killum used it to send a god-awful booming through the tower, yet there was no response. So Rand pounded on the door with his helmet until it opened.
����������� "What is the matter with you?" the tall, dark, and quite handsome man demanded. He was dressed in silken robes and turban like a Hollywood sheik, with piercing brown eyes and a pointed beard. "Go away or I'll turn you into a one-legged monkey."
Sir Danse. Human battle-mage (Lvl 51). -15 Dark. PK: 3.
����������� Despite discovering he was one of the most powerful minions of Dark she'd encountered, Asha managed to keep the smile on her face. Her job experience at the United Nations definitely helped her accomplish that.
����������� "Go ahead," Asha said teasingly. Sir Danse's breath rushed out when he saw her, and all hostility faded away. She caught and held his gaze. "Rand won't mind, since both Tiana and I would cuddle with him all the time if he was an adorable little monkey."
����������� "Seriously?" Rand asked. Both women nodded. "I'll be the Game's first Battle Monkey!"
����������� "Ah. Immortals," Sir Danse said, shaking his head. "This is not a dungeon. Go away."
����������� "But, don't you want to at least look at my staff?"
����������� He glanced at her. She noticed his eyes lingered on her chest, before looking her up and down yet again. Only then did he look at the Dark staff in her right hand. That's when she really saw desire fill his eyes.
����������� "It's for sale," she said. "Interested?"
����������� "Yes. Please, come in," he said, stepping aside.
����������� Once inside, and the door was secured with lots of locks and a wooden bar, he snapped his fingers and asked for refreshments. Sir Danse led them into a parlor and indicated a table to place the staff. A pair of servants entered a few moments later with wine and sweet meats.
����������� Ashe stayed with Sir Danse while her friends devoured the food and drank his wine. Sir Danse moved around the table, casting spells and muttering to himself for several minutes.
����������� "Very powerful, but the drow always do imbibe their objects with great power," he said. "This is exceptional work even for the drow, so the creation of a Master Wizard. How much do you want for it?"
����������� "A million in gold."
����������� "What?"
����������� "Too much?" She'd sold it once in Oxenbluff for three silvers and twenty-five coppers, so she didn't want to take any less than that. "What do you offer?"
����������� "I'll give you five shekels of silver."
����������� Asha haggled with him, and in the end agreed to six silver shekels even, along with a Gift of three spells. Levitation, but for a full five minutes. Much better than the hover spell stolen from her by Joss. Thunderbolt was a spell giving her the ability to throw lightning bolts. She couldn't wait to try that out. Unlock was a spell to open doors and simple locks.
Congratulations! You've earned enough experience points to move up one level. You are now a Level 16 sorceress!

Congratulations! You've earned enough experience points to move up one level in Social Skill of Bartering. You are now Level 2! 
����������� "Is there somewhere close I can buy more spells, or even enchanted weapons?" she asked.
����������� "Yes, there is Enchanter's Hall back on Central Plaza. It's full of small shops selling pretty much anything you would want," Sir Danse said. "It's easy enough to find, being the only five-floor building on the plaza. There's a sign out front, too."



Chapter 29
����������� Killum made sure everyone passed out into the street before he departed Sir Danse's tower. He didn't trust the Dark battle-mage. No one who was a level 51 spellcaster should be entirely trusted, especially when he was Dark. And he didn't like the way he looked at Asha.
����������� "We're pretty close to the gate onto Forest Road," Killum said. "Do we really need to go back into the middle of town to buy more spells?"
����������� "Yes," Asha said. She averted her eyes, while her cheeks grew red. "I� I kind of let a Dark witch capture me."
����������� "You let her?"
����������� "No, but I dropped my guard and she snuck one of those subjugation collars around my neck," she said. Killum could tell every word came out with supreme reluctance. Asha was a proud woman, and rarely knew defeat. "Once I was under her absolute power, the witch ordered me to give her all of my magic."
����������� That piqued his curiosity. "We can do that?"
����������� "Yes, but you lose the spell you give away. So you can see, I need to buy some very basic spells like Fire and such." She smiled at him. "Give me your hand."
����������� They stopped and Asha took his right hand in both of hers. Her hands were warm and soft, and that contact made it hard from him to concentrate.
����������� Asha moved her right hand to his chest, right over his heart. "I Gift you the Power of Healing. Deidra said I could Gift it up to once a year, and that it cost one mana for the simplest healing, but the worse the wound, the more mana it will cost you."
����������� "Thank you," he said, feeling flush. "That's an amazing gift. Does that mean I can also give it to another mage?"
����������� "Yes. I assume it is the same for you."
����������� As they walked back to the central plaza, Asha told her tale of woe. He felt his own face heating up when she told how they tried to sell her into prostitution. Killum had a sick feeling she didn't confess everything she endured in their unmerciful power, but he felt much better when he learned how Asha and Deidra killed all three of them.
����������� "So Joss went to Purgatory for a month?" Rand asked. "It sounds fitting, considering what she did, but also sounds kind of scary. How many deaths do you have already?"
����������� "Two," Asha said. "And believe me; I'm actually going to be trying extra hard to stay alive from now on."
����������� The plaza was even more crowded when they arrived. Enchanter's Hall was three buildings to their left. The half-timbered structure was painted a nice tan, with a two murals. One was a picture of a wizard surrounded by smiling wildlife and the other was a sorceress surrounded by playing children. And both murals were moving, like little gif files or something.
����������� "Wizardly propaganda commercials," Fergus said. "They look so sweet and innocent, see? Wizards and witches aren't scary, see? But the magical murals are kind of cool."
����������� Asha led the way inside. Killum brought up the rear, keeping an eye out for trouble. He didn't like the way the priests and a few others watched them. The others seemed oblivious to the threat.
We probably have a reputation since killing Lord Seth and his men, he thought. I need to buy some fighting magic while here. Just in case.
����������� The entrance was a narrow, dark corridor to a central courtyard. There was a gurgling fountain, with benches and lots of decorative trees, bushes, and flowers. All of the shops opened onto the courtyard, so walkways encircled it on all levels. Tiana pointed at a ground floor shop, while whispering to Asha.
����������� "You guys look around," Asha said as Tiana pulled her by the hand toward the shop. "We'll catch up."
����������� "What the hell is up with them?" Rand asked. "Should we go check it out?"
����������� "No," Fergus said. "I suspect it has to do with women's issues, so we aren't welcome. And I, for one, am glad. Let's go see if they sell magical weapons."
����������� The ground floor was all for women. Mostly clothes and enchanted jewelry. There were two shops selling medicinal potions, as well as things like love potions. A pretty witch tried to sell Rand a love potion.
����������� "Pour this in your heart's desire's drink, and she'll be yours for the night," the witch said with a wag of her brows. "And she'll be very, very eager to please."
����������� "No," Killum said. "You'll be kicked out of the group if you buy a love potion."
����������� "That's just a date rape potion," Fergus said.
����������� They each grabbed an arm and escorted Rand away.
����������� "Prudes," the witch sneered, and vanished into her shop.
����������� "Thanks. I never considered love potions to be date rape drugs before," Rand said. "But you're right. Eww. I've read a lot of stories with love potions."
����������� "Well, this is real virtual reality," Fergus said, making them all pause. "So we don't play that game."
����������� The next level was all bookshops. Not just grimoires, either. There were books on history, warfare, and religion. Mostly, though, they sold spell books. Some of the shops sold individual spells.
����������� Killum gawked into a bookshop's window. "Holy crap, grimoires start at three gold shekels?"
����������� They quickly moved away from that magical bookstore. The next shop sold battle spells. While Rand and Fergus checked out a display of enchanted rings and bracers, Killum engaged the shop owner. He was Haig and a level 33 mage, but just an NPC. But Haig was a friendly, eager to help computer-generated fellow. They discussed previous spells Killum had possessed in the past, while not mentioning other realms. Also, they touched on spells he'd seen used by friends and enemies, and what he might need in the future.
����������� "I know you really like that hovering spell your sorceress friend has, but wouldn't it be better to have different spells than her? While she hovers and distracts the bad guys, you can strike them down with lightning."
����������� "I have a Ring of Lightning," he said, holding up his hand. "And she has Thunderbolts."
����������� "Thunderbolts is a powerful battle spell, but not as powerful as Gatecrasher."
����������� "Oh?"
����������� "Gatecrasher can smash apart a wagon or chariot, as well as blow a common door into smithereens. Its power really depends on how much mana you can give it. With enough mana, you can knock down a stone tower!"
����������� "How much?"
����������� After a bit of haggling, Killum handed over two silver and fifty copper shekels. He was given the spell to read, which vanished in a puff of smoke afterwards. Haig even told him about Lady Evangeline's Potions on the ground floor, where he'd find the most powerful mana boosting potions anywhere.
����������� They met Asha and Tiana on the stairs when they headed back down. Both women wore silver rings on their left pinky. Before he could ask about their acquisitions, Tiana asked about theirs.
����������� Rand spoke up. "Killum bought a gate crashing spell, so we're going to Lady Evangeline's shop to buy some super-charged mana boosting spell."
����������� "Potion," Killum corrected. "If you have enough coin, it'll be a good idea to boost your mana, too."
����������� Lady Evangeline turned out to be the wicked little witch with the love spells. She gave them a smug smile upon their entry.
Evangeline. Human Witch (Lvl 25). Neutral.
����������� The fact she wasn't Dark surprised him. How did she brew such evil potions and not go Dark? He shook his head, which made her beam with wicked delight. Then she looked both of their women over with glint in her eyes, before catching Rand's eyes.
����������� Killum quickly asked about the mana boosting potion to divert her attention, while Fergus warned the two women about her love potions. In the end, Killum bought a single potion since it cost one silver, and she wouldn't haggle with him. Asha bought two.
����������� "Holy crap," Killum cried upon drinking it. It went down like moonshine, sucking the air out of his lungs and burning all the way into his gut. But when he checked, his mana was up by five hundred. "Good shit."
����������� "Thanks," Evangeline said. She gave Rand a sultry look. "All of my potions are very, very powerful."
����������� Asha cried out in her native tongue, and then bent over huffing and puffing. "That is powerful. Wow." She looked at her second potion, sucked in a deep breath, and drank it. "Ooooh. That hurts so good."
����������� Evangeline laughed, and soon the others joined her. Asha didn't seem to care. She had the most beatific look on her face. "Up a thousand. I'd like to buy two more."
����������� Evangeline sold Asha two more mana boosting potions, but warned her to wait at least a day before drinking the next. It would be best if she only drank one a day. Killum couldn't afford any more. He was down to his last silver shekel and three silver bits, and fourteen and a half copper shekels.
����������� Asha seemed to have unlimited resources, because she led the way back up the stairs to buy some spells. The sorceress bought Simple Fire, Fireballs, Bind, and Farsee. And Killum also bought Farsee, because the ability to zoom in on anything in his line of sight was too tempting to pass up.
����������� "Better than binoculars," he said.
����������� Screams out in the plaza reached them as they walked down the corridor to the entrance. Killum raced forward, Power Sword in hand, to see what the trouble was all about. It was utter chaos outside, with men, women, goblins, orks, and minotaurs all running in every direction. An elf, three humans, and a pair of hobgoblins pushed past them into the Enchanter's Hall.
����������� "It's a dragon," Tiana said. She pointed upward. "Isn't it beautiful?"
Dragon (Lvl 66). Neutral.
����������� The dragon had to be at least a hundred and fifty feet long, snout to end of his tail. He was mostly black, with lots of sharp horns on his triangular head and along his spine. He was a four-legged dragon, and his wings were huge and leathery like bat wings.
����������� "And it breaths fire," Fergus said when a torrent of flames shot out of his mouth. The flames hit south of the plaza, and they heard the building explode. "We should find a stone building to hide inside."
����������� "Too late. Here he comes," Killum cried.
����������� They all dropped into defensive stances, but the dragon ignored them. He came to a landing in front of the castle. And then his voice boomed.
����������� "I come for my tribute!" he shouted. "Give it to me now, or I'll burn this town to the ground!"
����������� "Tribute?" Rand asked. "Are they going to give him a beautiful virgin?"
����������� "Don't worry, Rand," Fergus said. "You're not that good looking."
����������� "No," one of the humans that escaped into their building said. "Dragons only want treasure. They hoard it for some reason. Gold. Silver. Jewelry. Anything of value."
����������� A platoon of soldiers marched out of the castle. All carried long spears they kept pointed at the dragon. Between them they carried two large chests. After setting the chests before the dragon, one of the soldiers opened them so the dragon could see what was inside.
����������� "Accepted."
����������� The soldiers closed the chests and quickly backed into the castle. The dragon grabbed the heavy treasure chests and leapt into the air. Rand took off running, his battle-axe lifted high and ready to strike. Killum and the others cried out for him to stop, but had to follow when he failed to do so.
����������� "Treasure!" Rand shouted, leaping high as he swung his axe. He missed the dragon by inches. "Damn. Fergus, shoot and make it drop one of those treasure chests!"
����������� "No," Killum said. "Let it go."
����������� They didn't go unnoticed by the dragon. Its vicious looking head craned around. When its mouth opened wide, Asha shouted for them to duck.
����������� "It's going to breathe fire!" she screamed.
����������� Killum grimaced, prepared to die again. Burning alive had to be horrific. But Asha moved before them and pointed a fist at the dragon. A second later a thick stream of fire rushed down at them� And was deflected by a purple-hued magical shield.
����������� The dragon flew away.
����������� "Well, that turned out well despite a moment of absolute insanity by Rand," Asha said, glaring at the dwarf. "What the hell were you thinking?"
����������� "I wanted one of those treasure chests," he said defiantly. "That's why we're here, to win treasure."
����������� "Maybe," Fergus said. "But if you made the dragon drop a chest, you know the soldiers would just come back out and take it away from us."
����������� "And they'd throw us in the dungeon for trying to steal it, too," Tiana said. She rapped him on the helmet with the flat of her sword. "Idiot."
����������� The redheaded dwarf ignored her as he stared off after the dragon. "I wonder how far away the dragon lives?"
����������� Killum called up his HUD, and then checked the map. When he asked the question, the map shifted and a spot on the side of a mountain began to glow and pulse. Distance was two days walk. Even better, it was to the north, and not too far off the road to Warlord's Castle.
����������� "Interesting. The dragon's lair is on the way."
You've been offered Quest to Conquer the Dragon's Lair! Death and danger are assured, but the rewards are unknown. Do you accept this quest? Yes or No?
����������� "Shall we accept the quest to conquer Dragon's Lair?" he asked.
����������� The others received their offer, making them stare up into space. Killum wondered what the mobs thought when players did that.
����������� Rand nodded. "Yes, I accept."
����������� The others agreed, and accepted the quest. So Killum agreed.
Congratulations! You've accepted Quest to Conquer the Dragon's Lair. Fight to the death! No quarter given or received! Let the glory be yours and conquer!
����������� "I have a feeling we're going to need to buy a lot of mules, or even cargo wagons, to haul our treasure out," Rand said.
����������� "Or the dragon will burn us into crispy critters," Fergus said.
����������� "Or eat us alive," Tiana said.
����������� "Sounds like an adventure," Killum said, and headed toward the north gate and the Forest Road. "I love this game."



Chapter 30
����������� They made good time that first day out of Knaresburg. The mule slowed them down a little, since it developed an attitude a few times and didn't want to cooperate. Ultimately, they discovered the mule only really liked Rand. He could cajole it into doing his bidding, mostly using baby-talk. The dwarven warrior was not pleased, since that meant he had to lead the beast most of the afternoon.
����������� "I found a great campsite," Fergus said after he appeared out of the woods.
����������� The terrain was becoming hillier as they neared the mountains. The road wended between the hills, and sometimes went straight up and over them. The forest covered them thickly, blocking out the sun most of the day. Killum was grateful for the shade; being from Texas he understood how hot it could get out in the open. The tree cover didn't help his feet, which ached by the end of the day.
����������� "Is it far?" Killum asked.
����������� Fergus volunteered to be their scout early on. He'd enabled them to avoid some large groups of Dread Ones, and then gave them enough warning to setup ambushes on a few small groups. Unfortunately, the Dread Ones provided no loot or magical objects.
����������� Night came quickly in the mountains, and also in an old-growth forest. They still had an hour or two before dark, but would need that time to prepare their camp and find dinner. They turned off the road and headed up a game trail. The mule objected, until Rand baby-talked it into compliance.
����������� "You have a magical bedroom voice," Tiana said, grinning wickedly. "So deep and sexy no beast of burden can resist you."
����������� "I'll make you my beast of burden," the warrior dwarf muttered.
����������� Tiana laughed as she followed him up the trail and around to the other side of the hill. It was fairly easy passage, and soon they found themselves standing on a level shelf under a rocky overhang. An old fire pit was already dug and lined with stone, the ashes under several inches of fallen leaves. Firewood was stacked under the overhang, so in decent condition. Killum estimated it was more than enough for one night.
����������� A deep, slow water creek was just a few yards to the north, going over a ten-foot high waterfall into a still pool below their campsite. It had a sandy, rocky bottom with crystal clear water. The creek above the falls was perfect for refilling their canteens.
����������� "This is great, Fergus. Well done," Killum said. "What are the chances you can hunt us all some meat for dinner?"
����������� "I'm an elven ranger. If I don't bring home dinner, I'll give Rand my archery rings," he said, and vanished into the forest. "Get the fire ready!"
����������� "I'll go look for some nuts and berries," Asha said.
����������� Tiana jumped forward, shaking her head vigorously. "No. Killum and Rand can go foraging. You and I will stay here and prepare the camp. After all, I'll need you to start the fire with your magic."
����������� Both Asha and Rand objected, but Tiana was adamant. She insisted the men hunt and forage, while the women stayed behind to tend the camp and cook fire. Division of labor, she called it. Killum didn't care, so agreed. Tiana gave each of the men a cloth sack, about the size of a pillowcase. Killum then ushered Rand out of camp, listening to his grumbling about sore feet.
����������� "Everyone has sore feet. Try riding the mule tomorrow." He escorted the dwarf to the top of the hill, and sent him to the south to look for anything edible. "Don't return to camp until you have enough to split five ways."
����������� Killum headed north. He shook his head, looking all around. "There are definitely some aspects of this world I don't like."
����������� He never had to eat and drink in the previous realm. Well, he did, but that was only because it affected his Health. He usually took potions to restore his health. Now he could actually taste the food and drink, as well as feel the intoxicating effects of alcohol. But at that moment, his feet ached, his empty belly rumbled, and he really wanted to stretch out and sleep it all off.
����������� "The Game has become real life," he whispered as he reached the creek. "Damn, I should've sent Rand this way and gone south instead."
����������� Rand would let him hear it too, if he got wet crossing the creek. He smiled, imagining the way he'd rail on about being disrespected just because he's smaller than the others. The battle-mage turned right to head upstream, but stopped when he heard a squeal of feminine delight.
����������� "Asha?" he said.
����������� The sorceress's voice was deep and sexy, and very distinctive. Then Tiana's laughter bubbled up from below. He frowned and headed downstream to see what made them so happy.
Their voices continued in very happy tones as he approached the waterfalls.
����������� The camp was empty when he arrived, but he heard them talking lower down the hill. It only took a moment to locate them below the waterfalls, and next to the pool. Killum's jaw dropped when Tiana came out of cover completely naked. The redheaded thief laughed as she ran toward the pool.
Oh my god, he thought. "Wow."
����������� Tiana's body was amazing. The thief's loose clothes hid a treasure of feminine curves. Her breasts were perky and bouncing as she ran. She hit the water with a splash and squeal.
����������� "It's perfectly cool, Asha!" she called. "Don't be shy."
����������� Killum looked back to the bushes. Asha stepped out onto the bank, still fully dressed. She bit her lip, looked back into the woods, and then back at Tiana. The thief splashed some water at her, which fell short. The sorceress giggled, and then pulled her top off.
����������� "Oh," Killum whispered, feeling his face heat up. Something else heated up, too, which was the reason he felt so dirty. "She's got a bikini model body."
����������� Asha was a perfect physical specimen in his book. She was curvy without excess weight. Her brown skin looked silky smooth. No blemishes, cuts, or scratches thanks to healing potions and magic. She had large, firm, perfect breasts. He groaned when she removed her skirt, and then gasped when Asha sat facing him to remove her boots and giving the battle-mage a perfect view of the Promised Land.
����������� She jumped up, causing her body to jiggle in the most amazing way, before the sorceress ran to and dived into the pool. Killum used his Farsee spell to zoom in on her when she came splashing back up. He watched water cascade across her shoulders and down between and over her breasts. Then his eyes lifted to her parted lips, all wet and kissable and�
What am I doing? The battle-mage felt his body stirring, and a second later heat flowed into his face. He ducked and crawled away, before hurrying off as quietly as possible. I'm turning into as big a perv as Rand.
����������� It was almost impossible to concentrate on his objective. All he could think about was how amazing they looked. Asha, especially, was�
����������� "No, no, no," he scolded himself. "Purge. Purge. Must not think about that ever again."
����������� He was about to give up and return to camp when his eyes kept returning to a patch of low plants. They were unremarkable, except for the small purple and white flowers. But after his eyes were pulled back to them for the third time, he gave them a harder look.
Potatoes.
����������� Dropping to his knees, Killum used a stick to dig up their roots. Small yellow-skinned potatoes were just under the surface. He laughed and dug up every one of them. Then he carried them to the creek and washed the dirt off before stuffing them into his sack.
����������� Killum returned to camp to find Fergus on one knee by the fire and tending a pair of rabbits spitted over it. Rand was at the creek washing his haul of berries, with a pile of nuts next to the fire. Asha looked extremely happy with his potatoes, taking them to place in a pot of water. He noticed her waist-length black hair was still damp, as were her freshly scrubbed clothes.
����������� "We'll tend the fire and cook everything if you boys want to go below the falls and take a bath before it gets too dark," Tiana said. "We already got our bath in."
����������� "What?" Rand cried. "Is that why you chased us off?"
����������� The women nodded and giggled. Tiana winked at him. "Better luck next time."
����������� "We have soap, and you can use it on your clothes, too," Asha said. "Please, use it on your clothes, too."
����������� Tiana laughed as she gave each of them a bar of soap and ushered them out of camp. Rand grumbled about missing the "show" while Fergus teased him. Killum was just glad for the darkness of the forest trail, since his face felt red hot.



Chapter 31
����������� Two days on the road were uneventful. Two nights sleeping under the stars passed without incident. And then they started up the side of that mountain. The dragon's lair was visible from the road, and it wasn't even that high up the mountain. But it was steep and the dragon had protection in place.
Ka-Boom!
����������� All five of them were knocked down and tumbled a good hundred yards back down the mountainside. Killum's descent was stopped by a rock. A really big, really hard and unyielding rock.
����������� "What the hell was that?" he asked. The battle-mage used the rock to help him stand. His left hip ached, so he drank a healing potion. "Did the dragon do that?"
����������� He didn't see the dragon or anything else. Fergus was above him on the mountainside, sitting against a gnarly old tree. He was rubbing his ribs, eyes closed. Tiana was sprawled, head lower than feet in an open patch of dirt, head rocking back and forth. Asha was slowly rising to her feet, looking discombobulated.
����������� Rand was already marching back up the mountain, looking none the worse for wear.
����������� "Some kind of magical booby-trap," Asha said. "Hold up, Rand. I think Killum needs to lead us since he can see magic."
����������� "Just give me a second to pull myself together."
����������� He tested his hip by lifting his knee. A jolt of pain shot through him, so he drank another healing potion. The pain started to fade away immediately. Each potion took a designated amount of time to heal. Taking two or more at once did double the rate of healing with some potions. After two potions, though, he did feel a little sense of euphoria, so knew not to take another until the cooldown period was over. There was a reason you weren't supposed to take more than one an hour.
����������� "You don't need those healing potions anymore," Asha said. "I just healed all of my aches and pains with the spell I shared with you."
����������� "Yeah, at what cost?" he asked. "I'm saving my mana for the dragon. Besides, I paid for these healing potions. I have to use them."
����������� Asha had considerably more mana since she could afford to buy more mana boosting potions. Knowing they were going up against a dragon, he refused to cast any magic since leaving Knaresburg. He let Asha start their two campfires. She didn't seem the least bit concerned about using up her mana.
����������� He climbed atop the boulder that stopped his tumble down the mountain. It was about two feet taller than him. Killum could see the dragon's lair, so used his Farsee spell to zoom in on the cave's entrance. There were skeletons of large animals, as well as some bi-pedal races. One looked like an ogre skeleton, while there was a pile of what looked like human skeletons.
����������� As he looked, something huge and black rushed out of the lair. He quickly zoomed back to see the dragon flying up in a spiral flight path. Asha and Fergus cried out in alarm.
����������� "Looks like the dragon's home," Rand said. "Tonight I feast on dragon steaks!"
����������� "More likely the dragon will choke on your overblown ego when he tries to swallow you whole," Fergus said. "But I'm game for some lizard steak."
����������� "Ewww, I can't eat a lizard," Tiana said. "Shut up."
����������� "Get back into the trees before he spots us," Killum called, jumping off the boulder.
����������� The whomp-whomp-whomp of the dragon's wing reached them, and all five took off running for the cover of the trees. Killum and Fergus reached the treeline first and stopped for the others. Tiana, Rand, and finally Asha ran up. The dragon's massiveness darkened the sky above, making them all look up.
����������� "No one steals my treasure," the dragon's voice boomed.
����������� He breathed a torrent of dragonfire at them. Killum sucked in a sharp breath, knowing he couldn't move fast enough to avoid fiery death. Asha spun to face the dragon, thrusting her fist out. The fire hit the shield and splattered in all directions.
����������� "Good save," Killum cried. "Let's get deeper into the woods!"
����������� They understood the forest offered no protection from his fire but it provided some places to hide. The dragon's roar of rage and frustration filled the air, shaking the trees. Killum led the way through the thickest parts of the woods to provide as much cover as possible.
����������� His magical sight showed him glowing trees, bushes, and rocks. All were along game trails, so he blazed a new trail for his friends to follow. All the while the dragon flew above them and sent fire down to ignite patches of forest.
����������� "You know the cave is in a clearing, so he'll see us when we reach it," Tiana said. "As a professional thief, I'm confident in advising you against trying to rob him while he's out and about looking for us and guarding his lair."
����������� "We're here," Rand said. "And he'll kill us as we leave just as fast as if we steal his treasure."
����������� "We have to kill the dragon," Killum said. "He's the ultimate monster in his dungeon. Kill the dragon, defeat the dungeon."
����������� "There lies our problem," Asha said. "How do we kill a dragon? That's the biggest dragon I've ever seen. I don't even know how the game designers thought anyone could kill something like that."
����������� "You accepted the quest."
����������� "I was hopped up on adrenaline."
����������� Killum and Asha glared at each other a long moment. The others watched them, with Tiana smirking. The thief turned away when the battle-mage turned his angry eyes on her. The tension wasn't broken until the dragon flew over them, just above the treetops.
����������� "We're almost to the dragon's lair. I say we at least look the situation over before we decide what to do," Killum said.
����������� He started moving before anyone could argue. They fell in line like always. Asha followed him, then Rand, Tiana, and Fergus. The way became steeper, with less foliage. At times they had to help each other up, pushing and pulling. He noticed Rand took the opportunity to "help" Asha upwards by pushing her on the butt.
More like copping a feel, Killum thought, giving the dwarf a dirty look.
����������� They finally reached a level shelf on the side of the mountain, with the dragon's lair before them. Lying on their bellies just inside the treeline, the players surveyed the clearing.
Dragon's Lair. Home of the infamous Gyevikxus! Treasure and danger abound within. Enter at your own risk. All robbers will be eaten.
����������� "It looks bigger up close," Rand said.
����������� "Duh," Tiana replied. "I bet you have a high GPA back in the real world."
����������� The cave entrance was more than big enough to allow the humongous dragon to pass through. Killum's attention was fixed on the dragon, too. The beast was calming down, and he worried it would return to its lair. Then when he looked down the mountainside, the battle-mage spotted something and smiled.
����������� "Fergus, come here," he said, moving off to one side. He pointed down at a gnarly pine leaning out over a game trail. The tree was glowing red with a booby-trap spell. "See that twisted pine tree?"
����������� It took a moment for Fergus to figure out which tree. Killum told him it was magically booby-trapped. He didn't know what the spell was, but that didn't matter.
����������� "Can you hit it from here?" Killum asked. "I think it'll explode if you hit it with an arrow, and the dragon will think we're way down there."
����������� The elven ranger grinned. The magical bow appeared in his hand out of thin air, before an arrow appeared in the other hand. Fergus took careful aim, and let loose. They all held their breath while watching the arrow's flight until it hit its target.
Ka-boom!
����������� The dragon roared. Fire spewed in long streams through the sky. Killum waited just long enough to spot the monster flying toward the explosion. Then he ordered everyone to run to the cave and get inside.
����������� Rand took off first, but his short legs didn't allow him much speed. Tiana used her ring to surge toward the cave, but she stopped to sweep Rand up in her arms before speeding to the cave. Fergus proved to be a helluva fast runner, as did Asha to a lesser extent. Killum found himself bringing up the rear, and quite winded by the time he was inside.
����������� "Wow. You elves are fast," he said, bent over huffing and puffing.
����������� "No. You're just slow," Fergus said.
����������� "It's the armor. You try to run with this much weight strapped to you."
����������� "Uh-huh," Asha said, grinning. "Heavy armor. Right."
����������� There were countless bones in the entrance. Mostly deer, pig, and cow bones, but there were bones clearly human or elf. The floor of the cave was practically paved with broken and crushed bones. The air had an odd sulfuric stench that they finally decided must be what a dragon smelled like.
����������� "Where's the dragon?" Tiana asked. "I don't see it anywhere."
����������� A big black shape dropped from above and hovered a good hundred feet from the cave, glaring bloody murder at them. Killum's heart sank. There was nowhere to hide from dragonfire in those confined spaces. So he balled his left hand into a fist and aimed it at the beast.
����������� Lightning bolts cracked the air as one, two, three shot out and struck the dragon in the chest. The monster roared, but was otherwise unfazed.
����������� "Well that sucks greasy monkey balls," he muttered.
����������� "Ewww," Asha said, giving him a disgusted look. "Let me try."
����������� The dragon arched his neck, head pulled back. It was a move Killum knew meant he was going to breath fire at them. The sorceress stepped forward, while the others scrambled to find cover. He watched her lift her right hand and a shiny, crackling lightning bolt of remarkable size and power appeared in her hand.
����������� Asha threw it like a javelin at the dragon.
����������� It thundered through the air, shaking the ground. Her bolt stuck the dragon with a rattling Ka-Boom! He flinched, and when he looked up the dragon was nowhere to be seen.
����������� "You killed the dragon!" Killum cried.
����������� "No. I don't think so," she said, looking around warily. "But I think he's stunned and out of it for a little while."
����������� "Time to loot his lair," Rand said. "Wahoo. I'm going to be rich!"
����������� "We. We are going to be rich," Tiana said. "We're a team, you idiot munchkin."
����������� "No. We came to conquer this dungeon, so that means we have to set up an ambush to kill the dragon," Killum said. "The quest isn't over until the dragon is defeated."
����������� "I was afraid you'd say that," Asha said.



Chapter 32
����������� While the dragon recovered lower on the mountain, the adventurers headed for the heart of the dragon's lair. Dragons lived super long lives, and collected treasure into huge hoards. The older the dragon, the greater the treasure hoard.
����������� "After we kill the dragon, and then kill Lord Kathro, we'll move the dragon's treasure to the castle," Killum whispered as he led the way down the dark, twisting cave. "Then we can set our respawn sites at the castle and use it as our base of operations."
����������� "I like your confidence," Asha said. "But killing a dragon that large isn't going to be easy, much less conquering a castle controlled by a powerful necromancer and his undead army."
����������� "Women think too much," Rand said. "Fight. Kill. Conquer."
����������� "You're a brave fellow, Rand," Asha said as she followed Killum. "But nothing will save you if your face bumps into my bum again when I stop."
����������� Tiana giggled. Killum stopped and looked back at the dwarf. He was bright red, shaking his head. Asha wouldn't listen to his pleas of innocence.
����������� "Now we know why he always chooses a dwarf as his avatar," Fergus said. "Genius."
����������� "Genius?" Asha asked.
����������� "Yes. I'd like to motorboat your ass, too."
����������� Asha's face burned red. Killum was amazed they'd left her speechless, since she was used to the sexual innuendo. There was always some flirting and suggestive language in their group.
����������� "Hey now," Killum cried. "Let's keep our minds on the task at hand."
����������� She looked relieved. The others still watched her with amusement.
����������� "I agree," she said. "This conversation is making me uncomfortable."
����������� "Exactly. We're here to defeat this dungeon, claim all of the treasure and glory, and get out alive to enjoy it," Killum said. "We can all sit around and admire Asha�s sweet tush later."
����������� Everyone nodded and snickered. Well, Asha just sighed and shook her head. The battle-mage patted her on the shoulder before turning back to continue.
����������� He noticed the first booby-trap glowing a very faint blue. It was a bone the size of a chicken leg next to the wall. Since they were walking as close to the wall as possible, it was well-placed.
����������� "Don't touch," he said, pointing it out.
����������� "Does your magic allow you to see what the spell does?" Asha asked.
����������� "No. All I see is the glow of magic. That one was a pale blue. The tree that exploded was red."
����������� It would be nice to have access to an online manual to study up on spells. He wondered if they were still working out the bugs, or if they were trying way too hard to make it as realistic as possible. His silent reverie was interrupted by what he spotted ahead.
����������� "That's interesting," he said.
����������� There were four stones embedded in the wall. Two were ankle high, and two near the cave's ceiling. All glowed red, and there was a red glowing web stretched between them. In his mind red meant danger, and so far on that mountain it signaled explosive.
����������� Beyond the magical barrier the cave split up into five tunnels. None of the other tunnels were larger or showed any indication of more use. Killum didn't want to split up, much less waste time going down tunnels with no treasure at the end.
����������� "What's the matter?" Rand asked. "Pick a door and we'll see what we win."
����������� "There's an angry red barrier stretched out across the tunnel," he said. The battle-mage pointed at the four stones. "For all I know, the explosion might blow us out of the cave and into Purgatory for five years."
����������� "Find something to hide behind," Asha said. "I'll hit it with a thunderbolt."
����������� No one had a better idea, so they moved back up the cave and around a bend. Killum had everyone lie on the floor and press up against the wall.
����������� "Let the blast go past us."
����������� "Asha will probably be a projectile, too," Fergus said. "I bet she'd leave a bruise."
����������� "She can bruise me all she wants," Rand mutters.
����������� "Shut up," Killum snapped. Then he called back to the sorceress, "We're ready."
����������� He stayed at the corner to see what she did. Mostly, he wanted to ensure she didn't do anything too dangerous. She already had two deaths in five days. More often than not she took dangerous chances.
����������� Killum held his breath when she called up the thunderbolt. Before she threw it, the sorceress held up her left fist and activated her magical shield. Then she threw it with all of her might. The bolt thundered through the barrier and struck the stone walls beyond.
Ka-BOOM!
����������� When the dust settled, Asha was still standing behind her shield. The red glow of the barrier could be seen in the dust, so she knew her attempt had failed to destroy the barrier. Killum stood up and was about to join her and discuss what to try next, when Asha let out an angry cry and charged the barrier behind her magic shield.
Ka-BOOM!
����������� Killum was knocked back a dozen feet by the blast. Asha landed atop him. The impact knocked all of the air out of his lungs, forcing him to all fours gasping desperately.
����������� "Sorry," she said with a strained voice. "Oh wow, that hurt."
����������� The others quickly helped them to stand. Killum took a little longer to recover his breath, so Asha and Rand went to see if the barrier was down. He joined them a moment later.
����������� "I don't see anything," Rand said.
����������� The battle-mage moved closer, peering through the lingering dust. There was no sign of any glowing rocks. The barrier was gone, and the cave's ceiling lost about a foot of rock where the barrier had been.
����������� "I think you cleared the booby-trap."
����������� A dragon's roar thundered through the cave. Killum almost pissed himself. He and Asha shared a wide-eyed look, before Tiana raced past them.
����������� "Run!" the thief shouted.
����������� Tiana stopped in the middle of the chamber. Killum and the others joined her as they heard the dragon charging up the tunnel. He looked deep into each tunnel off that chamber, and they all had glowing booby-traps. Except one.
����������� Pointing to the far right tunnel, "That one. Follow me."
����������� The battle-mage took off running. Tiana was fast on his heels, with Asha, Rand, and Fergus following. He ran as fast as he could and still see magical booby-traps in time. There were a few, but nothing that blocked their passage.
����������� He rounded a sharp corner and burst out into a vast chamber. They all skidded to a stop and gawked. Killum's mind went blank for a second. He'd never seen anything like it before, whether in a game or in real life.
����������� The vast chamber was well-lit with glowing globes embedded in the wall about halfway up. The floor of the cavern reflected the light back in silver, gold, and every color of the rainbow. There had to be as much gemstones and jewelry as coins. He saw stacks of gold bars. Silver bars. Open chests overflowing with gems and jewelry. There were even life-sized statuary cast in silver and gold.
����������� Rand was the first to speak. "Now that's a dragon's hoard to write home about!"
����������� "We could buy an entire kingdom with this treasure," Fergus whispered.
����������� The dwarf moved first. He dumped his coin purse, and started stuffing it with gold coins and gemstones. Tiana, Fergus, and Asha quickly joined him. Killum pulled his purse free, but something shiny caught his eye. It was way in back, above a shelf in the cavern that looked like where the dragon would curl up and sleep. The silvery globe glowed with the brightest magic he'd ever seen. It was hard to believe that glow couldn't be seen with the naked eye.
����������� "What is that?" he whispered, walking toward it. The floor shifted under his booted feet. Coins and jewelry didn't make the firmest foundation, but that silvery globe called to him. As he drew closer, Killum realized it wasn't a silver globe, but a helmet. A silver Corinthian helmet like the ancient Greek Hoplites wore, with a bright red horsehair crest from front to back. A pair of dragons, one of each side, was worked into the metal. "Wow. Such power."
����������� He could almost feel magic as he approached. Once he reached the dragon's bed, within a dozen feet of the helmet, he slightly shifted the way he looked at the helmet. A dark red script appeared above it.
Dragon's Lair Helm. A Bound Object. Control the dragon Gyevikxus. 
����������� "Is that how men can ride dragons?" he wondered aloud. "This dragon must've escaped, taking the helmet that controlled him to ensure he would remain free."
����������� The dragon burst into the chamber with a roar. He stopped to spew fire in all directions.
Dragon (Lvl 66). Neutral.
����������� "Thieves! This is my treasure," Gyevikxus shouted. "All thieves must die! I will devour you all, find your respawn sites, and devour all of you four more times!"
����������� "Well now, that's just rude," Rand said. The dwarven warrior lifted his battle-axe in both hands, grinned, and taunted, "Tonight I will stride out of here in dragon-scale armor!"
����������� Asha threw a thunderbolt at the dragon. Ka-boom! But Gyevikxus slapped it aside as if it was nothing. Checking with his magical sight, Killum discovered the dragon was pulsing with dark, crimson magic. They were doomed if Asha's thunderbolts couldn't hurt him.
����������� "You caught me with my defenses down once, sorceress," the dragon growled, eyes narrowing at her. "Never again."
����������� Fergus starting shooting arrows at the dragon's eyes. Gyevikxus shielded his face with a wing, while sweeping the other out to smash aside Asha, Rand, and Tiana. Then the monster looked at Killum and froze.
����������� "Get away from there, human! I will chew you for an hour before I let you die!"
Can he really keep me alive like that?
����������� Ignoring the others, Gyevikxus rushed towards Killum. The battle-mage cast his spells of Temporary Blindness and Disorientation in quick succession, but neither fazed the dragon. He didn't need Farsee to see what the beast intended. Killum then hit him with Gatecrasher.
����������� That slammed Gyevikxus backwards across the chamber to smash into the stone wall, and it rattled the ground as well. Dust fell in streamers from above and the treasure shifted, with mini-landslides occurring all around. Asha led Rand, Fergus, and Tiana in an attack before the dragon could recover. Her thunderbolts made the dragon cry out in pain, and writhe in agony, but then his tail swept their feet away.
����������� Killum wasn't even sure the tail swipe was on purpose, but it did the job. All four of his friends looked dazed, lying on their backs or on all fours. Gyevikxus recovered a lot faster, and rolled to all four feet. His head dropped almost to the ground as a low, menacing growl rumbled out and shook the very air.
����������� The battle-mage couldn't use Gatecrasher again. The cooldown period wasn't over. His lightning ring was pathetic compared to Asha's thunderbolts, and fireballs wouldn't hurt a fire-breather. Then his eyes fell upon the Dragon's Lair Helm.
����������� "Come to daddy," he said, racing over to the helmet.
����������� Gyevikxus was too intent on killing his friends to notice. Killum picked up the helmet, turned to face the dragon, and placed it upon his head. Magical warmth flowed down into his body, making him feel just a little giddy.
Congratulations! You have won Dragon's Lair Helm!

This is a Bound Object. The Dragon Gyevikxus is yours to command. He will serve you loyally and obediently. This helm is also Gyevikxus' lair, and he will enter or leave whenever you speak his name.
����������� "Gyevikxus," Killum said.
����������� The dragon seemed to turn into a mist, which was immediately sucked into the helmet. In the blink of an eye the threat was gone. The silence was deafening.
����������� "How the hell did you do that?" Fergus demanded.
����������� They were all gawking at him. All were splattered with blood and unsteady. Every single one of them looked like he or she was surprised to still be alive.
����������� Killum looked around. He'd conquered the dungeon. Gyevikxus was his dragon, his vicious pet attack-dragon at that. And all of the dragon's treasure was theirs for the taking.
����������� "You saved my life," Asha said.
����������� He actually saved all of their lives. She was just the only one of them who had died, so understood better how important it was to not die in that realm.
����������� "Take cover. Hide," the battle-mage said. "I'm about to bring the dragon back."
����������� "Why?" Tiana cried. "We barely survived his attack."
����������� Killum tapped the helmet. "This helmet controls him like it's a subjugation talisman, so I think he has to obey me now. But you might want to hide just in case it all goes south."
����������� They all found something to hide behind. Killum remained up on the dragon's bed and took a deep breath. If he misunderstood what the helmet was about, then he was about to die.
����������� "Gyevikxus."
����������� The dragon came out of the helmet, looking like it burst out of his forehead, and coalesced before the battle-mage. Gyevikxus appeared facing him, on all fours, and looked around. Killum noticed he looked towards each of his friends, so hiding from him wasn't going to be easy.
����������� Gyevikxus growled, before lowering his head. "What is your command?"



Chapter 33
����������� "Is Gievexus the dragon's name or a magic word?" Rand asked.
����������� Killum almost answered, but to speak the dragon's name would be to suck it back into the helmet. The dragon spoke up before he could figure out how to correct Rand.
����������� "Gyevikxus, dork," the dragon said. "It's my name and the magic word."
����������� "Did the big lizard just call me a dork?"
����������� "He's a very smart dragon," Fergus said. "I like him."
����������� Killum jumped in before it got out of control. "How do I address you without activating the spell?"
����������� "The usual practice is to just shorten my name," Gyevikxus said. "Call me Gye, master."
����������� Killum cringed. "Yeah. Don't call me 'master' anymore. My name is Killum."
����������� "Hi, Gye, I'm Tiana," the thief said. "You're gorgeous."
����������� Gye's massive, terrifying head swung around to the thief. "You're my favorite, Tiana."
����������� The dragon turned to Asha, pushed his snout into her belly to shove her back a step, and stared into her eyes. The sorceress's eyes widened as everyone tensed.
����������� "Don't ever hit me with one of those overgrown lightning bolts again," Gye said slow and menacingly. "I don't like it."
����������� "Be nice, Gye," Killum said. "These are my friends. Asha has been my friend the longest."
����������� "Even the surly dwarf?"
����������� "Well�"
����������� "Hey, I'm right here," Rand said. "I can hear you."
����������� "Of course Rand is my friend and valued member of our motley crew," Killum said. "He'll be your friend too, but he is an acquired taste."
����������� "Your friends are my friends. Especially Tiana and the elven ranger."
����������� Fergus stepped forward with a wave. "My name is Fergus. Rand is okay, just stay upwind of him. He farts a lot."
����������� Everyone looked at Rand, who shrugged as he squeezed one out. "I like beans."
����������� Tiana and Asha waved their hands before their faces as they moved away from the dwarf. Fergus laughed, and Killum just shook his head. They probably weren't making a good impression with the dragon.
����������� "So, Gye, from now on I will be calling on you to help us in fights," Killum said. "Besides being huge and physically powerful, and breathing fire, is there anything else you can offer?"
����������� "I have limited magic. Mostly defensive," Gye said, giving Killum a curious look. "But warriors generally ride me into battle."
����������� "That's actually awesome," Asha said. "Now I'm a little jealous."
����������� "I'm a lot of jealous," Tiana said.
����������� Killum noticed a place on Gye's shoulders where a man could ride straddling his neck. There was a long line of sharp spikes behind that spot, running down his spine and tail. There were no spikes on the neck, but Gye's head was covered with horns and spikes.
����������� "How do I keep from falling off? Is there a spell for dragon riding?"
����������� Gye made an odd shrug, and a fine leather saddle appeared. It was bright red, with silver trim and decoration. Wide leather straps crisscrossed the dragon's shoulders to keep it snuggly in place.
����������� "Want to go for a ride?" Gye asked. The dragon bowed and pressed his shoulders to the ground, bringing the saddle down low enough to climb into. "You're not afraid of heights, are you? I won't like it if you throw up on me."
����������� Killum tried to act nonchalant, but he felt like a ten year old boy in a candy store. He had his own flying dragon. A real, live flying dragon mount. He quickly, and a little awkwardly, climbed into the saddle and pulled the safety strap across his lap.
����������� "Is that strap going to be enough?" Asha asked.
����������� "My magic will keep him from falling out. The strap is only to make the rider feel safe."
����������� With that, Gye turned into the tunnel and rushed through at a furious rate. Killum hung on tightly and ducked low to keep from hitting the ceiling. The dragon reached the entrance in just seconds, and launched himself out like a missile. His vast wings started beating hard and fast, the powerful thump-thump-thump in the air was felt in the battle-mage's chest.
����������� "This is like riding a rocket!"
����������� Gye flew up so high it got cold and Killum was able to touch clouds. Then the dragon did a power dive into a small valley, scattering a herd of deer in a clearing. Killum hung on for dear life, but at no time did he even feel like he would come out of that saddle. Indeed, he could feel magic binding him to it.
����������� "To guide me, you can either speak your commands aloud, or think them," Gye said. "The helmet will transmit your commands to me. So be careful what you think."
����������� "You can read my mind?"
����������� "Nothing deep, but I can hear your surface thoughts, like when you talk to yourself, as long as you are wearing that helmet."
����������� The first thing that popped into his mind, I better be careful what I think about Gye.
����������� Gye nodded. "Absolutely."
����������� Killum spotted his friends watching from the lair's entrance when they passed. Gye flew over the peak of the mountain, and then down the other side very low to the ground. He flew super fast nape of the earth, even catching an unwary mountain goat and swallowing it whole before the battle-mage's eyes.
����������� "That's how I hunt," Gye said.
����������� "Follow the Forest Road northward a little ways," Killum commanded. "I want to see if there are any Dread Ones guarding the road."
����������� The dragon veered sharply and flew over to the road in just a second. They flew up the road, close enough to the ground for Killum to see without using his Farsee. It wasn't long before he spotted a small horde of ork zombies coming down the road.
����������� He pointed. "See them? Dread Ones."
����������� "Do you want me to kill them?"
����������� "Yes."
����������� Gye didn't hesitate. He swooped down like a hawk after a rat. Killum watched and waited with bated breath. That was how battle-mages should fight, astride a powerful dragon mount. They dropped down to fly nape of the earth over the road for a moment, before bursting out of nowhere above the undead orks. The unholy monsters cried out before Gye incinerated them with dragon fire.
����������� Killum cried out in battle joy. "Wahoo! That's how you do it."
����������� "Unfortunately, the undead are inedible. I ate one once, and was sick for a week."
����������� They made another pass to ensure all of the Dread Ones died. Then he ordered Gye back to the lair. As they approached the lair, he used his Farsee to zoom in on them. One and all had looks of wonder. It made him all tingly proud.
Land in front of my friends, Killum thought, mostly to test Gye�s telepathic abilities. Can you carry two of us at once? I'd like to give my friends rides.
����������� "I am very powerful. I can carry all of you on my back all the way across these lands and back."
����������� The battle-mage landed astride his dragon. His friends had the most amazed looks on their upturned faces. Killum carefully remained outwardly calm, as befitting a powerful battle-mage.
����������� "Gye is very powerful. He can carry more than one of us," Killum said. He caught the sorceress's eyes. "Asha, would you like to go for a joy ride first?"
����������� Her jaw dropped. Their gaze became so intense that Killum had to avert his eyes and look at Fergus for a second. Asha looked the dragon over, gnawed on her lip, and finally nodded.
����������� Gye immediately dropped low, pressing his shoulders to the ground to let her climb up. Killum reached down and helped her up. There was only room for one in the saddle, and he was afraid she'd fall off if she sat behind him, so Killum positioned her on his lap and wrapped his arms around her waist.
����������� "You're sure it's safe?"
����������� "Absolutely," he said. "Let's fly, Gye. Hey, it rhymed."
����������� Gye leapt up and started beating his wings. Fergus, Rand, and Tiana were buffeted by the wind and knocked down. Killum glanced back, worrying that he'd hurt them. But they all got up and waved. He and Asha waved back.
����������� "This is amazing," Asha said.
����������� Killum felt her trembling, but she looked and acted excited. Gye flew up, up, up in a great spiral. They almost reached the clouds before he leveled out and glided. That gave them an inspiring view of the land in all directions. It was mostly green forest covered foothills to the south, with a ribbon of the river twisting and turning through it. To the north were ever-rising mountains.
����������� "At the end of the valley is Warlord's Castle," Gye said. "That's where all of the undead come from. I used to collect tribute from the Duke before that damned necromancer conquered the castle."
����������� "Have you seen what is beyond Warlord's Castle?" Asha asked.
����������� "Yes. Countless kingdoms and empires stretch out to the ocean beyond," he said. The dragon craned his head around. "There are oceans on all four sides of the land. Nothing but endless water."
����������� "Are there other lands beyond the oceans?" Killum asked.
����������� "Yes. I've never seen any of them. This is my land. I have no desire to leave."
����������� Killum wondered if Gye was telling him something. Still, if I want to cross the ocean �
����������� Gye turned straight down into a power dive. Asha screamed. Killum felt her lifting off his lap, so tightened his arms around her. She twisted her upper body around and wrapped her arms around his neck and held on desperately. A moment later Gye leveled off, and their eyes met.
����������� Electricity rippled through him. Killum couldn't breathe as they gazed into each other's eyes. Their lips brushed, and it was instant passion. His hands were all over her, while hers were all over him. Before he knew it, she was turned around facing him, legs wrapped around him.
����������� Killum kissed his way down her slender throat, and then across her shoulder. He had his eyes on her deep cleavage and breasts, but didn't want to push it too fast. Her head rolled back and she moaned with pleasure. A smile spread across his face as he started to kiss lower.
����������� Gye landed before the lair.
����������� "What the � " Killum looked down at three grinning friends. Tiana was nodding. Rand was shaking his head.
You're welcome, Gye spoke straight into his head.
����������� Asha cleared her throat, looking a little discombobulated. She quickly slipped out of his lap and back to the ground. Killum gave the back of Gye's head a dirty look, before looking back to his friends.
����������� "Anyone else want to go for a ride?"
����������� "No. I never want to go for a ride with you," Fergus said. He cut an amused look at Asha. "The price is much too high."



Chapter 34
����������� They crawled through the underbrush before dropping to their bellies side-by-side atop a low rise. The road was to their left, and below them were a dozen Dread Ones. One was a female spellcaster of some sort, since she carried an ornate staff with a fist-sized ruby.
Tarissa. Human mage (Lvl 21). -13 Dark. PK: 6.
����������� Killum was pretty sure Tarissa was alive. She moved too well, and her complexion was a beautiful light tan. The mage was blonde and gorgeous, dressed in a skimpy black silk outfit that made Asha look matronly. Really, it was bits of black silk that barely covered her most important areas, all held together with silver jewelry and chains. And she wore black stiletto-heeled thigh boots. The ruby in the middle of her forehead glowed red.
����������� The ruby in her staff wasn't glowing visible to the naked eye, but it radiated enormous power in Killum's magical sight. The staff itself was about six feet long, stained black, with lots of glowing runes carved along its length. His magical sight couldn't discern if an object was Light or Dark, but his normal vision screamed Dark.
����������� That was the largest group of Dread Ones they'd encountered since leaving the dragon's lair two days back. The group spent the night in Gyevikxus' lair before setting out the next morning, with Killum keeping Gye inside the helmet. He only summoned the dragon to go on short scouting flights. It was one of those flights that allowed him to spot the ambush below.
����������� "There's actually two mages," Asha said. She pointed to an ork on the other side of the road. "That really fancy ork is a shaman, but undead."
����������� The battle-mage checked him out. The ork looked like a barbarian shaman, dressed in a leather loincloth, feathered cape, and ornate headdress of bear-skull and feathers. His dark body was covered in ritual tattoos and scaring.
Bearclaw. Ork shaman (Lvl 29). -50 Dark. PK: 77. Undead.
����������� "An undead player?" Tiana said. "Eww. I still can't believe we can be killed in a way that we don't respawn, but become the undead slaves of some stupid necromancer."
����������� "Dark magic is very powerful," Asha said. "But if it makes you feel better, the zombies will be freed from their evil master when we kill them."
����������� "Unless those enchanted gems in their foreheads are Bound Objects," Fergus said.
����������� That made them all stop and think. Killum considered that. Nothing he knew kept such an evil object from being bound to a player. If so, then being subjugated like that meant eternal servitude.
����������� "Boy, this world plays for keeps," he muttered. "Okay, they stand in our way. How do you want to take them out?"
����������� Asha shook her head. "The gemstones only subjugate the living. I still think all of the undead players will be freed to respawn when we kill Lord Kathro. The individual zombie players all fade away when killed, so they are definitely freed to respawn." She paused to stare at the female mage. "The subjugated people might be freed from his control when he dies as well, but there is only one way to find out."
����������� "Make the dragon kill them," Rand said.
����������� Killum sighed. "We went over that already. If Gye kills all of our opponents, then we will never level up. We get experience points by doing things, like slaying monsters."
����������� "Killum is right. Gye is only for when we really need him," Asha said. "Maybe you don't care, but I actually want to fight and level up. It's why I play the Game."
����������� "Fergus, I think this is the perfect place for you to shoot your bow from," Killum said. "The rest of us will attack. Asha and I will take care of the spellcasters." He looked at her. "I'll take the shaman if you take the mage." She gave a single nod, before turning her full hostile attention on Tarissa. He looked at Rand, "Can you sneak around to attack from their left flank?"
����������� "Can do," Rand said, and started backing away to head out. "This is going to be epic."
����������� "Tiana, I need you to attack from the right flank," the battle-mage said. "Asha and I will charge up the road, which should be plenty of distraction for you to sneak in close."
����������� "We will crush them beneath our hobnailed boots," Tiana said. "Remind me to buy hobnailed boots in the next town."
����������� Everyone turned cool eyes on her.
����������� "What? I'm not allowed to make jokes?"
����������� "No. Not if they're that bad," Fergus said.
����������� Killum watched Tiana ease into the woods and vanish. The three of them waited for Rand and Tiana to get into position. Killum couldn't see or hear them, but both Fergus and Asha could.
����������� "I see Rand," Asha said. "He's in position."
����������� "Tiana is moving up close, and will be ready in a few," Fergus said. "Time for you two to hit the road. Keep it professional. No kissing or giving each other the googly eyes."
����������� "What are googly eyes?" she asked. "Is that an American expression? What does it mean?"
����������� "It means his jokes are worse than Tiana's."
����������� Killum backed away on all fours, careful to be ghostly quiet. The sorceress followed, while giving Fergus an evil look. The ranger appeared quite pleased with himself. Killum wondered if they'd ever stop teasing him and Asha about their little indiscretion.
����������� Once on the road, "So, Asha, do you want to walk in nonchalantly, skip in like school kids, or charge in like the 7th Cavalry?"
����������� "Charge," she said. With a wink, "I'll hit them high and you hit them low."
����������� "Sounds like a plan," he said, and took off running. "Last one there has to take Rand on a dragon ride."
����������� She surprised him by laughing. That girl really did love fighting. Maybe as much as Rand. She was a lot faster, but didn't run all out so he could keep up. They rounded the bend in the road at a full run. The ambushers were caught off-guard and scrambled for their weapons.
����������� When Asha launched herself in the air with her magic, Killum veered toward the shaman. Fergus filled the sky with arrows, and the undead started dropping. A thunderbolt blasted the air just before he crashed into the line of orks defending their shaman. He glanced over as Asha came down upon the Dark mage.
����������� "Kill them all!" Killum cried, and promptly used his ring to hit zombie orks with lightning. Power Sword in hand, he plowed into the remaining orks. "I free you from servitude, orks!"
����������� He slashed left, then right. First taking off a head, and then an extended arm. The undead ork wasn't the least bit fazed by losing a limb, and proved it by striking the battle-mage in the side of the head with his stump. Killum brought his enchanted blade down upon the zombie's shoulder, and took off his head, right shoulder, and arm. Practically cut him in half.
����������� He heard Rand's battle cry, and then spotted Tiana darting in to dispatch a pair of undead ork warriors. Tarissa cried out, cursed furiously, and then Asha cried out in pain. He cut his eyes over in time to see Asha with a pair of deadly elven swords plowing into the Dark mage, who struggled to defend herself with the staff. Sparks flew off the staff when the sorceress's blades struck it.
����������� The wood remained undamaged.
����������� A fireball roared towards the battle-mage. He ducked and threw one of his own at the shaman. The ork spellcaster held his hand up, palm out, and Killum's fireball evaporated.
����������� "How'd he do that?"
����������� The shaman fended off Killum's lightning just as easily. Very frustrating. Then a pair of ork warriors closed on him from left and right, forcing Killum to concentrate on them. He parried the right zombie's sword thrust, kicked him in the chest, before spinning and dropping to one knee. A decapitating blow whooshed overhead, which he followed by surging forward to impale the monster on his sword. The magic of the sword intensified, and a second later the undead ork's chest exploded.
����������� Killum sensed more than heard the next fireball, so flattened himself on the ground to avoid it. The shaman raced up and kicked him in the chest as he tried to stand, leaving Killum sprawled on the ground. He thought he was about to die for the second time.
����������� Tiana appeared behind the shaman. She surged in close and thrust her sword through his heart. The shaman's fireball fizzled before he could throw it. Killum leapt to his feet, and then sliced the top half of the shaman's head off.
Ka-Boom! Ka-Boom! Ka-Boom!
����������� Tarissa was battering Asha back step by step with wild swings of her staff. Each strike resulted in another explosion that sent Asha flying back. The mage was fast, and quickly closed the gap to strike again. Killum raced toward them to help, even as Rand and Tiana also started towards them. After the third strike, Asha fell to her knees, looking tattered and exhausted.
����������� Killum saw the Dark mage smile cruelly, and then lift her evil staff for the killing blow. That blow never fell. The sorceress threw a splayed hand out and shouted.
����������� "Bind!"
����������� The mage froze with a look of astonishment on her face. Asha struggled to her feet, stepped up close, and plunged a dagger through Tarissa's heart. Killum, Rand, and Tiana arrived at that time.
����������� "Next time," Asha said. She paused to catch her breath. "You fight the mage and I'll fight the shaman."
����������� They looked around at the carnage. There was a lot of blood, but little of it theirs. All of them had nicks and cuts, scratches and bruises. No one had anything a healing potion or two couldn't handle.
����������� By the time Fergus joined them, both Tarissa and Bearclaw were fading away. Tarissa's ruby remained on the ground where she died. Asha nudged the mage's ruby with the toe of her boot.
����������� "Do you think it's safe to touch?"
����������� "I was wondering the same thing," Killum replied. "But it can't be safe to just leave it."
����������� "Rand, pick it up," Asha said.
����������� "Me? Why me?" he asked. "What if I'm magically enslaved for something?"
����������� "No problem, my friend," Asha smiled. "I'll just free you from its power by killing you. Easy peasy."
����������� "Before you do that, you might want to designate a new respawn spot here," Fergus added. Rand gave him a dirty look. "Hey, I'm just trying to be helpful."
����������� Killum laughed, but wondered if creating new respawn sites would be a good idea. They'd all designated the dragon's lair as their respawn sites before setting out, but that was two days journey south. They should reach the Warlord's Castle in another two days.
����������� Asha distracted him by bending over, her sweet round butt right there within slapping distance. And it was so hard to keep his hand from swatting it, too. He forgot all of that when she lifted the mage's staff. He concentrated on it.
Warlock's Staff.

Neutral, but must be +10 Light or �10 Dark and level 20 or higher to use.
����������� "Warlock's Staff," Asha repeated. "She's must have defeated a warlock. It's neutral, but neither of us has reached level 20."
����������� Since they weren't high enough to use it, they weren't able to unlock its secrets. The staff had lots of potential, but it was also worth a lot of money.
����������� "I suspect we'll both be level 20 by the time we finish the Warlock's Castle dungeon," the sorceress said. She slanted a look at him. "You have a dragon, so I claim the Warlock's Staff."
����������� "Cool." He looked around. "There's still a lot of sunlight today. Time to hit the road."
����������� "We're going to just leave the ruby?" Tiana said, looking at them with greedy eyes.
����������� "If you want it, then you pick them up," Rand said, and headed for the road.
����������� In the end, Killum and Fergus rolled a boulder on top of the enchanted ruby and they left it behind. The shaman's ruby vanished with him. If they learned the secret of the rubies, and how to control them, at the castle, then they could come back for it.



Chapter 35
����������� A soft misstep brought Asha's head up. It was off in the middle distance, deep in the woods in front of them. Forest Road was to their right, winding up a deep gully. She cocked her head, claiming Tiana's attention, so held up a hand so the thief wouldn't speak.
����������� The elven sorceress had to concentrate to hear the approach. Someone was moving quickly, but carefully, toward them. She thought it had to be Fergus returning from scouting the castle. A goblin might move that quietly, but no ork, human, or zombie could.
����������� "Fergus is coming," she whispered, and pointed to the trail he was on.
����������� Killum was lying on his belly beside her, his warm hip pressed into hers. Rand was on the other side, also pressed against her. Tiana was pressed up close on the other side of Rand. They weren't trying for intimacy. Their resting place was just that cramped. That degree of closeness had her nerves a little frazzled. She knew Rand was in heaven sandwiched between two women, which bothered her. Yet, she worried Killum wasn't enjoying it. At least his expression showed no sign of being aware how much their bodies were touching.
I can't believe I've let him rattle me so thoroughly, she thought.
����������� Small skirmishes with Dread Ones slowed them down. It was mid afternoon when they arrived. She spent most of that journey just a few steps behind Killum, trying to not look at his butt. Rand bragged about having relations with a woman, a hooker, and they'd learned that it was possible to be impregnated. And, of course, while under Joss' absolute control, she was told that they would have their way with her if they weren't in such a hurry.
����������� Fortunately, Fergus arrived as her mind delved into the fantasies Killum was starting to inspire. She shook herself out of that erotic reverie and focused on the task at hand. Warlord's Castle promised to be the hardest, most dangerous dungeon they'd ever attempted.
����������� "What did you find?" Killum asked.
����������� Fergus dropped to his belly facing them, just inches from her face. He wagged his brows. "Betcha didn't hear me coming?"
����������� "Actually, I did."
����������� Killum nodded. "She did and warned us you were approaching."
����������� The ranger scowled. "I'll try harder. But what I found isn't good. There's quite a cordon of undead sentries surrounding the castle."
����������� Using his finger, the ranger drew a map of the castle and the land surrounding it. The castle sat upon a precipice above the road, with quite a large plateau behind him. Fergus said the plateau used to be a town and farmland, now gone fallow since the conquest. There were too many undead on guard for him to get close enough to the castle to glean anything useful.
����������� "Looks like we're going in blind," Rand said. "Fine by me. There's nothing they have I can't kill with my battle-axe."
����������� "No. There's another way," Asha said, rising to her knees. "I'll go scout out the castle."
����������� "If I can't get to the castle, what makes you think you can?" Fergus asked. "I'm an elven ranger, sorceress."
����������� "And I'm an elven sorceress with Robes of Concealment," she said.
����������� Asha quickly returned to the mule, which was hidden a good mile back down the road. She dug out her enchanted robes and put them on over her sorceress dress. She was ready to go by the time the others caught up.
����������� "What are you doing?" Killum asked. "You can't go in there alone."
����������� "You let Fergus go. Do you think he's better than me?"
����������� Killum looked shocked. She had him, and knew it. All he could do was look around for support, but no one else was interested in stopping her. Fergus wasn't happy about it. Rand and Tiana looked eager.
����������� "With those robes I could sneak in," Rand said. "In fact�"
����������� "No." Asha wasn't giving him the glory. The robes were hers, so she'd be the one sneaking into the castle to look around. "I've got this. You just have to rest up and be ready to go when I return."
����������� "Okay, you can go scout the castle," Killum said. She gave him a 'you can't stop me' look. He continued. "Just don't go inside the castle. No further than the main gate, look inside and see where everyone is stationed. Mostly, we need to know the easiest, safest route to the castle gates. Once we're inside, we can close the portcullis to keep the others out long enough to take out Lord Kathro."
����������� "Anything you say, boss," she said. Asha willed herself invisible, and vanished before their eyes. Killum, Tiana, and Rand all reached out to find her. She giggled and wiggled out from between them, not allowing anyone to find her. "Bye-bye. I'll see you before you see me."
����������� To her dismay, Fergus followed her easily with his eyes. After a moment, and some fifteen feet away, she stopped and faced him. The ranger grinned.
����������� "I can see your footsteps."
����������� She looked down to see the parting of the weeds and the impression of her feet in the ground. That was good information to know. The ranger was probably more attentive to such things than the zombies, but it was better to be safe than sorry.
����������� Asha used the same game trail that Fergus followed. Moving slowly and cautiously, she nonetheless made good time. Before she knew it Warlord's Castle loomed high above, perched over the road. Undead goblins, humans, orks, and hobgoblins stood in ranks around the castle, guarding the road and all trails. She moved down to the road, which was hard-packed earth, so they couldn't spot her disturbing weeds and brush. The guardians of the castle were packed pretty close together on the road, forcing her to slide sideways between some of them.
Warlord's Castle. Seat of the Duchy of Highcliff. Death and danger are assured, but the rewards of its conquest are power and wealth.
How are we going to fight our way through that many? she wondered. Killum has to use Gye. No other way.
����������� The dragon had admitted that Lord Kathro was a very real danger to him. The necromancer was powerful enough to kill the dragon. Gyevikxus' death would be the end of him forever, so Killum was reluctant to "throw his dragon away" just to beat a dungeon. She didn't blame him.
����������� The elven sorceress moved quickly and carefully through the milling zombies on the road up to the plateau. Most of them were goblins, but there were quite a few drow zombies, too. She found that odd, since the drow were so Dark they would probably follow the necromancer of their own free will.
He probably didn't bother to ask.
����������� That spoke of arrogance on the necromancer's part. It worried her that he might have good cause to be so arrogant and dismissive of those who might support him. Or maybe he didn't trust free-willed people and wanted absolute control over everyone.
He's probably a megalomaniac gamer with a god complex. 
����������� He could also be one of the designers or programmers. Such a person could artificially grant themselves enormous powers, starting out at level 1000 with every known spell as part of their arsenal. She could only imagine how much mana such a player could possess. After all, it was their game and they made the rules.
����������� A semi-circle of tall, muscular drow warriors defended the gate. All wore the elaborate, heavy armor of their warrior caste. Their long, white hair was pulled up into topknots, and they each carried a long curved sword on their hip and a stabbing spear in their hand. All but one was undead. The sole living drow was a female in armor designed for sexiness rather than function.
Petriana. Drow Sorceress (Lvl 21). -7 Dark. PK: 1.
����������� The drow sorceress had a cobalt blue crystal glittering in the middle of her dark gray-skinned forehead. She stood arms akimbo, armed with nothing but a pair of Drow swords on her back and a whole lot of arrogance. Her knee-length white hair was pulled back into a ponytail. For a drow, Asha thought her quite attractive.
����������� As she passed between two drow warriors, Asha noticed the drow sorceress's eyes turn her way. She froze, heart thundering in her ears. The drow's eyes only lingered on her a second, before moving away.
I must be careful with her. She might've noticed some disturbance caused by my invisibility. To be invisible meant light was bent around her. It might take a spellcaster to notice something like that.
����������� Asha ducked low, and moved with extra caution. She slowly passed the drow sorceress, giving her foe a wide berth, and headed for the gate. Her heartbeat returned to normal by the time she passed into the castle.
����������� Warlock's Castle's gate was a formidable structure. It was twice the size of the curtain wall's other towers. She estimated it fifty feet tall, two round towers with a portcullis and iron-bound gates between them. There was a tunnel to pass through, with murder holes above. The tunnel was wide and tall enough for two mounted knights to pass through side-by-side. The ground was cobbled.
����������� She exited the fifty-foot long entrance tunnel to find an almost empty inner ward. The walls encircled a massive keep, which looked like a mini castle within the castle. It had a huge central square keep, with fortified wings surrounding it. On the inside of the surrounding walls were stables, barracks, smithies, and other necessary shops all castles needed. They were all empty as best she could tell, except for one of the stables. The farrier's shop appeared abandoned, though.
����������� "Lord Kathro's undead horde has no need of such things as sleep and food."
����������� The sorceress found the open door into the gatehouse. She entered cautiously, found the mechanism to raise and lower the portcullis, and figured out a way to jam it that wasn't immediately obvious. They weren't going to close it before she and her friends entered.
����������� "How clever," a deep feminine voice whispered into her ear.
����������� Asha's left wrist was seized and twisted up behind her back. Another hand grabbed the back of her head and slammed her forehead against the wall. The sorceress's knees buckled.
����������� "Uggh!"
����������� Black and white exploded behind her eyes. Asha felt all strength bleed out of her limbs, and she struggled to stay conscious. Her captor gave her arm a savage twist.
����������� "Aaaiieee."
����������� "Elfmaid players make the best playthings, Asha," her captor purred into her ear, before kissing her cheek. She forced Asha to cry out again with another brutal twist of her arm. "And I love hurting pretty little things like you way too much."
����������� Slanting a look back, she discovered the drow sorceress from the gate.
����������� "You saw me?"
����������� "I saw you. I have several different Sight spells," Petriana said. "Tell me, are you the elf sorceress Asha that hung out with Killum and Fergus?"
����������� "Yes. Why?"
����������� Petriana nuzzled her ear before kissing it. "Because you killed me in the previous realm. Now I'll get my pound of flesh."
����������� Asha sighed gustily. What was wrong with all these players holding grudges? She didn't sit around hoping to capture someone who might've wronged her. Hell, there'd been players who had her number and always defeated her, but she barely remembered their names. The sorceress just moved on and avoided them. Life was too short to spend time hating someone so thoroughly.
����������� "Mercy. I give up. You win," Asha begged. "Please don't hurt me."
����������� Her face burned. Humiliating herself was a tactic, but a shameful one. She could only do it because none of her friends were around. And if her plan worked, Petriana wouldn't remember it either.
����������� The drow sorceress laughed. "You are so pathetic. I knew you'd grovel and beg if I ever got the drop on you."
����������� Supreme confidence distracted the drow. Asha felt Petriana's hold loosen a tiny bit. Hopefully, that would prove enough. So the sorceress bowed her head to reinforce the drow's feelings of triumph and invincibility.
����������� "You're right," Asha gasped out. Her eyes narrowed, and she ever so stealthily prepared to move. "I'm still very weak in this new world. You are so much more powerful. I have no choice but to submit."
����������� The drow's grip on her left arm loosened a bit more. The elfmaid considered what spell to use. There was really only one.
����������� "Mistress?"
����������� "Yes?"
����������� "Say ouch."
����������� Asha used her levitating spell to shoot straight back and up at a forty-five degree angle. Petriana was driven before her as their speed increased super fast. She put as much mana into the spell as possible.
����������� "Agh!" Petriana cried upon impact.
����������� She lost her hold on Asha, who spun around and brought her knee up with brutal force. The drow was already dropping straight down, so her knee slammed into her jaw. Asha dropped down after her foe, kicking the drow sorceress in the head three more times to be sure she was down and out. And then she quickly hogtied Petriana, before gagging her.
����������� "Somehow, I think you're going to enjoy being tied up like that."
����������� After double-checking the jam in the portcullis mechanism, Asha slipped out of the gatehouse and circled the inner ward. Once back to the main gate, she turned her attention to the main keep. Part of her wanted to go in search of Lord Kathro. If she killed him, then the castle would belong to her. Owning a dungeon had to be worth something in that world.
God only knows how much mana this place has stored up.
����������� Since it was a dungeon that meant it stored up mana. There were probably spells and other benefits available to the castle's master. Whoever was master of that castle would have access to all of its spells.
����������� A chill slithered up her spine before she could take a step towards the keep's entrance. She had the oddest sensation. Really, more of a premonition. Was another mage seeing through her magic invisibility?
����������� Asha looked left and right. No one was paying any attention to her. The undead guards on the curtain walls were all looking outward. And then something pulled her eyes up.
����������� "Welcome to my lair, said the spider to the fly," a large, scary looking man said.
Kathro. Drow necromancer (Lvl 102). -81 Dark. PK: 119.
����������� "Oh no."
����������� "Oh yes, Elven Sorceress Asha," Lord Kathro said. He grinned with wicked delight. "And while you skulked around my castle, I took the opportunity to send a force of undead knights to kill your friends."



Chapter 36
����������� "How long has she been gone?" Killum asked
����������� "Three seconds longer since last time you asked," Fergus said. "Jesus. Did you worry about me like this when I was out scouting the castle?"
����������� Killum leveled cool eyes on the ranger. "Who are you?"
����������� "She has been gone longer than you," Tiana said.
����������� "That only means she got past the zombies on sentry. She's probably chopping Lord Kathro's head off right now, winning the castle without any of our help," Fergus said. "Asha's more of a glory hog than Rand."
����������� Rand opened his mouth to protest, but a distant thunder reached them. Killum turned northward, looking up the road. The sound was vaguely familiar, but he couldn't quite place it. It definitely wasn't Asha, unless she was being chased by�
����������� "Horses!" Killum cried. "Cavalry?"
����������� "Knights!" Tiana shouted when a double column of mounted men topped the hill.
����������� His eyes locked on the rider in the lead.
Human knight (Lvl 12). Undead.
����������� In fact, every one of them came up as Human knight, undead, of various levels when Killum checked them out. And there were a lot of them. Easily twenty or more.
����������� "Zombie knights? Now I've seen everything," Rand said.
����������� Killum cast Temporary Blindness at the charging knights. It didn't faze them. They continued charging down the road, swords and lances pointed at him and his friends. With a heartfelt, "SHIT," Killum hurriedly cast Gatecrasher.
����������� That blew a hole right through the middle of them, scattering knights and screaming horses in all directions. About a third of them fell, but it didn't kill any of them.
����������� "Even the horses are zombies!" the battle-mage warned. "Scatter into the woods."
����������� Mounted knights were all but useless in heavily wooded terrain. That tactic would force them to dismount, and that would give him and the others much needed time. Rand followed him to the east side of the road, while Tiana and Fergus went west.
����������� Fergus' arrows started ricocheting off the knights' armor. The battle-mage checked his stats. Gatecrasher took away fifty mana points. He quickly drank a Mana Restoring potion.
����������� The undead knights all dismounted and split up. He saw one of them giving the orders. His armor had lots of gold and silver decorations. When Killum checked him, he came up as just an undead knight. He was half expecting the zombie to be a king, or duke, or general.
����������� "Rand, get ready. I'm going to hit them with Disorientation. Blindness didn't affect them, so I'm not sure if this spell will work or not."
����������� "Hit them!"
����������� Killum stood up and stepped out to have a clear path to the charging zombies. He cast the Spell of Disorientation. About half of them tripped and fell, whereas the others stopped running and swayed. Rand whooped with battle joy and charged down, with the battle-mage fast on his heels. They hit the undead knights with all they had.
����������� Rand couldn't reach their heads, and decapitation was the only way for him to kill them since their hearts were so well armored. So he chopped off a leg at the knee, before turning to attack another's legs. Then he'd go back to the first one who was down on all fours and behead him. And back and forth he went, leaving death and destruction in his wake.
����������� Killum shook his head, impressed with his friend's ability to level the playing field. The kid is a savage.
����������� He'd left his Wolfsheart Spear back with the mule, so just had his Lightning Ring and Power Sword. The battle-mage discovered the lightning bolts worked much better up close, and could literally blow the zombies apart. His Power Sword, though, could blast through their thick helmets, allowing him to slaughter them.
����������� Tiana streaked between them and a zombie, leaping on the back of one coming up behind Rand. She angled her sword up under his helmet and thrust it up through his brain. And then Fergus caught his attention, darting in from the forest to dart back and forth between their foes. His curved elven sword left bloody ruin, and a lot of headless bodies, in his wake.
����������� "Ugh!" Killum cried when an undead knight thrust a lance into the back of his left shoulder. "Son of a bitch."
����������� The pain was exquisite. The worst pain he'd experienced since he got a compound fracture falling off a bike in 7th grade. Not counting the fifteen seconds of Purgatory he experienced the one time he died in that realm.
����������� The knight yanked the lance out and prepared to thrust again. Killum spun and smashed the lance aside with his now almost useless left arm. He brought his sword down on the lance and cut it in two, before rushing the zombie knight and thrusting through an eyehole of his helmet. The enchanted sword made the monster's head explode.
����������� Quickly drinking a healing potion, he immediately felt the edge taken off the pain. Yet, the pain was still too great and his arm hung limply at his side. More than half the knights were dead, but he and his friends were still outnumbered.
����������� "Gyevikxus."
����������� The dragon erupted from the helmet with a savage roar. Even the undead knights stopped attacking and looked. But they didn't run. Those knights not already engaged in a fight attacked the dragon. Gye swept most of them aside with a single swipe of his long tail. That left more than half of the remaining knights sprawled on one side of the road.
����������� Gye incinerated them with dragonfire.
����������� The dragon charged over to help Tiana. Killum joined Rand in fighting a trio of zombie knights, while Fergus fought his way to Tiana's side. Gye proved a master at culling zombies away from the others and killing them.
����������� Killum and Rand slowly sidestepped as they fought, working their way to Fergus and Tiana. The last five knights fought them. The undead weren't the least bit tired, while the four friends were struggling. Killum's sword arm felt like it was a hundred pounds.
����������� "Duck!" Gye shouted.
����������� The four friends all dropped flat on the ground. The dragon swept the undead knights away with his tail, and then flamed them to ashes.
����������� "God, I love that dragon," Tiana said.
����������� "I have to admit, he is a splendid specimen of dragonkind," Fergus said.
����������� "He's a glory hog," Rand said. Gye looked at him. "Thanks, big guy!"
����������� Killum looked up the road. "We have a problem."
����������� "Not anymore," Rand said. "They're all dead."
����������� "No, Asha," Tiana said. "They know we are here, so they probably know Asha is there. I think she's in trouble."
����������� "Come here. I'll heal you," Killum said. He laid his hand on Rand's shoulder, and felt magic flow into the dwarf. Rand sucked in a deep breath, stood taller, and stopped panting. "Better?"
����������� "Much better."
����������� Killum quickly healed Tiana and Fergus of their minor wounds and exhaustion. His mana was getting low, so he hesitated healing his much greater wound. His health was so low it might eat up the rest of his mana, and there was still a fight ahead of them.
����������� He checked out the zombie knights' undead horses.
Knight's battle steed. Undead.
����������� "I'll ride Gye into battle," he said. He looked past them. "The zombie horses aren't attacking. Do you think you can ride them up to the castle?"
����������� "No," Rand cried. "They are zombie horses."
����������� "Killum is right," Gye said. "They are undead, but are still dumb horses. They will let you ride them, but be careful. They will try to bite you, and if bitten�"
����������� "Great, I feel much better," Rand said.
����������� "It's for Asha," Killum said. "She needs us. Mount up."



Chapter 37
Ka-Boom! Ka-Boom!
����������� "Ugh," Asha groaned.
����������� Each strike against her magical shield sapped a little mana and health. Lord Kathro's bolts were so powerful she felt the strikes in her bones, and she was slowly being forced backwards.
Does he have unlimited mana?
����������� He held a long staff with a large red ruby. The staff was the source of his lightning bolts. So far, he hadn't used any other spells on her, but she was sure he had lots to choose from.
����������� The powerful drow necromancer was throwing those super-charged bolts so fast the elven sorceress hadn't had a chance to counterattack. Worse, undead minions were running around looking for someone to attack. So far their addled brains hadn't figured out the enemy was invisible, much less her location.
����������� Lord Kathro paused in his attack to direct his minions below. "She's invisible. Follow my lightning strikes to find her exact location and attack it."
����������� She scowled up at the necromancer. Lord Kathro was an intimidating figure standing atop the towering keep. He was very tall, broad-shouldered, and looked physically powerful in a way to make a woman swoon. His long white hair whipped in the wind like a banner, but his glowing red eyes made her think of demons. Of things Dark and evil.
����������� Asha cast her Bind at him. The necromancer paused, and then shook it off. He laughed.
����������� "Nice try, elf. You're magic is pathetic," he said. He threw another bolt at her. "She's right there!"
����������� His strike forced Asha to one knee. She was sweating, panting, really feeling the strain like never before. Undead orks, goblins, humans, and drows were charging toward her. They had her surrounded. There were no gaps to exploit, and even if there were Lord Kathro could see and counter her every move.
I have to get out of here, she thought, and leapt up and back. Her levitate spell kicked in, lifting her up to the top of the gatehouse. She threw a thunderbolt at the necromancer, who slapped it aside. How did he do that?
Ka-Boom!
����������� Asha barely got her shield back up in time. The blast still knocked her down. As she tumbled back across the top of the gatehouse, the sorceress bowled over three zombies. All ork warriors.
����������� Pulling one of her curved elven swords, Asha quickly beheaded one ork struggling to his feet, thrust her blade through the heart of a second, and lashed out with a foot to kick the third over the side. Then she had to bring her shield up to defend against Lord Kathro's continued attack.
����������� "You're good, elf, but not good enough," he shouted down at her.
����������� "And you're not actually badass enough to defeat me, necromancer!"
����������� The sound of footsteps coming up the wooden stairs drew her attention to the hatch in the middle. She turned to defend against that attack, but then she saw Lord Kathro leap off the keep. He came crashing down atop the gatehouse, right next to her. Asha swung her sword at his throat, but Kathro parried it with an armored arm, before pounding a fist into her chest.
����������� "Uggh!" she cried as she was smashed back and off the tower.
����������� Asha fell all the way to the hard-packed ground. She landed flat on her back, knocking her breath out and leaving her dazed. The pain was intense and filled every square inch of her body. As blackness creeped in from all sides, she used the last of her strength and wits to call up her Healing spell.
����������� Both extreme cold and heat flowed through her body, out to her very fingertips and toes. It washed the pain and fatigue away in a flash, leaving her fresh and restored. Her eyes popped open to find a ring of undead drow warriors were closing on her fast. Worse, she was visible to them.
����������� The sorceress reactivated the Robes of Concealment, vanishing before their eyes. She rolled to the side and rose into a defensive stance. Sword in hand, Asha surveyed her situation quickly and attacked the closest foe. Smashing his spear aside, Asha took off his head with the backstroke. She pivoted on a foot, and thrust through the heart of the drow next to him. As they began dying, the other zombies figured out her location and turned toward her.
����������� She dropped low, waiting for them to converge on her. At the last second Asha levitated up and threw a thunderbolt at Lord Kathro.
Ka-Boom!
����������� He had thrown a bolt at her location, just before she levitated up. So his bolt killed several of his own minions, while hers took him by surprise. The necromancer was knocked back a step, but pointed his staff at her and sent another bolt straight at her heart.
����������� Asha threw up her shield, but the power of the bolt and the concussive impact of the explosion knocked the sorceress out of the sky. She landed better, tucking and rolling back to her feet.
����������� Taking the opportunity, she slashed left and right, killing two more zombies. Then she ducked between two others, hamstringing them as she passed by. Even zombies can't walk if hamstrung.
����������� "Burn!"
����������� Fireballs struck undead drow warriors, who were being joined by hobgoblins, orks, and even an undead centaur warrior. The burning zombies still attacked her, but they were quickly being consumed by the flames.
����������� "Aggh! Dammit," she cried when an ork slashed her lower back. It was a lucky hit since he couldn't see her, but that slice was enough damage to destroy her Robes of Concealment's enchantment. She repaid him with a sword through the heart. "Go to hell."
����������� He was a mob, so there was no hell or Purgatory for him. And there was no coming back, either. They were all mobs as far as she had time to check. Her PK number wasn't rising, so there was that.
����������� "Asha!" Petriana screamed as she ran out the gate. "I'm going to make you pay dearly!"
I should've killed her, she thought. Even the thought made her cringe, since to kill a helpless prisoner was murder. Even knowing Petriana would not remain dead didn't help.
����������� Asha threw a lightning bolt at the drow sorceress, who simply dodged it. When a drow warrior thrust his spear at her throat, the sorceress wrapped a hand around the shaft, kicked him in the nuts, and then pointblank blasted his head with a thunderbolt.
����������� Drow blood and brains flew everywhere and splattered her. She felt a brief second of disgust, before pulling the spear from his now completely dead hands. Using it more like a staff, she smashed aside another warrior moving in on her, before stabbing a goblin in the heart. Asha kicked, kneed, and otherwise fought off more undead minions. And then she found herself in a circle of undead monsters, facing the drow sorceress.
����������� "It always boils down to drows against elves, doesn't it, Asha?"
����������� "And it never turns out well for you, does it, Petriana?"
����������� The drow smiled cruelly. "Allow me, master! In a few minutes I'll deliver to you this beautiful elfmaid sorceress to subjugate and enslave."
����������� "Very well, Petriana, show me what you can do," Lord Kathro said. "Entertain me."
����������� The elven sorceress quickly checked her stats.
Current status
:
Name:
 Asha
Race:
High Elf (Desert Tribes)
Class:
Sorceress (Novice)
Level:
17 (57% to next level)
Alignment:
 Neutral
Health:
85/100
Strength:
15/20
Endurance:
34/40
Agility:
14
Mana:
 1025
Skills:
(Click to View/Hide)
Possessions:
(Click to View/Hide)
Player Kills:
 8
Deaths:
 2 (83/90 days)
����������� Health down fifteen percent. Her endurance, agility, and strength had taken hits, too. Worse, her mana was almost half gone. And Lord Kathro's attacks would continue after she wasted time, energy, and mana on the drow bitch.
Where are Killum, Fergus, Tiana, and Rand?
����������� Being rescued was always embarrassing, but it was better than getting killed. And being killed in the Game was a thousand times better than being captured, subjugated, and forced to serve a Dark necromancer.
����������� She refused to accept Lord Kathro's undead warriors had killed her friends. They would come as soon as they defeated the force he sent against them, but would it be soon enough? The sorceress couldn't see a scenario where she defeated Petriana, Lord Kathro, and his countless Dread Ones without help. So if her friends were killed or captured, then she was in deep shit.
����������� A dozen schemes and ploys danced through her head. To win free she'd have to outwit them. So she stepped closer to Petriana, who also moved forward as she dropped into a fighting stance. They stared into each other's cold eyes a long moment, spears pointed at each other's hearts.
����������� Asha suddenly dropped her guard and stood straight. Petriana moved back a step, watching her warily. She smiled at the drow, and then slanted a look up toward Lord Kathro.
����������� "My Lord Kathro, maybe we can strike an agreement."
����������� Petriana's eyes widened, before she looked to her master. Asha saw her chance. She lunged forward, the spear spinning round to snap into position to pierce the drow's heart. Her foe cried out, sweeping an arm around to block Asha's death-thrust. So the elfmaid swung the shaft around and smashed it brutally into Petriana's face.
����������� The drow sorceress cried out and fell back, but then dropped low and swept Asha's feet away. The elfmaid rolled to the side a split second before the drow's spearhead slammed into the spot she'd fallen. Asha was on her feet in a flash, spinning around as she swung her spear like a cricket bat.
����������� Petriana ducked, and then smashed her spear's shaft into the side of Asha's head. The elfmaid dropped with a cry of surprise. She rolled to her back to find Petriana's spear at her throat.
����������� The drow stomped on Asha's wrist, forcing her to release the spear. Disarmed, the sorceress stared up incredulously. Defeated and captured, her mind went blank as dread consumed her.
����������� "Master, Asha the elven sorceress is yours!"
����������� Asha's jaw dropped as coldness filled her belly and her skin goose-fleshed. She looked at the glowing crystal in the drow sorceress' forehead. Her eyes looked past Petriana's triumphantly gloating face to find a grinning Lord Kathro. He held up a yellow crystal.
����������� "With this crystal, I shall subjugate and bind you to my will," Lord Kathro declared. "And you will serve me obediently for eternity."



Chapter 38
����������� The dragon's wings beat hard and fast. The wind was loud in Killum's ears as they flew faster and faster, rising up, up, up. Fergus led the charge below astride undead mounts filled with rage and ready to fight anyone, living or undead.
����������� There was a little struggle rounding up the horses, which mostly attacked them. Tiana proved her mettle by catching them one by one, handing them off to Fergus and Rand. The dwarf complained long and loud, but worry about their friend got him atop the unholy beast.
����������� Once they were heading up the road, Killum could turn his attention northward as well. The castle rose up out of the distant mists. Then he heard the explosions, and realized it wasn't mist, but the dust and smoke of magical battle. Was Asha fighting Lord Kathro without them?
Why aren't you heading to the castle?
����������� Gye slanted a look back. "I need height, battle-mage. Do not worry, we will reach the castle before your friends."
����������� "Asha is already at the castle and under attack."
����������� The dragon didn't respond, and continued his spiral upwards. Killum was about to demand Gye head for the castle when a bolt thundered past them. It came within a few feet of hitting them.
����������� "That's does it! I'm going to eat that bastard alive and shit him down a volcano!"
����������� The enraged dragon veered to the north and went into a power dive straight at Warlord's Castle. His vast wings beat faster and faster as more bolts thundered up at them. The battle-mage had to lean forward and try to hide behind Gye's head to keep the wind from stripping him off the beast's back. They were going so fast he struggled to breathe, while Gye deftly avoided all of the thrown bolts.
����������� Killum spotted Asha in a circle of drow warriors in front of the gate, with another drow standing over his friend. The enemy drow held a spear to Asha's throat as the sorceress lay sprawled before her. He tried to take aim at the woman threatening his friend, but the dragon was flying too fast and he was past her in an eye blink.
����������� He turned his attention to the menacing figure atop the gatehouse.
Kathro. Drow necromancer (Lvl 102). -81 Dark. PK: 119.
����������� Gye swooped down and tried to snatch Lord Kathro off the gatehouse. He forced the necromancer to jump off into the inner ward, before flying back upwards. Killum commanded him to wheel right, and flame all of the undead troops rushing towards the castle and Asha's fight.
����������� While Gye incinerated hundreds of zombie warriors, Killum spotted Fergus, Tiana, and Rand riding up the road. They were almost to the fight outside the castle.
����������� "Drop me off at the gate to help Asha!"
����������� Gye wheeled around and headed straight toward the fight. The drow holding the sorceress at spear-point saw them coming, lifted her spear to kill Asha, and Killum shot a lightning bolt at her. He missed, but it gave Asha the opportunity to roll aside. He jumped off the dragon to crash feet-first in the drow's chest.
����������� "That's for hurting my friend!"
����������� Killum pulled his sword and plowed into the surrounding zombies. His three friends slammed into the circle of zombies at full gallop, scattering orks, drows, goblins, and humans in all directions. He saw Asha fighting with a sword in both hands, leaving a path of death through them. A second later Rand came flying when his mount went down, landing beside Asha.
����������� With Asha and Rand fighting back to back, Killum turned his attention to the female drow. She was trying to get to Asha, so it had to be personal. That meant she was still alive.

Petriana. Drow Sorceress (Lvl 21). -7 Dark. PK: 1.
����������� "A drow sorceress?" he said, checking her out. "Petriana? The name sounds familiar."
����������� The uber bitch drow was also more powerful than either Asha or him. The blue crystal in her forehead said she was Lord Kathro's to command, and much more dangerous than a mere zombie drow.
����������� "Watch out for Petriana!" he shouted.
����������� The two sorceresses shared a hostile look before Petriana turned back toward him. He hit her with Disorientation, which took his mana so low he wouldn't be casting any other spells. When she stopped and shook her head, he quickly fumbled for and drank another Mana Restoring Potion. Only then did he take his Power Sword in both hands and charge toward the drow sorceress.
����������� "No!" Petriana cried, throwing a hand out at him.
����������� An invisible force struck him in the chest and sent the battle-mage flying backwards. He hit the ground and rolled to his feet, before dropping to one knee when an ork tried to behead him. Killum gut stabbed the ork, ripping his blade out with a spray of entrails and blood. He hacked left, slashed right, and kicked a goblin in the face. For a long moment he felt besieged almost beyond his ability to defend.
����������� Fergus moved past, slashing throats and cutting off limbs as he moved. The ranger put down three of the orks threatening Killum, giving the battle-mage the opening to break free. But even so, it was looking bad.
����������� Tiana was backed up to Asha and Rand, with dozens of bloodthirsty zombies fighting each other to get to them. The bodies were piling up around them, but also entrapping them. Fergus was outside the perimeter and being pushed back toward the open gate. And Petriana had commandeered a dozen drow zombies to fight Killum.
����������� "Do you remember me, battle-mage?" Petriana growled. "After today you'll never be able to forget me!"
����������� The drow sorceress came at him with a pair of drow swords, similar to elven curved swords. She and Asha fought with a similar style, which he attributed to the type of weapons they carried. It was all he could do to parry her lightning fast thrusts and cuts. She scored a dozen minor cuts on his extremities in as many seconds, while he managed to bloody her left bicep and right thigh.
����������� "I'm a better sword fighter, and a better spellcaster," Petriana sneered. She stepped back, pointed a finger at him, and Killum's breath rushed out of his lungs. "I'm going to suffocate you. Die nice and slow for me, Killum."
GYE! HELP ME!
����������� On my way, boss.
����������� Blackness crept in around the edge of his vision. His limbs went slack and he fell to his knees. All Killum could see through his tightening tunnel vision was a grinning drow sorceress slowly walking toward him. Then she pulled his Power Sword out of his weakened hand.
����������� "I'm going to kill your friends with your sword, battle-mage."
����������� He so wanted to say something defiant and cutting, but didn't have the breath for it.
����������� "Aaagggghhh!"
����������� Petriana spun around at that enraged scream. Asha came down from the sky, thrusting a sword through her heart.
����������� "Die again by my sword, bitch."
����������� The spell was broken as soon as Petriana died. Asha stood over him, fighting off the horde, while Killum desperately sucked in air. He crawled over to Petriana and pried his sword out of her hand before she faded away.
����������� Movement caught his eye. The black dragon was coming in low and fast. Lightning bolts streaked down from the keep at Gye. The dragon avoided them, but each bolt seemed to be getting closer and closer, so Killum turned his attention to Lord Kathro.
����������� "Asha, I'm out of mana. Can you distract Lord Kathro?"
����������� She glanced up at him. "Yes. Take over my light work, and I'll take him on."
����������� Gye swept over them. A thick torrent of dragonfire scoured a path through the zombies, leaving many running around in flames. The dragon dropped to the ground and swept his vast wings around, smashing countless others to pulp.
����������� "DUCK!" Gye shouted.
����������� Killum and his friends dropped flat on their bellies before his long tail swept the remaining zombies away. Asha immediately rose up and sent two thunderbolts up at Lord Kathro. Gye flamed the downed zombies. Killum had just enough time to survey the battlefield. No zombies or other bad guys were anywhere to be seen. Of course, there was still a castle full of monsters waiting for them.
����������� "Head for the cover of the walls!" he shouted. "We'll regroup before heading inside."
����������� Lord Kathro threw a bolt down at Asha, which she deflected with her shield. Deflected right into his chest.
Ka-boom!
����������� Killum was blown backwards a dozen feet. Blackness sucked him down fast. His friends rushed over before he died, including the dragon. All he wanted to do was order Gyevikxus to protect them.
����������� "Gye � Gyevikxus," he gasped out. The dragon was sucked into his helmet as he continued. "I want you to� Oh crap."



Chapter 39
����������� They just stared at their friend's body. Lord Kathro's bolt left Killum bloody and tattered. One arm was missing, and most of his guts. Bile burned Asha's throat, and nausea threaten to explode out. She averted her burning eyes, quickly wiping the tears away.
He's not really dead, she told herself. Her eyes disagreed. It helped when his body faded away.
����������� Asha picked up his Power Sword, purse, and Ring of Lightning. The helmet was Bound to him. She left his armor on the ground. It was too big for her to wear and too heavy to carry. There was little chance anyone would steal it.
����������� "Where is his Wolfsheart Spear?"
����������� "Back with the mule, I guess," Rand said. "With the rest of our stuff."
����������� "And my staff?" They nodded. She shook her head. "This is ridiculous. The first thing I buy with my cut of the treasure is an inventory spell."
����������� The others nodded solemnly.
����������� Shouts rose up from inside the castle. Lord Kathro was no longer atop the keep. She guessed they were preparing for the coming assault by the four of them. Asha would prefer to wait for Killum to return, but time was of the essence. Yet, there was something else they needed to deal with first.
����������� "We have a moment of opportunity," Asha said. "Scatter. Find a safe place and designate a new respawn site."
����������� Three sets of astonished eyes looked upon her.
����������� "You seriously want us to take the time to create new respawn sites?" Fergus asked.
����������� "Do you want to take the chance of being sent all the way back to the dragon's lair if you are killed?" she snapped, eyes flashing. "I am depending on you being here for me. Rand and Tiana are depending on you. We all depend on each other."
����������� Fergus didn't want to let it go, but Tiana jumped in. "Instead of arguing the point ad nauseam, let's just do it and get it over with."
����������� To end the fight with Fergus, Asha gave a nod and turned toward the forest. She used her levitating spell to propel herself a good ways down the side of the mountain pass. Not too far, though. She estimated it would take her five minutes to run back up to the castle and rejoin her friends if she were killed.
����������� "Wish I had a flying dragon like Killum," she muttered after the respawn site was created. The spot wasn't anything special, but was only a few seconds run from the road. "I wonder how fast he can fly back up here?"
����������� They'd all designated respawn sites within the dragon's lair. That was four days walk to the south, but the dragon was pretty fast. Gye could probably cover a day's walk in less than an hour. So, Killum should return in less than four hours. She had no idea how fast the dragon could fly.
I hope a lot faster.
����������� Asha heard the clash of steel as she approached Warlord's Castle. Rand and Tiana were fighting a mixed group of undead goblins, humans, and a dwarf minotaur. The short, stout minotaur charged her right away. The monster had several serious wounds, none of which seemed to be bothering him. The two-foot length of intestines flopping around on his left side freaked her out a little.
����������� Pulling both of her swords, the sorceress met the mini-minotaur halfway. He fought with a pair of single-bladed axes. They exchanged a flurry of thrusts, jabs, and parries, before she kicked straight up and connected with his chin. That stunned him for half a second, giving her the opportunity to take his head.
����������� A trio of undead humans in pelt loincloths and war-paint charged her. She turned to meet them, but three perfectly placed arrows flew past her and thudded into their hearts. Three zombies dropped to their knees, gave her an embarrassed look, and keeled over dead at her feet.
����������� "You're welcome, sorceress," Fergus said as he strode onto the battlefield.
����������� The castle's iron-bound gates began to swing closed. The portcullis remained raised, so they hadn't found the problem. Asha smiled. Lord Kathro's undead minions weren't the brightest monkeys in the tree, which was what she'd hoped.
����������� "Get inside before they close the gates!"
����������� Asha raced toward the gate, building momentum, before leaping high and using her Levitate spell to fly towards the gate. She threw thunderbolts at the two ogres they had pushing the heavy gates closed. The ogres stopped and raged at her, giving her the time needed to concentrate intense fire on of the giant doors.
����������� It was constant thunder for a moment as she hovered before the gatehouse and rained down thunderbolts on one side of the gate until the iron-bound oak splintered apart. Fergus and Rand attacked the ogres, dancing around them and calling out taunts. The undead beasts lashed out blindly in their confusion. Fergus quickly found their weak spot. An arrow through an eye and into their tiny brain put them down.
����������� Tiana zipped past them and through the long tunnel. Arrows and hot oil came down out of the murder holes, but she was too fast. Rand paused, scowling. There was no way he was fast enough to survive that gauntlet of death.
����������� The sorceress landed between the two men as fireballs began raining down from the top of the gatehouse. A man and woman were throwing them. Asha grabbed her friends' hands.
����������� "Hang on."
����������� She extended her Levitate spell to include them, and leapt up. It used up three times as much mana, but in a heartbeat all three of them were atop that gatehouse. The sorceress used Killum's Power Sword to fight the two mages. Crystals glinted from both of their foreheads, giving the sorceress a chill. That's what Lord Kathro had planned for her. Magical subjugation and forced to join his horde. Eternally enslaved to evil.
����������� She attacked straight on, while Rand and Fergus went after the other guards. Both mages were mobs, but their power was real. One was level 19, but the other just level 6.
����������� Asha charged in behind her Shield Ring. Fireball after fireball burst upon the magical barrier and didn't impede her progress in the least. She threw a pair of fireballs and forced them to split up. She reached the woman first, thrusting the Power Sword deep into her chest.
����������� The mage's chest exploded and made the other mage panic. He took off running. Asha hit him with Bind, which made him freeze in place. A pair of orks came up out of the open door and one of them cut him down to clear his path.
����������� "Help!" Tiana cried down in the bailey.
����������� The sorceress jumped over the two orks and down into the inner ward. She spotted the thief in front of the keep's open entrance and surrounded by Dread Ones, fighting them off like a spitfire. Asha attacked them from behind, cutting down five before they realized she'd come to the rescue. Five seconds later she found herself next to Tiana, and surrounded by undead minions.
����������� "You were supposed to save me, not join me," Tiana said.
����������� "My mistake," she said.
����������� It was all Asha could do to keep the Dread Ones at bay with the Power Sword. There were too many of them, and they demanded her full attention. She had no time to consider which spell to use, much less cast it. It wasn't long before her arms began to tire.
����������� "I seriously need a couple of Healing potions to combat my fatigue," Tiana gasped out.
����������� Asha worried they were about to be overwhelmed and dragged down into undeath. Then an arrow transfixed the ork's head right in front of her. Then another arrow through another head, and another, and another.
����������� "Die zombies!" Rand shouted. "Red ruin to you all!"
����������� Zombies turned around to meet the new threat. Tiana cried out in joy, and Asha felt a rush of adrenaline. They redoubled their efforts, and a few minutes later all of the zombies were dead.
����������� "Wow, that was� Not fun," Tiana said, bent over huffing and puffing. "I don't think I've ever been this tired in real life."
����������� "True," Asha whispered. She downed a Healing potion between pants. "This is brutal. Everyone, be quick about it and drink a Healing potion or two. We have to be at full strength before going inside."
����������� They all turned as one to stare at the dark, open door into the main keep. Somewhere in there waited Lord Kathro. But first they'd have to fight their way through his horde of goblins, orks, and other undead minions.



Chapter 40
����������� "Let's kick Lord Kathro's ass before Killum returns," Rand said. "That'll teach him to never get killed again. Ha-ha!"
����������� Asha looked at Fergus. "You're right. He's quite mad."
����������� Rand grinned at the sorceress, and then he looked at Tiana. He never felt so alive. The more realistic the Game became, the more he loved it. This is Realm of Battle on steroids! The blood and guts of battle called to him. It excited him to the core, and he saw something in the others' eyes, too.
����������� "If I reach Lord Kathro first, I get to pick which one of you ladies has to sleep with me tonight," he said. Their eyes widened. He continued before they could protest. "And when I kill him, I get to claim you both! M�nage � trois glory will be mine!"
����������� "You can't handle the two of us," Tiana said.
����������� He caught and held her eyes. "We'll see."
����������� "Wait, what do we get if we reach him first?" Asha asked.
����������� A thrill rippled through the dwarf warrior. Neither had refused. Even better, Fergus noticed and scowled.
����������� "Then you can choose between me, Fergus, or Killum as your playmate."
����������� A prompt popped up before him, even as Asha and Tiana looked up at theirs.
A wager is offered! Reach and kill Lord Kathro first. Winner gets his or her pick of lovers! Your victory will be all the sweeter! Do you accept this wager? Yes or No?
����������� "Yes, I accept," Rand cried, wondering if the game would compel the women to pay up.
Congratulations! You've accepted the Wager to Reach and Kill Lord Kathro first. Fight to the death! No quarter given or received! Let the glory be yours in victory with two eager to please women!
����������� Both Tiana and Asha gasped. They turned shocked eyes on him, and he returned a wicked grin. Neither one had agreed, nor did they refuse. It was on!
����������� Rand felt a tingle surge through him as he turned to the yawning double doors. The sounds of movement and rattle of armor reached him. The bad guys were preparing. As far as he was concerned, they'd already had too much time to get ready. So he shook his battle-axe at the keep, feeling his battle-fury rise.
����������� "Castle, you are mine!"
����������� The dwarf warrior charged in with a battle cry. He heard the others follow. Asha sent a fireball over him to burst against a line of drow warriors, scattering them. With a savage stroke of his axe, Rand burst through their crumbling line and entered the keep.
����������� For a second, he was blinded by going from bright sunlight to interior darkness. But dwarves were creatures of the underground. He could see better in the dark than any of his friends, and only the drow had night vision as good as his.
����������� "Ladies, watch me smite my enemies," he cried.
����������� Fergus and Tiana sent arrows all about, feathering the undead fiends. Only the arrows that pierced the heart or brain killed zombies, so most of their shots were wasted. Not so his strokes. Every swing of his battle-axe severed arms, legs, or heads. Soon the stone floor was slick with the slimy blood of his enemies.
����������� "I am a god of battle!"
����������� The vast entry chamber was lit by torches on the walls. Rand fought his way to the middle, and paused to look around while his comrades kept the horde busy. His smile was huge as he spied two staircases, one on either side of the chamber, with a third between them leading deep beneath the castle. Thoughts of the castle's dungeons intrigued him.
����������� Rand knew a moment of uncertainty. The castle's treasure was surely down below, and he judged it would be a vast treasure to rival Gyevikxus' back in the lair. But then his eyes fell upon Tiana's lithe form, fighting with sensuous grace. And Asha, with the body of a bikini model, so fast and just as graceful as the thief.
I'm going for the glory, not the treasure, he thought. Hell, the women AND the treasure will be mine when I claim this castle by killing Lord Kathro.
����������� A detachment of dwarf warriors, led by a dwarf wizard, came up out of the dungeons. Rand's eyes flashed. How dare Lord Kathro kill and zombify dwarves! Rand saw red and attacked those vile corruptions of his magnificent race.
����������� "I will free you, my brothers, from Lord Kathro!"
����������� He charged them. The wizard dropped back behind the warriors, who all formed a line and lowered their spears. Rand reached them a second later, swinging at their spears. He ducked and spun under the line of presented spears, getting inside their guard. They didn't break rank, making his dwarven heart soar. No dwarf, living or undead, feared death in battle. He barked a laugh and cut down one, two, three warriors.
����������� Thunderbolts struck the line to his left, while Fergus put arrows into the eyeholes of dwarven helmets. The wizard pointed his wand at Rand. It began to glow, but Tiana zipped past Rand and snatched the wand out of the dwarf wizard's hand. Rand took the top half of the wizard's head off a second later.
����������� "Teamwork!" Rand cried. "We're the best team ever."
����������� He spotted a dozen goblins coming down the stairs to his left. With a mighty battle cry, Rand launched himself at them. They were armed with those weirdly curved bronze khopesh swords of ancient times. The goblins had no armor, and just wore undyed homespun trousers. Their complexion was the grayish-green of undead goblins.
����������� "I grant you the death of heroes," Rand shouted as he plowed into them.
����������� Bronze swords bounced off his enchanted helmet and armor as he slashed left and right, splattering goblin blood everywhere. The stench of it was awful. Worse than human blood by far.
����������� "Aaiiee," he cried, slipping on the blood-slick marble stairs. He looked up to see a goblin poised for a death stroke. Rand was already starting to curse his rotten luck when a sword from behind passed overhead to kill the goblin. "Thanks, Asha!"
����������� "Be careful, Rand," she said, as they each turned in a different direction to attack their foes. "We have to stick together if we hope to win the day."
����������� "A-ha!" he cried, taking off the head of the last goblin. "Nice try, my desert rose, but you won't keep me from reaching Lord Kathro first."
����������� Rand raced up the stairs. Asha cried out for him to stop. He laughed and continued upward. Victory and glory were at the top of those stairs. In a matter of minutes he could reach Lord Kathro before any of the others, defeat him in mortal combat, and claim Tiana, Asha, and the castle as his own!
Bards will sing of my glory. I'll be a great legend in the Kingdom of Kumar. Hell, I'll be a king, he thought. He paused at the next level up, seeing a corridor passing through the keep to the other side, another corridor followed the wall all of the way around the edge, with the stairs continuing up to his right. He glanced back down the stairs, grinning. And Fergus will stew in his jealous juices.
����������� A loud crash of arms back in the entry made him hesitate. Did his friends need him? But then a pair of orks appeared in the corridor and took challenging stances. They weren't zombies, so even more dangerous. His hands tightened on his axe's thick haft, eyes narrowing.
����������� "The glory is mine!" he shouted and charged.



Chapter 41
����������� Tiana sent an arrow through the heart of a goblin running up the stairs after Rand. Panic hit her for a second, afraid Rand might actually get to Lord Kathro first. Would he pick her over Asha? The thief couldn't imagine anyone choosing her over the sorceress, but then the dwarf had been watching her more than usual.
Did I really agree to that challenge? Does not refusing it constitute acceptance?
����������� Asha was halfway up the stairs and following Rand. It was much more likely the sorceress would reach Lord Kathro first, and defeat him. Still�
����������� Fergus grunted, stumbling back from a group of ork Dread Ones. He was too pressed to use his bow, so was fighting with a sword. One of them struck him, but she didn't see blood. It didn't look good for the elven ranger. Then Asha came tumbling back down the stairs, with the last of the goblins racing down after her. The thief saw a path she could speed along where she could help both of her friends.
����������� Activating the Ring of Speed, Tiana took off like a bullet toward Fergus. She hit that gap between him and the orks, while swinging her sword and slicing open the orks' bellies. Once past she only had to veer a little and she'd reach Asha long before the goblins got to her.
����������� "Ugh," she cried.
����������� The last ork in line swung the round shield she hadn't noticed. The speeding thief was struck in the shoulder, which sent her off in a new direction. In a heartbeat she found herself streaking over the edge of the staircase going down into the dungeons. She was airborne a second, bounced off the descending ceiling, and crashed in a heap at the base of the stairs one level down.
����������� "Uggh. Ooooh, that fucking hurt."
����������� She rolled onto her back, hearing heavy footsteps coming quickly down the stairs. She'd lost the sword, and the bow across her back was snapped in two. Tiana pulled her long belt knife, and struggled to her knees.
Last act of defiance before I die?
����������� Two of the orks she attacked, including the shield holder, came down the stairs. They trailed entrails, and even their arms and faces showed signs of brutal, bloody attack. One of them was missing an eye, and another missing his nose, left cheek, and left ear. Both carried spiked maces.
����������� Tiana spotted her sword atop the stair's bottom tread. She clutched her left hand, with the Ring of Speed, and willed herself super fast. And nothing happened.
����������� "What the hell?"
����������� It took her a second to remember there were usage restrictions. She wasn't sure how many times she'd used it, or how long they'd been fighting. Seemed like days on end.
����������� "Sometimes my life sucks."
����������� The redhead quickly rose and took off running away. The Dread Ones followed silently. She ran about twenty feet, but not too fast. She wanted them to catch up. Just before they came within striking range, Tiana cut a crafty look back at them, before feigning right, and taking off to the left and around.
����������� One of the undead orks stumbled and fell. The other quickly went after her. She laughed and raced back to her dropped sword. It felt amazing in her hand. Then the sound of more Dread Ones coming down the stairs reached her.
����������� "Shit, shit, shit!"
����������� She was forced to spin around and engage the charging ork. Slash, parry, thrust, she bloodied her tip in his throat, but not enough to kill the undead. She ducked low and close, dragging her keen-edged sword across the back of the ork's knees. He grunted as he fell, unable to walk.
����������� Too many Dread Ones were charging down the stairs, so Tiana turned and ran for it. Torches lit the way. The corridor was lined with closed doors. She ran all of the way across the width of the keep to find another set of stairs. They were narrow, going up and down. The up-stairs were guarded by an ork, so she turned down the other stairs.
Not helping my situation here.



Chapter 42
����������� The pain was real. Way too real for a stupid game. Asha struggled to her feet at the base of the stairs. Angry goblins were coming down toward her.
I'd be angry too if I was an undead goblin, she thought. Rand was nowhere to be seen, so was well ahead of everyone in the search for Lord Kathro. I swear, I'll kill every goblin in this world if I have to shag him tonight.
����������� She snatched up the Power Sword and fell back a few steps. It was better to force the much shorter goblins to attack on level ground than come down upon her from above. A quick glance around the chamber located Fergus finishing off a few orks, but no sign of Tiana. The fact some Dread Ones were heading down the stairs to the dungeon indicated the thief was down there for some reason. That was all of the time Asha had to consider it, since the undead goblins had reached her.
����������� Hitting them with her Bind spell, Asha stopped all but the last one. He plowed through his cohorts, knocking them over, and came straight at her with a cudgel. She dodged left and right, avoiding his savage strikes. Then she parried with the sword, before kicking him in the face. The zombie's arms flew wide as he staggered back, giving her a perfect shot at his heart.
����������� The Power Sword exploded the goblin's chest the instant it pierced his heart.
����������� "Ugh, so nasty," she muttered wiping goblin blood and gore off her face.
����������� Asha quickly took off the heads of the magically frozen zombies. The entry chamber was clear of Dead Ones, and Fergus was heading down into the basement. She glanced back up the stairs, wondering how far ahead of her Rand had gotten.
����������� "If he gets himself killed, I swear I'll kill him."
����������� She started for the stairs to follow Rand. Movement out of the corner of her eye brought her to a stop. It was another one of those dwarf minotaurs. She wondered if they were a race in that world, or if he was the unholy spawn of a minotaur and dwarf coupling.
Dmitry. Dwarf minotaur shaman (Lvl 20). Neutral. PK: 2.
����������� "Why would anyone choose to be such a creature?" she asked.
����������� He was all of five feet tall, counting his horns. Dmitry actually looked more like an American buffalo than a traditional Greek bull-headed creature. And he was incredibly bushy-hairy. As far as she could tell, his fur hid all of his important parts, which had to explain why he wasn't wearing any clothes.
����������� A yellow crystal glowed in his forehead.
����������� "Stay away from me, shaman!"
����������� Dmitry thrust his right hand toward her, palm out. A dozen spinning daggers appeared. They streaked straight at her at amazing speed. Asha barely got her shield up in time, which sent them flying in all directions. She countered with a fireball, followed immediately with Bind. The shaman shrugged them both off.
����������� "What kind of protection does he have?"
����������� She didn't notice the glow of a magical shield, but what else could it be? The shaman had talismans and power fetishes hanging all over his body, appearing to be bound by his long fur. He had no weapons she could see, or even a staff.
����������� He continued down the stairs, glaring at her. The sorceress dropped into a fighting stance, the Power Sword presented before her in both hands. When he got a little closer, she planned to hit him with a thunderbolt. Let's see him shrug that off.
����������� Halfway down the stairs the shaman pulled off a lock of brown fur and tossed it in the air. It flew toward Asha while transforming into a dark brown rope. She gaped at the rope flying toward her horizontally. For a second she thought it was turning into a wooden staff, and he would fight her remotely.
����������� "I don't think so�" Asha cried, taking a swing at it with her sword. The rope slid down her blade without being cut, and instantly wrapped around her when it reached her arms. Both arms were forced back against her body as the rope wrapped around her several times. "What the�?"
����������� "Foolish girl! You cannot defeat Dmitry!"
����������� The pint-sized minotaur leapt into the air and flew straight at her like some Chinese Kung-Fu movie. He brutally kicked her, sending the sorceress flying across the room to slam into the wall and bounce off.
����������� Asha's head spun crazily after it hit the stone wall, and she didn't know up from down, left from right. She moaned and groaned, writhing on the floor as the shaman stomped up, and then started kicking her in the belly. The pain was exquisite.
����������� "You soulless monster," she gasped out. "I'm going to kill you."
����������� "You're funny, elf girl," he sneered. "Truth is, you are going to die by my hand. And I like to take my time." He grabbed a fistful of hair, forcing her to look up at him. "I pray you are a masochist, because I'm about to give you a lot of pain."
����������� She cried out when he waved his hand and she was snapped back onto her feet. Before she understood what happened, Dmitry cried out and swept his arm around. Asha was sent flying across the chamber to slam into the other wall.
����������� "Having fun yet, elf?"
����������� Dmitry made another gesture, and Asha was dragged back across the room towards him. Her eyes widened when he grinned, wondering what he had planned. Then the shaman jumped up into the air and spun around in a flying roundhouse to her face.
����������� Asha was flipped over by the blow. Black and white flashed behind her eyes, and she struggled to keep conscious. It was certain death to pass out. Or worse.
����������� She blinked to clear her vision, only to focus on the crystal in Dmitry's forehead. Lord Kathro had held up a yellow crystal with the threat of enslaving her. Can he subjugate me for Lord Kathro?
����������� "Like my crystal?" Dmitry said. "Don't worry; I've decided not to kill you. You'll be given to my master once I'm finished playing with you. I promise, you won't enjoy serving Lord Kathro at all." He leaned down and wagged his brows. "You're just the kind of elf bimbo he likes to drag to his bed every night. You'll probably start in his harem."
����������� "Better him than you," she said. "You smell like a wet dog."
����������� Dmitry's eyes narrowed and he growled low in his throat. A quick wave put the sorceress back on her feet. She steeled herself to be slammed into another wall, but the shaman smiled with an evil glint in his eyes. He took hold of one end of the enchanted rope, caught and held her eyes a second, and yanked with all his strength.
����������� "Yeeooowww!" she cried.
����������� Asha spun like a top. His magic held her in place as she spun so fast her mind went blank. It felt like she spun forever, and she staggered around once she stopped spinning. Well, her body stopped spinning, but not her head.
����������� "Oooooh."
����������� Even through her dizziness and disorientation, Asha noticed the shaman pick up the Power Sword. Was he going to kill her anyway, despite all that about giving her to his master? Then she remembered she had a pair of swords, too. I'm in no condition to fight.
����������� She spread her feet, giving herself a solid foundation even though her head continued to spin. At least she managed to stop staggering around like a drunken fool. It was a struggle to concentrate, but the sorceress thought of the spell she wanted. The spell she needed to save herself from death or magical enslavement.
Heal! she thought.
����������� Intense heat, followed by equally intense cold flowed through her. All of her aches and pains vanished, and her head cleared up immediately. Before she could cry out in joy, the number 95 flashed at the bottom of her vision. A warning?
����������� Asha pulled up her HUD, and saw her Mana was down to 95. How did she use it all up so fast? Then Dmitry shouted angrily and swung the sword at her. The sorceress ducked and threw five quick thunderbolts at him.
����������� The mini-minotaur was blasted back a dozen feet. He took the Power Sword in both hands and stalked back toward her. Asha pulled her elven swords, and advanced to meet him. They exchanged a flurry of thrusts, cuts, and parries, before it became apparent she was the superior sword fighter. He tried to hit her with another spell, but her shield held. Mostly, though, she kept him too busy with her bladework to cast any spells.
����������� Asha began pushing him backwards.
����������� "I'm going to carve you up into steaks, cow," Asha said.
����������� "The only 'meat' you'll eat is between my legs, elf."
����������� So Asha tried to slice the aforementioned appendage off. She missed, but he gave ground a lot faster and easier after that. Being sliced into steaks and eaten didn't bother him, but losing his manhood scared him. So she concentrated her efforts on attacking his crotch area.
����������� "What's the matter with you?" he asked.
����������� "You."
����������� She forced him back across the chamber, to the stairs he'd originally came down. Dmitry began retreating up the stairs, slowly, as she put more and more effort into taking him down. Asha slanted a glance back at the other stairs. Rand went up over there, and could be in serious trouble while she fought that damned shaman.
����������� Worse, even though she had the upper hand, the shaman seemed confident. Was she being led into a trap? What did he know? Yet, she couldn't see any other choice but to continue fighting him. Dmitry had to die before she could go find Rand.



Chapter 43
����������� Taking the stairs down five at a time, the elven ranger called up his bow and arrows. He sent arrow after arrow into the backs, through the hearts, of undead minions. The Dread Ones in the long, dark corridor turned to face him. He heard Tiana's outraged cries beyond them, but she was out of sight.
����������� "Tiana! Where are you?"
����������� "Down another level below you!"
����������� He cursed under his breath. He could see another set of smaller stairs at the end of that corridor. Why did she continue downward? Everyone else was heading up.
����������� "They've got a friggin zoo of unholy demon creatures down here!" She screamed in pain, followed by furious cursing. "Forget me. Save yourself. I'll be back after I respawn."
����������� Fergus grunted. The stairs behind him looked very inviting. Tiana was probably going to die whether he went down there or not. Why did he have to die with her?
Because she's my friend.
����������� He shook his head, but there was a little thrill, too. In RL he was a bored and boring worker bee in a big chain of grocery stores. No real friends. No one ever called to see if he was doing okay, or invite him out for a beer. The closest thing to friends he had were his coworkers, and as store manager they were all his employees so off limits as real friends.
����������� Yet, he had four really good friends. People who would sell their cyber lives for him. Friends he would die fighting for as well. There was no running away from that fight. Tiana needed him, and he was more than excited to help.
This is better than real life.
����������� "Hold on, Tiana. I'm coming!"
����������� The Dread Ones were all running toward him. He took out one, two, three, before they were too close for bow-work. His bow vanished. Pulling his sword, Fergus barked a laugh and charged the few zombie monsters left. The pair of half ork-ogres worried him the most. They looked like double-sized ork warriors, and each carried the largest battle-axe he'd ever seen.
Even Rand would have axe envy, he thought. "I bet you boys have little dicks."
����������� One of them lifted up his greasy looking loincloth to reveal he was actually a she.
����������� "Holy crap! You're both players?"
Davia. Half-ork ogre warrior (Lvl 13). -7 Dark. PK: 2.

Mauva. Half-ork ogre warrior (Lvl 15). -6 Dark. PK: 4.
����������� They split apart before advancing on him. Fergus watched them warily, not liking the way they continuously swung their axes in a figure eight. Rand did that a lot. It meant they knew how to use those deadly battle-axes.
����������� "I thought zombies were mindless idiots with hunger pangs for brains," he muttered.
����������� "My sister and I are not zombies," Mauva said.
����������� "That dull gray is your natural complexion?"
����������� They both growled like grizzly bears. Fury spread across their faces as their jaws thrust out even more, displaying their long, sharp tusks. Their massive shoulders tightened, bulging with musculature he never expected to see on women of any mythical race.
����������� Tiana screamed in pain and fear again. The two living Dread Ones charged him while he was distracted. He ducked Davia's attempt to decapitate, spun around and ducked behind Mauva. The ranger barely avoided Mauva's axe when she twisted around to engage him.
����������� "You're both ugly as an ork, and even slower than an ogre," he taunted them. He paused. "Do you have dwarf blood, too?"
����������� The sisters screamed and attacked. He laughed, wishing Rand was there to be just as outraged. He stayed just out of reach of their weapons, taunting them mercilessly. They became angrier and angrier, and he hoped frustrated, too.
����������� Dropping his sword, Fergus summoned his bow and an arrow that he shot straight into Davia's left thigh. She stopped and wailed, while Mauva charged him. Picking up his blade, the ranger charged Mauva, only to dodge her axe and run past her. She followed fast on his heels, until he cut behind Davia.
����������� The two sisters crashed together, before Davia shoved Mauva back. A shoving contested ensued, that quickly devolved into a fistfight. The ranger summoned his bow and shot them both through the neck. He didn't wait for them to fade away and see if they dropped anything of value. Fergus took off for the stairs down to help his friend.
����������� The next level down was another corridor that ended in stairs on the other end going down. Instead of thick, iron-bound doors the passage was lined with barred cells full of nightmarish creatures. The three three-headed dogs attacking Tiana weren't the most frightening.
Hellhound.
����������� That's all it said. No level. They were just big, vicious monsters. He didn't need a pop-up to tell him they were minions of the Dark. They were definitely not undead.
����������� "What kind of trouble did you kick up, girl?"
����������� "Shut up and help me. Fill them full of arrows or something."
����������� Tiana was a bloody mess. Her clothes hung in tatters. There had to be two dozen bloody bites on her neck, shoulders, both arms, and both legs. She was fighting with sword and knife, and at the brink of breaking.
����������� He'd never seen Tiana looking so terrified. He wondered if she had a fear of dogs. Hell, those hellhounds gave him the heebie-jeebies. Fergus sheathed his sword, summoned his bow, and took aim. One of the three hellhounds turned and charged him with soul-numbing snarls and growls. Three snapping pit bull-sized heads came straight at him.
����������� "Shit," he cried, managing only one shot.
����������� He did kill the left-most head. The other two came after him even more furiously. The ranger ducked and dodged, using his sword to keep them at bay. Filled with bloodlust or not, the beast respected cold steel. Still, the hellhound's two remaining heads managed to get past his defenses to score bites on his extremities.
����������� A backstroke smashed through the middle head's mouth, leaving it a bloody ruin. The monster froze, both living heads looking shocked. Fergus lunged, thrusting his blade through the hellhound's heart.
����������� "One down," he called.
����������� The two remaining beasts ducked their rumps, and dodged to either side of Tiana, all heads turned to regard him. The thief took a chance, stepped in close to one and thrust her sword deep into its chest.
����������� "Well met," Fergus said, veering toward the other. The hellhound pounced at him, so he dropped to his knees and slid across the floor. At the same time the ranger swung his sword overhead, from back to front, and disemboweled the hellhound as it passed overhead.
����������� "Nice move," Tiana said. She had healing potions in both hands. He watched her drink one after the other. "Oh man, that was close. Hopefully they'll give us a moment to regroup and allow me to heal up."
����������� A pop and squeal of a door opening on rusty hinges echoed through the corridor. They turned to see one of the cell doors swinging open. Two enormous scorpions scampered out and turned toward them.
Giant scorpion.
����������� "Why did you say that?" Fergus asked. "You jinxed us."
����������� "Sorry." She sucked in a deep, steadying breath and presented her sword. "I hate bug monsters the most."
����������� Black crystals glinted in the dim torchlight. At first Fergus thought the crystals were eyes, but they were faceted gems. So the scorpions were controlled by Lord Kathro. He wondered if the Dark Lord could see him and Tiana via the scorpions or the crystals.
����������� "Do you think they are magical constructs, or natural to this world?"
����������� Tiana did a double-take. "What? Who cares?"
����������� "I was just thinking, if they grow that big naturally in this world, then this isn't the last time we'll be facing them."
����������� "Shut up. I have enough problems right now to worry about the future. Stop freaking me out."
����������� The elven ranger dropped to one knee and placed his sword on the floor before him as the scorpions started moving towards them. Their advance was more a three steps forward, one back, over and over and then skittered from side-to-side. He was more than a little freaked out by them as well.
����������� Fergus summoned his bow, notched an arrow, and took careful aim. His shot was true, and the arrow ricocheted off of the scorpion's crystal. Both scorpions charged forward, giving him time for only one more shot. That arrow bounced off the arachnid's hard shell.
����������� "Uh-oh," Tiana whispered. "We're in trouble."



Chapter 44
����������� "Son of a bitch!" Killum screamed, and sat straight up.
����������� He looked around wild-eyed, body shaking like a leaf. The battle-mage was back in Gyevikxus's lair, on the dragon's "bed" in the middle of his treasure hoard. Fergus, Asha, Rand, and Tiana had all designated respawn sites in those caverns, but all in hidden corners.
����������� Nausea overwhelmed him, and then he rolled onto all fours to empty his guts.
����������� "How long was I in there?"
����������� It felt like he'd spent a lifetime in Purgatory, but for some reason one hour popped into his head. Just one hour? His soul disagreed.
����������� "Note to self, don't let Lord Kathro kill me with his lightning bolts again."
����������� Oddly, he was back in his spawn tunic. His Bound objects all lay at his feet: the Dragon's Lair Helm and Wolfsheart Spear. He quirked a brow at the spear, since he wasn't carrying it when he died. It was good to know all of his Bound objects would come back to his respawn site, even if he had them stashed elsewhere.
����������� He pulled up his stats.
Current status
:
Name:
 Killum
Race:
Human (European)
Class:
Battle-mage (Novice)
Level:
17 (82% to next level)
Alignment:
-4 Dark
Health:
100/100
Strength:
100/100
Endurance:
50/50
Agility:
50
Mana:
675
Skills:
(Click to View/Hide)
Social:
Bartering (Lvl 2).
Fighting:
Swordsmanship (Lvl 7).
Spearman (Lvl 2).
Hand-to-Hand (Lvl 3).
Survivor Skills:
Foraging (Lvl 3).
Spellcasting
: 
Simple fire.
Fireballs.
Spell of Disorientation.
Spell of Temporary blindness.
Healing.
A Gift Spell.
Cost is 1 to a 100 Mana, depending on the severity of the healing. Spell is able to replace a severed limb, but it will leave the mage weak for over an hour. It can be Gifted to another spellcaster without losing it yourself. 
Farsee.
Allows mage to zoom in on anything in line of sight. Costs 1 mana per use.
Gatecrasher.
Smash a door down. Smash a gate to smithereens. Gain access to a castle or a treasure room.
Costs 50+ mana per use
Spell of Magical Sight
Beastmaster:
Equestrian (Lvl 1).
Dragon rider (Lvl 3).
Possessions:
(Click to View/Hide)
Weapons:
N/A
Armor:
N/A
Magical:
Dragon's Lair Helm.
 A Bound Object. Control the dragon Gyevikxus. The Dragon Gyevikxus is yours to command. He will serve you loyally and obediently. This helm is also Gyevikxus' lair, and he will enter or leave whenever you speak his name.
Wolfsheart Spear.
A Bound Object.
Always strikes the heart!
Money/Shekels:
0 gold, 0 silver, 0 copper shekels
Wardrobe: 
Spawn tunic (Cotton)
Warrior's Leathers (Black).
Soft leather shirt (long sleeved), trousers, lace up boots.
Player Kills:
5
Deaths:
 2 (83/90 days)
����������� "Wow. Everything restored back to a hundred percent. And that new mana default number is sweet."
����������� He willed his Warrior's Leathers up, and he was instantly dressed for battle. Losing his Power Sword, Ring of Lightning, and armor was more than a little irritating. Now he had to get back to Warlord's Castle as quick as possible without his most powerful weapons.
����������� He scowled at his Possessions. Everything left behind after his death was off the list. Hopefully, he could get them all back.
����������� Killum placed the Dragon's Lair Helm on his head. "Gyevikxus."
����������� The dragon appeared before him and looked around. He slanted an amused look at Killum. "Got yourself killed, didn't you?"
����������� "It's not funny."
����������� "Humor is in the eye of the beholder."
����������� Killum glowered at him. "You're a real comedian. Laugh at this."
����������� Gye dropped to his belly, looking very suspicious. The battle-mage liked the dragon, but smiled with wicked glee nonetheless.
����������� "My untimely death has caused many problems. First, my friends were left behind to fight Lord Kathro and his horde alone. Secondly, it stripped me of all armor and weapons." He made a show of looking around. "Your treasure is splendid, but do you also collect enchanted weapons and armor?"
����������� Gyevikxus recoiled and hissed at him, a little flame escaping. "This treasure is mine! I granted you and your thieving friends a small portion." He looked at Killum's waist, where his bulging purse should be. "If you lost it then that is your problem, not mine."
����������� "All of my problems are your problems, Gye." He stepped closer, lowering his voice. "I ask again. Do you collect and hoard magical weapons and armor? I need them to defeat Lord Kathro and save my friends. You like Asha, Tiana, Rand, and Fergus, too."
����������� "Well, I like Tiana." Gye looked away and growled. His growl made the ground tremble. Then after a quick glance at Killum, the dragon extended a wing and brushed coins and jewelry off some gleaming blue armor. "That is the dragon-scale armor of a Dragon Knight. It protects against fire, and to an extent bolts of energy like Lord Kathro throws. But he can still kill you with them, so be wary."
����������� He gestured with his wing, and the armor vanished. A second later it appeared on Killum. The enchanted cuirass fit perfectly.
Congratulations! You have been given a Bound Object Dragon Knight's Scale Armor! Protects from fire and to a lesser degree energy bolts. It is extremely good protection against mundane blades and missile weapons.
����������� "Thank you, Gye, I accept your generous gift," he said. "What about weapons?"
����������� The dragon's wing went back to the same pile of treasure, dug deeper, and pulled out a pair of blue dragon scale bracers. With a simple gesture he sent them to Killum's forearms.
Congratulations! You have been given a Bound Object Dragon Knight's Bracers! The left bracer protects with an energy shield, while the right bracer shoots energy bolts.
����������� "Thanks! One's a shield and the other a weapon?" He admired them a second. "Is the shield stronger than Asha's?"
����������� He lifted his right arm, curled his hand into a fist, and pointed it at the closest wall. Gye held up a taloned front hand to stop him.
����������� "First, do not test them in here. You might bring the cave down on both of us," Gye said. "But the bracers are the primary weapon of a dragon knight. The left bracer is a shield, and the right throws energy bolts. Both are at least the equal of your little girlfriend's spells."
����������� "Asha's not my girlfriend."
����������� "Mmm-huh. Right," Gye said. The dragon quickly crossed to the other side of the vast cavern and dug out a sword on a wide belt. He also pulled out a white surcoat with a black dragon emblazon. In a flash they were on Killum, too. The battle-mage sighed with the pleasure of that sword's weight on his hip.
����������� Killum pulled the sword with a flourish.
Congratulations! You have been given a Bound Object Dragon Knight's Battle Sword and Dagger! They can pierce or slice into dragon scale, and mundane armor as well.
����������� "Those blades will slice through dragon scale, so mundane armor is nothing to them," Gye said. "They are meant to fight other dragon knights in the same armor you are wearing."
����������� "Good. We've wasted too much time here," the battle-mage said.
����������� Gye bowed down, the saddle reappeared, and Killum climbed up into the saddle. The dragon turned and raced down the tunnel, and burst out of the lair to soar straight out over the forest. Killum gasped, and a tingle ran down his spine.
����������� "I will never get tired of that. You are like riding a cruise missile."
����������� "I don't know what a cruise missile is, but I'll take it as a compliment."
����������� Gye turned northward, flying faster than Killum would've thought possible. Warlord's Castle was high up in the pass before them. At that very moment his friends were probably fighting for their lives.
����������� "How long will it take you to fly back to the castle?"
����������� "An hour, give or take ten minutes," Gye said. "It'll depend on which direction the wind is blowing and how hard."
����������� "Try harder," he said. "My friends need me. I can feel it in my bones."



Chapter 45
����������� Dmitry slowly backed up the stairs, fighting every step of the way. He was starting to tire, but so was Asha. They stared daggers at each other.
����������� "Surrender, Dmitry," Asha said. "I'll take that crystal off your face and free you from Lord Kathro's control."
����������� "What makes you think I want to be free?"
����������� "That's the crystal talking."
����������� He surged down at her. Asha fell back a step and braced herself. The dwarf minotaur reversed direction and raced up to the next level. She cursed and followed.
����������� "How does he move so fast with such short legs?"
����������� The shaman waited for her at the top of the stairs. Killum's Power Sword held over his head, he grinned down a challenge. She clenched her teeth, dark eyes narrowing.
����������� "You are such a fool," she muttered, and hit him with a thunderbolt. "Ha! Caught you with your guard down."
����������� The little shaman flew violently backwards to slam into a wall. She charged the rest of the way up the stairs as he staggered in a daze. The sorceress knew she only had seconds to take him down, and thought she'd won.
����������� Wild, high-pitched battle cries erupted to either side as she advanced on Dmitry. She froze, head whipping back and forth.
����������� "Kobolds?"
����������� Four foot tall monsters attacked from both directions. They were skinny, with faces halfway between reptilian and canine, with long floppy ears. Some were green like goblins, while others brown, but all were vicious little bastards. The sorceress found herself besieged by them, while Dmitry quickly recovered his wits.
����������� It was all Asha could do to keep the little hellions at bay, her twin swords flashing in every direction. She kicked, punched, head-butted, as well as sliced and diced. And then Dmitry waded in swinging the Power Sword.
����������� The mini-minotaur drove Asha back, but killed a kobold or two with every stroke. He was killing more of them than her. Dmitry, with the help of the kobolds, pushed her back to the brink of the stairs. And then he cried out in victory and charged.
����������� "Nope," Asha said, dropping to her back. Her bent legs caught the pint-sized shaman in the belly. His momentum forced him to continue forward. She bent her legs to her chest, absorbing the impact, and then deftly flipped him over and down the stairs. "Idiot!"
����������� She rolled to her knees, before sweeping the floor around her with a leg. That took down three kobolds that she dispatched with her keen blades. Surging to her feet, she cleared an area around her before turning her back to the wall and scanning the situation.
����������� That level of the castle had a corridor circling around the outer wall, with a corridor going straight to the other side as well. Both stairs were visible from her location, but she didn't see or hear Rand.
How did he get past all of these kobolds?
����������� Dmitry came running back up the stairs. She made her decision before he came into view. Asha feigned right, and leapt to the left using her Levitate spell. She flew over the heads of that gaggle of kobolds, and then hit the floor running.
����������� "Rand, where are you?" she shouted.
����������� She rounded the corner to see an empty corridor ahead. Now windows designed more for defense, and archers, provided the only light. The opposite wall had two doors, both of which were open. Kobolds poured out of the first door before she reached it, with kobolds and Dmitry following to block that avenue of escape.
����������� The new group of kobolds fell back instead of attacking. She thought that odd, but it was also keeping her from levitating over them. On purpose? There was no way for them to know she could do that.
����������� Asha stopped in front of the door. She panted as she looked to her front and rear. Far too many little monsters for her to fight alone.
����������� "Rand, you little dork! Where are you? I need help."
����������� A grunt drew her eyes to the door, and inside.
Rand. Dwarf warrior (Lvl 19). -1 Dark. PK: 5.
����������� The sorceress's jaw dropped when she saw Rand. His arms were bound to his sides, and he was hanging by his ankles as he struggled. The dwarf's helmet and battle-axe lay on the floor beneath him.
����������� "Rand! What hap � Ooff!"
����������� Dmitry didn't allow her to finish, and plowed into Asha head-first. Her head hit the floor hard, before he finished her off with a fist to the chin. Darkness pulled her down.
����������� There was no way to know how long she was out, but it couldn't have been more than a few seconds. It was still too long to lie helpless at her enemy's feet. Asha's weapons were stripped away, including both her Shield Ring and Killum's Ring of Lightning. The kobolds piled her talismans, weapons, and purses next to Rand's stuff. They already had a rope hanging next to him to hang her.
����������� "I defeated you, elf," Dmitry said, looking so proud. "I am the superior warrior and spellcaster."
����������� Asha glared up at him. She was on her knees, with five kobolds hanging on to keep her down. The fifth one held a knife to her throat and kept her from even struggling. Three deaths in seven days would not bode well for her future in that realm.
����������� "You are weak and pathetic, and only won with the help of dozens of others," she sneered. "I'll make a deal, Dmitry. Let Rand and I go, and I'll remove that crystal and free you as well."
����������� "String her up," he said.
����������� A kobold approached with a rope. She assumed they planned to bind her arms to her sides like they did to Rand. And then she'd be lifted up, flipped upside down, and the hanging rope would be tied around her ankles.
����������� "Are you doing all right, Rand?"
����������� "Oh, I'm fucking dandy," he gasped out. He struggled mightily for a second. "Never been better."
����������� Dmitry smirked as he stepped closer. "It's heartwarming to see you are such good friends. I'm sure you'll enjoy hanging out with each other until Lord Kathro has time to deal with you."
����������� The sorceress's blood ran cold. She was about to be hung like a side of beef. It wouldn't be long before Lord Kathro arrived to put one of those subjugating crystals on her. And then she'd begin a life of magically-induced servitude. She might even be forced to fight and kill her friends.
Or I can struggle so hard the kobold slits my throat.
����������� Three deaths was bad, but she'd be back in the fight within five minutes. Despite it being her third death, Asha sucked in a deep breath and prepared herself for the shock of being killed. But the kobold with the rope arrived. Her arms were forced straight down her sides, and the knife-wielding kobold stepped back.
����������� Asha didn't hesitate.
����������� "Die!"
����������� She went to one knee, grabbed the closest object to hand � Rand's helmet � and surged to her feet. At the same time she swung that heavy helmet with all of her rage and strength. It rung like a bell when she slapped it across Dmitry's face. The shaman dropped like a rock, while she cleared an area around her and Rand.
����������� Snatching up her swords, she cut the rope holding the dwarf warrior up, before cutting the ropes binding his arms. While Rand struggled out of the ropes and rearmed, she attacked the kobolds.
����������� "Bind!"
����������� Half of them froze. Asha attacked the others, driving them toward the door. Really, her goal was to defend the door and keep them inside so she and Rand could finish them off. Far too many of them escaped for that to work, so she concentrated on slaughter. Between them, Asha and Rand killed two dozen kobolds.
����������� "Ugh, the stench of death in close quarters is horrendous," she said. Noticing Dmitry starting to stir. "Be wary. He's a shaman, but I want to pry that crystal off of him."
����������� "Will he help us once free?"
����������� "I don't know, but I'm going to give him that chance."
����������� Rand knelt on Dmitry's chest, pressing his battle-axe to the dwarf minotaur's throat. The shaman seemed torn. He didn't want to die, but he also didn't want that crystal removed. Asha knelt with his head clamped between her thighs, and used a dagger to dig at the edge of the glowing yellow crystal.
����������� "It's bonded to his skin like it's a part of him."
����������� She was getting a lot of blood, reminding her that head wounds were the worse bleeders. All of that blood made her want to stop, but then she'd have to kill Dmitry. In any other realm of that Game, she'd kill him without a second thought. But that world was different, and there were terrible consequences to being killed.
����������� "Just cut it out," Rand said. "He'll be free even if it leaves an enormous scar."
����������� "No!" the shaman cried, struggling so fiercely Rand's axe penetrated his skin.
����������� Asha thrust the dagger in, and then sliced a circle around it. Even then, it wasn't easy to pry that evil talisman out. It was almost like it was fused to his skull. Dmitry buckled and fought them, but he froze the instant the crystal came free.
����������� "Are you okay?" Asha asked, holding the bloody crystal in her hand.
����������� He looked at her. Smiled. "I'm free."
����������� Dmitry died.
����������� "Oh my god, I killed him," she said. Then she felt a tingle in her hand, and coldness began spreading up her arm. "Aaaiieee!"
����������� She flung the yellow crystal across the room and rubbed her left forearm and hand. The aftereffect felt like the blood was cut off for a few minutes.
����������� "Whatever you do, don't ever touch one of those things," she warned Rand, who nodded with big eyes. "It was trying to subjugate me."
����������� Rand stood up, looked around, and grinned. "We fight well together, babe. If I reach Lord Kathro first, we might do something else well together tonight."
����������� "What? Are you � ?" That was all she got out before Rand raced through the door.
����������� She quickly grabbed the rest of her stuff. The two rings went on her left hand. The sorceress sheathed her twin elven swords across her back, and then took up the Power Sword. Lord Kathro was too powerful to fight with anything less.
����������� The clash of arms got her running after Rand. "If that little bastard wins this, and chooses me, I swear I'll cut his thing off. Afterwards."
����������� She found Rand on the stairs to the next level up. Kobolds, hobgoblins, and a gryphon defended the stairs. Stopping behind the dwarf warrior, she paused to admire his bladework. Rand was a master axeman. She'd always admired how effortlessly he wielded that battle-axe. Few could stand before him one-on-one. Yet, there were too many foes in that confined space for him to win through.
����������� The sorceress called up her HUD, and cringed when she saw her mana was down to 41. She was practically de-powered as a spellcaster. Healing was out of the question now. Her Bind spell was grayed out, so she'd used it too many times. So she drank a Mana Restoring potion, but that would take time since it wasn't one of Lady Evangeline's.
����������� Asha tried to recall what floor they were on. Third or fourth? Only one way to find out. She absolutely couldn't allow Rand to go up first.
����������� "Rand, what time is it?"
����������� "Huh?"
����������� "Incorrect. It's time for me to jump ahead of you and reach Lord Kathro first," she said. "It's� Boom time!"
����������� Asha unleashed five thunderbolts into the defenders. The explosions were deafening, but blasted them apart or knocked them down. She then jumped forward, using her Levitate to fly over Rand's head and come down upon the gryphon. The beast screeched like a hawk as it attacked. She defended with the Power Sword, and forced the gryphon back up the stairs, slowly but surely.
����������� "Rand, I'm winning," Asha called. "And when I reach Lord Kathro first, I'm going to chose� Tiana."
Congratulations! You've accepted the Wager to Reach and Kill Lord Kathro first. Fight to the death! No quarter given or received! Let the glory be yours in victory with three eager to please men and/or one woman!
Oops, she thought. What did I do? How do I undo it?
����������� "What?" he cried.
����������� The look on his face was priceless. Asha couldn't help it. She laughed. Her face flushed red, knowing Rand would tell the others what she said. Tiana would take it well. She had a good sense of humor. Rand and Fergus though, might tease her about it for a while to come.
����������� "Give up the ghost, gryphon. We are going to win this challenge," Asha cried, redoubling her efforts. Since she, accidently or not, had officially accepted Rand's wager, now she absolutely had to win. "This castle is conquered already. We're just doing clean up."
����������� The gryphon lunged at her, eagle-beak snapping loudly inches from her face. The elfmaid whipped the enchanted blade to parry his attack. Only, cold steel didn't parry flesh and blood. It slices. She took the gryphon's head off without thinking about it, and blinked down at it for a second.
����������� Turning, she helped Rand by attacking the rear of the kobolds and hobgoblins. They quickly fell beneath the pair's blood-gory blades. She paused to grin down at Rand's bloody face. He looked exultant. Then his eyes dropped to her chest. She stepped back, a hand rising to cover out of instinct. The dwarf took her moment of distraction to dart past the elfmaid and up to the next level.
����������� "I win!" Rand cried. "I reached him first."
On, woe is you! Rand has won the wager! Pay up. No welchers allowed!
Does that mean Tiana never accepted the wager? I have to sleep with him? Asha gasped, shocked to her core. The bastard tricked her and won. I should've never helped him.
����������� She quickly joined Rand. That level was one vast room, at least two stories high. It was a throne room with ancient war banners on the walls and hanging from the rafters. One man stood between them and victory.
����������� Lord Kathro calmly sat upon an ornate silver throne encrusted with diamonds and rubies. The sight of him took Asha's breath away. Despite being so evil, the drow necromancer was a sight to behold. Why does evil always look so damned beautiful?
����������� He looked upon them with contempt.
����������� "I'm going to enjoy wiping that sneer off your ugly face," Rand said.
����������� The necromancer smiled cruelly. "I'm going to kill you both, and then reanimate you to start rebuilding my undead host." He looked at Asha, and then waved his hand. Invisible bonds wrapped around them both, squeezing with sudden power to force the air out of their lungs. "You, sorceress, will make a beautiful Dread One."



Chapter 46
����������� Warlord's Castle looked dark and ominous. There were no Dread Ones to be seen. Well, there were hundreds of dead bodies strewn about, most burned to blackened husks. From above like that, Killum's eyes were drawn to the far side of the castle. There was a walled ghost town there. The town walls looked intact, but the gates were open and streets empty.
����������� He shook his head. "The people who once lived there must be dead or scattered across the lands."
����������� It was sad because for the mobs, this was real life. As far as he could tell, the NPCs had the same dreams and desires as real people. Snuffing out their lives was the true end of them, since he couldn't imagine them having souls. They were AI-driven computer graphics.
����������� Or were they?
����������� It was getting harder and harder to tell the difference. If it weren't for things like his HUD, the need to level up, and potions that healed or gave mana, Killum wouldn't be able to tell it was a game.
It's as good as real life, since we can't escape this world, he thought. The wind in my face feels real. Gye feels real and alive beneath me.
����������� "I see flashes in the upper windows," Gye said. "I can sense great power radiating from the top floor of the castle keep."
����������� That ended Killum's reverie. His friends were down there. They could be prisoners or worse. Hopefully they were still battling away, working their way closer and closer to Lord Kathro.
����������� "Can you sense our friends inside?"
����������� "No. Just Lord Kathro," Gye said, altering course. "Do you want to surprise him through a window?"
����������� "Can you hover close to the castle?"
����������� "Does Rand fart in his sleep?"
����������� That was a yes. It was also why no one wanted to sleep next to him on the trail. Staying with him in the same room or a cave at night was ill-advised as well.
����������� Killum prepared himself for a fight. It would be the first time he fought with his new Dragon Knight gear. He had to remember the left bracer was a magic shield, while the right shot out bolts of energy. Gye had him test it on the way up. The battle-mage expected a lightning bolt to shoot out, but an intense ball of white hot energy came out instead.
����������� As the castle loomed before them, Gye heading for a thin arrow slit on the south side, Killum studied the castle's sprawling bailey below. No sign of his friends. They had to be inside.
����������� "They will be so pissed when I reach Lord Kathro first and kill him," Killum said.
����������� Gye got a peek inside first, before shifting to the side and moving Killum as close as possible. He grunted when he saw Asha and Rand standing perfectly still, heads back, and arms locked down to their sides. His magical sight spotted glowing red tendrils of magic wrapped around his friends, holding them perfectly still.
����������� Lord Kathro was striding toward them, a great burning sword in his hands. He was within steps of killing the battle-mage's friends. Killum pointed his right fist at the Dark Lord.
����������� "No! Not today," Killum cried, and sent a cannon ball sized shot into Lord Kathro's chest. "Not ever!"
����������� Chaos ensued. The magic holding Rand and Asha evaporated. They shouted angrily and charged the evil warlord. By doing so, they blocked Killum's next shot. The first didn't kill the Dark Lord, but he was sure the follow up would. If he'd gotten it out in time.
����������� "Gye, I need to get inside."
����������� The dragon turned away from the castle and flew in circles around the keep as he gained altitude. Killum fidgeted in the saddle, eager to join the fight before either Rand or Asha was killed. The fact Tiana and Fergus weren't up there was worrisome, too, but he didn't want to think about that yet.
����������� After they'd killed Lord Kathro he'd go find his other two friends. So he called out, urging Gye to greater speed. The dragon growled, but beat his wings harder and faster. Once they were a good fifty feet above the keep's battlements, Gye turned inward and spread his wings wide.
����������� As they drifted down for a landing, Lord Kathro charged up to the roof. For a second Killum thought they'd be shot out of the air by his foe's powerful bolts, but Asha came up behind him a second later, slashing alternately at his legs and face. When Rand reached the roof and joined the fight, the Dark Lord was hard pressed to defend himself.
����������� "Ha! He's a distance fighter," Killum shouted. "We can take him in a close quarters fight."
����������� He guided Gye in behind his friends, and yelled, "DUCK!"
����������� Asha and Rand fell to their bellies. Gye sent a torrent of dragonfire at Lord Kathro. To Killum's surprise, the Dark Lord held out a hand like Darth Vader and split the flames in two. He remained unscathed, which really ticked off Gye.
����������� "I'll eat him alive and � " Lord Kathro cut his tirade off with a bolt into his chest. The dragon shook it off, but had to veer away with a groan.
����������� "And shit him down a volcano," Killum finished.
����������� The battle-mage twisted around in the saddle and shot off a pair of bolts at his foe. Asha and Rand were attacking again. The problem was the Dark Lord was using magic none of them had seen before. Killum wasn't even sure what the spells were, but he just had to wave his hand and his friends would be buffeted to one side or the other, or blasted straight back into the stone battlements.
����������� "Swoop down and let me jump down there," Killum said. "This fight is going to be settled up close and personal."
����������� "Anything you say, boss."
����������� Gye went into a tight loop, and power dived toward the keep. They were almost there when Rand was hit by a blast and flew over the side. Killum just thought, "SAVE HIM" and Gye veered over and under the falling dwarf warrior.
����������� Rand landed in Killum's lap.
����������� The dwarf looked at his friend, then at the dragon, and narrowed his eyes. "Don't you dare kiss me!"
����������� "You're too ugly to kiss," he said. "Gye, drop us off atop the keep."
����������� The dragon circled the keep as he flew up, up, up, while staying close. Both Rand and Killum leapt off as soon as he topped the battlements. Killum hit the rooftop and rolled. Back on his feet, he located Lord Kathro and Asha exchanging sword blows.
����������� "Your day is done, you goat licking bastard," Killum shouted.
����������� Lord Kathro paused to glance at him. Asha darted in and bloodied the tip of one sword. Then she sliced open his thigh with the other sword. He roared in outrage and pain, and pounded a fist into her chest. The sorceress was smashed across the roof to crash into the unyielding stone battlements.
����������� Gye swooped down and flamed the Dark Lord, but again their foe remained untouched by the fire. Killum followed that with a pair of energy bolts to the chest. That knocked the evil necromancer to his butt. Lord Kathro scowled at them.
����������� "You realize that even if you defeat me, I'm an Immortal and will respawn," he said. He grinned at them. "And I'll be back for vengeance."
����������� "Oh man, shut up," Rand said. "You scare me so much I pee-pee my pants. Not."
����������� Killum started walking toward him, hammering Lord Kathro with shot after shot from his Dragon Knight bracer. The necromancer deflected them, but each one got a little closer.
����������� "Is he shooting a Roman Candle?" Rand asked.
����������� "He is a living Roman Candle on steroids," Asha said. "Supercharged."
����������� "He is," Lord Kathro shouted, jumping to his feet. "Nothing!"
����������� The Dark Lord clapped his hands together and they were all blasted backwards.



Chapter 47
����������� The tapping, scraping sound of the scorpions' feet on the stone floor was worse than nails down a blackboard. Maybe it was the deadly stinger dripping with a viscous yellow poison that upped the creep factor. The fact the monsters were so fast didn't help.
����������� Tiana gasped, glancing up. "Dammit! The runt won!"
����������� The scorpions rushed towards them. Tiana turned towards the ranger to run, so he took off.
����������� Fergus raced toward the stairs. He cursed as he ran. Tiana's turn was a feign, and she went the other direction. So just as he hooked up with her, they were torn apart.
����������� "Go up the stairs!" she called.
����������� That was fine by Fergus. He'd seen all of the castle's dungeon that he wanted to see. Far too much, in fact. The scorpion must've understood because it scrambled past him, and blocked the stairs up. The ranger didn't slow or hesitate. He turned down the stairs to descend deeper into bowels of that evil place.
I'll cross over and follow Tiana up on the other side.
����������� The sound of pursuit reached his sensitive ears. He wanted to stop and fight, but was afraid the scorpion would be on him too fast, and that foot long stinger would end him. Fergus was pretty sure it wouldn't be a quick death, either. The bug-ugly bastard would probably start eating him before he was dead.
����������� Fergus found additional speed.
����������� He hit the next level down. It proved to be the very bottom, with no more stairs down. And it was darker than a necromancer's soul. Fergus cut sharply and took off running for all he was worth, looking back at the closing scorpion.
����������� "That thing is too � Ooff!"
����������� Fergus knew he ran into someone smaller. At first he thought it a hobgoblin, but then he heard a familiar voice cursing furiously.
����������� "Tiana?"
����������� "You were supposed to go up."
����������� "So were you," he said, leaping to his feet and turning to face the scorpion. "But my way got blocked."
����������� Tiana backed up to him, and they faced the threat back-to-back. He'd fought with her like that a thousand times. This had to be the scariest of all their fights. It was dark, with monsters out of nightmares, and it was just the two of them. No help was coming from either of their spellcasters or that fearless runt.
����������� "Mine, too. The stupid bugs understand what we say."
����������� The scorpions lowered her "heads" close to the ground, with their massive pinchers spread wide. They lifted her rears high, and the ranger couldn't tear his eyes off that twitching tail. The bulbous stinger looked as big as his head.
����������� The monster-bugs attacked. It was all he could do to block its pinchers with his sword and kicks, while also fending off the jabbing stinger. The scorpion only backed away when he lucked out and landed a pair of hits on its face. Or at least he thought it was the scorpion's face.
����������� "How do you kill a scorpion?" Fergus asked. "Their bodies are armored."
����������� The scorpion's stinger darted at him. He swung to parry, but it was yanked back before contact. It was too dark to see the critters' eyes, but he couldn't help but notice those two giant pinchers. The scorpion darted at him, claws opened wide and tail twitching.
����������� "Watch out!" Tiana cried.
����������� He ducked and slanted a look over his shoulder. Her scorpion was trying to sting him in the back. How smart were they? The ranger tossed his sword into his left hand, and swung with all of his might. His parry snapped off the stinger, and his backstroke burst the venom bulb behind it.
����������� The scorpion actually made a screaming noise and both of them fell back. He told Tiana to use her Ring of Speed to escape.
����������� "Bring the others down to help me."
����������� "I can't. I just checked my HUD, and the ring is grayed out," she said between gasps for breath. "It's got restrictions on how often I can use it."
����������� "Well that just sucks."
����������� "Preaching to the choir, sweetheart."
����������� The scorpions attacked at the same time again. Fergus wondered how they communicated to coordinate. Once again it took all of his concentration and effort to fend off its two claws and stinger.
����������� "Jesus!" he cried when the scorpions finally relented and fell back. "My bladder is about to burst."
����������� "Ha. I lost control of mine on the floor above," Tiana said. "Don't tell Rand."
����������� "Screw that runt."
����������� "I might have to since he reached Lord Kathro first." She huffed and puffed a moment. "I don't think I can survive another attack."
����������� Fergus' blood ran cold. If either one of them fell, the two scorpions would make short work of the remaining one. A scene where they were both paralyzed and being eaten filled his mind. Bile scalded his throat at the thought.
����������� "No choice," he said. "Each of us throws ourself on a scorpion. Kill or be killed."
����������� "Now!" she shouted.
����������� Fergus didn't allow himself to think about it. He screamed and charged the scorpion. The giant arachnid caught his left arm in a claw, and his right leg in the other. The tail whipped back, and he knew it was about to plunge into his abdomen. With nothing to lose, he thrust his sword straight into the scorpion's head.
����������� The tip of his elven sword pierced the hard carapace. The bug jerked, releasing him. The stinger struck, but missed when he dodged aside. Fergus twisted the sword, and then thrust it deeper. The giant scorpion trembled, and then went limp.
����������� He stared at it a moment, before turning to see Tiana still chopping on her dead foe. The ranger looked back and forth between the two monsters, marveling that they both survived.
����������� "We're living charmed lives, Tiana."
����������� "Charmed? Yes. That's exactly how I feel. Charmed as hell."
����������� Explosions echoed down from above. It sounded like distant thunder.
����������� "Sounds like either Asha or Killum has found Lord Kathro," he said.
����������� A dragon's roar echoed down next. Fergus grinned.
����������� "Took him long enough," he said. "I guess we better get back up there to help."
����������� "I'd rather they came down here," she said. "I think my legs are made of lead now."
����������� "Yeah. They owe us. Big time," he said. They grinned at each other. "I must be crazy, because I think I'm actually enjoying myself."



Chapter 48
����������� Everything hurt. Killum struggled to all fours and looked around. Asha was to his right, Rand to his left. Lord Kathro was striding towards him with death in his eyes.
����������� "Last time I play with a level 102 anything," Killum muttered.
����������� Asha nodded. She'd never looked in such disarray. Her long black hair was tousled and all over the place, one boob was hanging out, and she'd lost a boot. Her body was bruised and abraded, with way too much blood splatter to be her own. Rand even looked worse.
����������� "Oh crap, he broke all my healing and mana restoring potions," Asha cried. "I'm out of mana."
����������� The small cloth sack in which she carried the potions in was soaked and dripping. Killum quickly checked the pouches on his belt. About half of his potions were shattered, but he found two Mana Restoring. Giving one to Asha, he downed the other.
����������� "Thanks," she said.
����������� "Hey, a day without your magic is like a day without sunshine."
����������� "Yeah, well I owe you."
����������� Rand grinned at Killum. "She might owe me, too."
����������� The battle-mage didn't know what that meant, but it sounded cryptic and her eyes were huge. Asha averted her eyes and stuffed her loose boob back into her top as she climbed to her feet. Killum checked his HUD just long enough to ensure his mana was ticking up. He was surprised he still had 78 of 100 for health. He didn't feel 78 percent.
����������� "Hey, Lord Dark and Brooding," Killum called. "Let's make a deal."
����������� Lord Kathro stopped and gave him a curious look. "What kind of deal? Will you pledge fealty and serve me loyally?"
����������� "I was thinking more of�" He looked back and forth between Asha and Rand, both of whom were looking at him in shock. "You dying and us not."
����������� The battle-mage threw his belt knife straight at him. Lord Kathro threw out a warding hand, which the spinning blade impaled. Killum was trying to hit his heart. The Dark Lord gasped and staggered back as he yanked the blade out.
����������� "Fools," Lord Kathro snarled. His hand glowed a second, and the wound was gone. "I'm going to kill you all into Purgatory for a year. Then I'll find your respawn sites, and kill you five more times next year when you return."
����������� "Now that is a man who holds a grudge," Rand said.
����������� Killum saw the necromancer's hands spread wide, and start back together in a clap. He dropped to his belly with a shouted, "Duck!"
����������� The percussive wave passed above them. Killum jumped to his feet and charged the powerful necromancer. Rand and Asha followed closely. All brandished edged steel with only one thought in mind. Kill or be killed.
����������� Asha hit the Dark Lord with a lightning bolt, followed by Killum's energy shot. They made him stumble back, but he fell into a defensive stance and a shield bubble popped up around him. Rand bounced off it first, followed by Killum and Asha.
����������� "That felt like running into a brick wall," Rand grumbled.
����������� "I could see you doing something like that," Killum said.
����������� "No comment." Rand grinned and turned around. "Killer fart!"
����������� He let loose a long, loud one. Killum and Asha barely gave it a second thought, but Lord Kathro froze in surprise. The battle-mage saw his chance, and thrust his Dragon Knight Sword at their foe. The enchanted blade passed through the defensive bubble and straight into Lord Kathro's shoulder.
����������� "You missed his heart?" Rand cried. "Are you friggin blind?"
����������� The necromancer seized the blade in both hands and held tight. Killum couldn't thrust any deeper.
����������� "He moved."
����������� Asha attacked with flashing swords. Lord Kathro barked a word, and flew straight back. The three friends followed.
����������� Lord Kathro backed away, while casting his healing spell. Killum couldn't help but be a little jealous. That evil bastard healed himself so effortlessly, using up massive amounts of mana. Where did he get all of that mana? And how many amazing spells did he possess?
����������� "Give it up, dude," Killum said. "We outnumber you three-to-one. You can't win."
����������� "I beg to differ. Three-to-one? Not exactly. It's me against one man, a pee wee munchkin, and a bimbo. And I'm level 103. Yep, I just leveled up a minute ago and went two more toward Dark."
����������� "So did I," Asha sneered.
����������� "Great. You and your boyfriend are just Novice Skill levels. I'm a Master."
����������� "These two novices are kicking your master ass," Killum said.
����������� "Are you?"
����������� Lord Kathro closed his eyes, spread his arms up and wide, and chanted. A dark gray and black ball of magical energy formed above him. Killum watched in morbid fascination, knowing something bad was about to happen.
����������� "Aaaiiieeee!" a creature screamed as it flew out of the energy ball.
����������� "It's a portal," Asha cried, leaping to the side.
����������� A flock of winged monkeys flew out of the portal. They were about twenty pounds each, as best Killum could judge. Substantial beings in a fight.
Flying monkey.
����������� No names. No level. Killum was glad to see they weren't sentient. Just mob animals that obeyed commands. Still, a major threat to him and his friends.
����������� "Oh great, the Wicked Necromancer of the West just sicced his winged monkeys on us," Rand said. "Throw some water on him."
����������� Those wicked monkeys had some nasty talons on their hands and feet. They swirled around the three friends, clawing and biting. Then one of them threw monkey dung in Rand's face. And the dwarf lost it.
����������� "I'm going to kill them all and boil their tiny monkey brains!"
����������� Killum backed away from Lord Kathro, while shooting flying monkeys out of the sky with his bracer. That meant his mana was dropping fast. Then he noticed the Dark Lord turn toward Asha, who was concentrating on the flying monkeys.
����������� "Watch out, Asha!" Killum shouted. "Behind you."
����������� She spun around just in time to parry his thrust at her heart. They traded blows while a maelstrom of monkeys spun around them.
����������� "Asha, Bind the monkeys," Killum said.
����������� The sorceress stepped back just long enough to cast the spell. The flying monkeys surrounding her all stopped midflight, and came raining down. Killum charged in, swinging his sword. Lord Kathro's distraction lasted only a second, and then he turned to face the battle-mage's assault. Asha attacked his flank.
����������� "We have to hurry," Asha said. "The monkeys will only be down one minute."
����������� "Wahoo!" Rand cried, eyes bright with battlelust as he charged in on the Dark Lord's other flank. "First one to kill the evil overlord wins everything, including the women."
����������� "Huh?" Killum asked.
����������� "Don't ask," Asha said. "And don't let him kill Lord Kathro!"
����������� Knowing Rand, Killum figured it out. Why did Asha agree to such a thing?
����������� He spotted movement all around them. Killum grimaced and shook his head. Lord Kathro wasn't going down without a fight and a half, and it was taking far too long.
����������� "Hey, hey, here come the monkeys," he said. Rand snorted a laugh, but Asha didn't get the reference. "Beware the monkeys."
����������� "Seize them!" Lord Kathro commanded.
����������� Instead of attacking with their wicked claws, the flying monkeys swarmed the three friends. Grabbing arms, legs, hair, the little hellions held on tight, jerked and twisted, while simultaneously biting and scratching them. Killum felt them dragging him away from Lord Kathro and his friends. It was all he could do to hang onto his sword and not lose his sanity.
����������� "Don't you love it when the tides of battle change?" the Dark Lord taunted. "Now you'll all join my horde. I don't care if you are zombies or subjugated minions, as long as you serve me."



Chapter 49
����������� A flying monkey tried to sink inch long fangs into Killum's shoulder, but his armor protected him. Another was humping his left leg, while the rest were quickly shredding his clothes. A trio of them was lifting Rand off the ground. Asha screamed in agony. He saw a monkey biting her right thigh, with another about to sink his fangs into her throat.
Lord Kathro will turn her into a zombie, he thought. And she'll be hit with another death.
����������� Killum tried to cast Temporary Blindness. Nothing happened. So he tried Disorientation. Again, neither Lord Kathro nor the monkeys were affected. His HUD appeared, and all of his spells were grayed out. Even simple fire.
Mana at zero? He gawked at that. It ticked up one, so the Mana Restoring potion was still working, but taking its sweet time. I need to find another instant mana potion like Lady Evangeline's.
����������� "Leave him alone," Tiana cried as she smashed into the floating pile of monkeys and dwarf. Rand was knocked loose and fell to the floor.
����������� Arrows zipped by and thudded into screaming monkeys. And boy could they scream. Every one of them screamed at the same time. Some of them right in Killum's ears.
����������� Fergus' first arrow killed the monkey about to bite Asha's throat. Killum was glad to see they could be killed by mundane weapons. His next arrows shot a few out of the sky, and even a few found Lord Kathro. The necromancer yanked the arrows out of his chest and leg, clutching the broken shafts as he shouted at the heavens.
����������� "Tikau! Great God of Chaos! Rid me of these idiots!"
����������� Lord Kathro turned toward the newcomers. Even Rand was loose again. Killum and Asha struggled against the flying monkeys still holding tight, biting, and scratching their flesh. The pain was mind-boggling. Yet, it also cleared Killum's mind. Or was it the fury building within?
����������� Fergus pulled his sword and charged the Dark Lord. Rand cried out next, and charged. Tiana ran around behind him. Killum cried out in frustration and managed to get both hands on a monkey's head, and snap his neck.
����������� That set all the monkeys to screaming again.
����������� They flew all around in a scene of utter chaos. The battle-mage noticed he was up to 3 mana. He just needed two more�
����������� The monkeys all went silent, and then scattered. Everyone atop the keep froze, including Lord Kathro. Killum looked at Asha, who looked back with huge what-the-hell eyes. And then he burst into view from below.
����������� "SNACKS!" Gye's voice thundered, and then he swerved after the flock of flying monkeys.
����������� "No! Come back you crazy dragon!"
����������� Asha hit Lord Kathro with a lightning bolt that staggered him. He countered with a bolt of his own. She wasn't even trying to throw up her shield, so Killum knew she was out of mana. Killum jumped before her with his shield up, but the force of the Dark Lord's blast sent both of them back across the roof.
����������� "Holy shit, he's level 103?" Fergus shouted. "Someone should've warned us about that."
����������� "Bigger they are�" Rand said.
����������� "The harder they are to kill, you stupid runt."
����������� Lord Kathro charged Fergus, a huge two-handed sword appearing in his hand out of thin air. Killum, Asha, Rand, and Tiana raced toward the Dark Lord, while Fergus seemed to dig in his heels and wait for the necromancer.
����������� They met with a great clash of steel on steel. Fergus was greatly outclassed, though. Lord Kathro knocked him around. All Fergus could do was parry. Rand reached them first, swinging his battle-axe at Lord Kathro's Achilles' tendon. The necromancer spun around, parrying that strike easily. He kicked Rand in the chest, sending the dwarf flying across the roof. Killum reached him next. Fergus lunged forward to bloody the tip of his sword in the Dark Lord's ribs.
����������� "Aagh!" he gasped.
����������� The furious necromancer smashed Killum aside with a savage blow. Then he stepped into Asha's attack, punching her in the face, before backhanding Fergus. Tiana skidded to a stop when he spun around to her, sword raised for a killing blow.
����������� "Leave her alone!"
����������� Rand flew in and kicked the Dark Lord in the face. He staggered back, before attacking the dwarf warrior with a savage series of cuts and thrusts. Rand staggered back in shock. Killum's breath caught, sure the dwarf was about to be slaughtered.
����������� "Don't touch my friend," Tiana snarled, suddenly next to Lord Kathro.
����������� She thrust her short sword at his heart, but his steel armor turned it aside. Then he hit her with his percussion spell, sending the redheaded thief flying backwards against the battlements. Tiana went limp, out cold.
����������� "Every bone in my body hurts," Killum grumbled as he struggled to his feet.
����������� Asha stood up beside him. "That's nothing. My hair even hurts."
����������� He couldn't think of anything to top that, so turned his full attention to Lord Kathro. The bastard was covered in blood, but every wound they'd scored was already healed. He was unstoppable.
����������� "He has to have a weakness," Killum said.
����������� "He does. A fetish for zombies," she said. "Don't see how that helps us."
����������� "Well, duh. Who doesn't like zombies," he replied. "What is your fetish?"
����������� A smile tugged at the corners of her lips. She gave a shrug. "Battle-mages."
����������� With that, the sorceress took off running at the Dark Lord. Killum gawked after her a second, and then followed. They had to end that fight quickly, or Lord Kathro would put an end to them. Maybe forever. Tiana was already down and out, and he doubted she'd return to the fight that day. Rand was racing to put himself between her and the necromancer.
����������� "Fight the evil overlord, they say," Fergus shouted angrily. "Win the battle, they say. Get the girl and have fun, they say. I'm still waiting for the fucking fun to start!"
����������� Asha attacked with her swords. That meant she still didn't have enough mana to fuel a spell. Killum checked, and he only had 2 mana. He didn't see any way to defeat a level 103 necromancer without both of their magic and a whole lot of luck.
����������� "Where's your god-damned dragon?" Fergus demanded. "We need backup."
����������� Killum stopped to look around. Where was Gye? What was the matter with that dragon? He knew they were fighting for their lives.
����������� "Gyevikxus."
����������� There was a swoosh, and he felt the dragon return to the helmet.
����������� At the same time, Rand shouted with battlejoy. He and Asha were defending Tiana's unconscious body with all they had. The Dark Lord was slowly pushing them back one painful step after the other. Fergus was shooting arrows, but they were bouncing off a magical shield.
����������� "Gyevikxus," Killum said. The dragon appeared before him atop the keep. Lord Kathro cried out as he spun around. "Kill the Dark Necromancer!"
����������� Gye spewed fire immediately, even as he rose up on his hind legs and turned to face the Dark Lord. Killum ran toward the fight, sword in hand. No mana for his shield, but determined to at least get a shot in on their enemy. Fergus, Rand, and Asha also threw themselves at Lord Kathro.
����������� "Do or die time, baby!" Rand shouted.
����������� Lord Kathro thrust both hands out at Gye. The dragon was hit by an explosive bursts that sent him flying back off the keep. He watched the evil bastard turn with a savage roundhouse that took out Asha and Rand, sending them flying into Fergus.
����������� As he turned toward Killum, the battle-mage knew a second of blind panic. He launched himself at the Dark Lord, and thrust his Dragon Knight sword straight at Lord Kathro's heart. The enchanted blade's tip hit thick steel�
����������� And pierced it.
����������� Killum and Lord Kathro stared at each other a long second, neither moving. When the Dark Lord started to lift his hands, the battle-mage took his sword in both hands and thrust it deeper with all of his might. The tip pounded out the back of the evil necromancer.
����������� "And this is for all the pain you cause me and my friends," Killum growled, before thrusting his dagger under Lord Kathro's chin, and up through his head. "Die, and don't even think about coming back."
����������� He held his foe's eyes as the life bled out. Blood bubbled out of the necromancer's mouth, and he slowly relaxed and died. Killum left the blades in him, holding them until Lord Kathro's corpse faded away.



Chapter 50
����������� The wind was cold that high. They flew above the clouds, though there were only a few scattered about. The world looked different up there. Warlord's Castle was just a speck, and Killum had to use his Farsee to even find it.
����������� The main features below were the vast forest to the south, and the soaring, white-peaked mountains to the north. At that height, the battle-mage could see the forests of the Kumar on the other side of the mountains. The kingdom that he might be a part of as Duke of Highcliff, Warlord of the Southern Reaches, and Governor of Malvurn Province. At least those were Duke Seth's titles. If nothing else, the castle was definitely his for as long as he could hold it.
����������� "See that haze to the west?" Gye asked. "That is smoke. Lord Kathro has started to build his host of undead by conquest. He is killing everyone and turning their dead bodies into his undead Dread Ones."
����������� "Can we stop him?"
����������� "I don't know, but I think we have to try."
����������� Taking on Lord Kathro again both excited and frightened him. The gamer inside wanted to go on a quest with his friends to fight and defeat their most deadly foe. Maybe there was some magical object hidden deep in some subterranean temple dungeon they could use to permanently defeat and kill the Dark Necromancer.
����������� After a month in the castle, they were all ready to do something. Anything.
Who knew being lord of the land was so damned boring?
����������� "Boring?" Gye cried. "You've been banging that hot little sorceress nonstop for the past month. And you say you're bored?"
����������� "Stop reading my mind."
����������� Thinking about Asha � and her silky smooth skin and amazing body � left him breathless and tingling. She was such a passionate woman, too. The sorceress attacked loveplay like a dungeon, all or nothing.
����������� "I can't, which means every time you jump on top of her I am forced � "
����������� "Stop. Too much information," Killum cried. "From now on, you're going back into the helmet before bedtime."
����������� "Thank you."
����������� "And don't you dare tell Asha anything about this," he said. "Otherwise, she'll never sleep with me again."
����������� With a mental command, Killum had Gye wheel around and begin their descent to Warlord's Castle. According to Gye, they were in early summer. They'd have a few months of warm weather, before winter and the snow came to bury the land. For that reason, the dragon didn't think Lord Kathro would attack the castle until spring. So they had six to nine months to prepare for it.
����������� They descended quickly. Soon, he could see his friends atop the keep. It was the site of their greatest victory, and where they liked to hang out and enjoy the view while drinking beer and wine. Rand built a small grill in one corner, and Fergus hunted daily for the meat they ate. And at night, it was where Gye stood guard over them all.
����������� The huge black dragon spread his wings wide and glided in for a landing in the middle of the roof. Tiana stood between Rand and Fergus, looking off to the north. The dwarf was rubbing her butt.
����������� Asha was waiting for Killum in the middle of the roof. She and Tiana had found a vast wardrobe of sexy, silky feminine attire. While the thief only occasionally wore anything other than her usual garb, Asha changed outfits two or three times a day. At the moment she was wearing scarlet silk, and showing a lot of skin and cleavage. A fortune in gold, diamonds and rubies were draped here and there, sparkling in the bright sunlight.
����������� Killum thought she looked like an Indian goddess. With pointy ears and tilted eyes.
Asha. Elven sorceress (Lvl 27). +10 Light. PK: 8.
����������� They hadn't wasted all of their time on sex and booze. All five of them practiced their skills daily, leveling up slowly but surely. Killum reached level 30 as a battle-mage just that morning. Better even, they'd worked hard to increase their baseline of mana. Gye confirmed that all status maxed when respawned. So even if all of their mana was used in battle, if killed they would respawn with it back to their baseline.
����������� Asha had reached 2500 mana baseline, while Killum was close behind with 2000.
����������� Killum slid out of the saddle beside Gye. Asha rushed up and threw her arms around him, kissing him passionately. Gye said something about a room, and moved to the northeast corner to curl up and rest.
����������� "You got back just in time," Fergus said. He pointed to the north. Just on the horizon a column of brightly colored knights in a column of two was coming into view. There were lots of brightly colored pennants and flags, including one he'd learned was the Kingdom of Kumar's flag. "The king's emissary will be here before dark, which means you have to host him for dinner."
����������� A messenger arrived a week earlier, heralding the approach of the Baron and Baroness of Winterview, Royal Emissaries of His Majesty King Taran Hammerfist and Queen Gwen the White. They were assured it wasn't a war party, but sent for a meet and greet with the new Duke of Highcliff and Warlord of the Southern Reaches.
����������� "Party," Rand cried.
����������� "Don't look at me," Tiana said. "I'm a guest here, too. I'm not cooking."
����������� "Looks like I'm going to make a bad first impression," Killum said. They laughed. "It doesn't matter. They know we're just a troupe of Immortal adventurers."
����������� "No," Asha said. "We're the conquerors of Warlord's Castle. And it's good to be the victors."
THE END
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