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Demon's Quest
Grimdark Adventures Online
By Tom Gallier
 
            War drums beat in the middle distance. Tater felt their deep base thump in his chest. The great horned helmet limited what he could actually hear. He strode through the battlefield, the corpses of the dead strewn all around. Trees roared with the flames consuming them, set afire by the mages' fireballs, tinting the sky black and red. All of the dead were goblin and orc NPCs, since players vanished upon death.
            "Goblins at two o'clock!" Tater shouted and pointed at them with his bloody great sword. The five goblin warriors all stopped to gawk at him. Tatar grinned with wicked glee at the mobs. "Yeah, this is going to hurt, ya little buggers."
            None of them had their race and class displayed above their heads, so had to be Non Player Characters. No one played a goblin in Grimdark Adventures Online. They were all mobs, so just meat for him to grind beneath his hobnailed boots.
            The five foot tall goblin warriors probably thought of him as a steel giant. Black plate armor sheathed his massively stout, seven foot frame. The only part of his body they could see was his eyes. The spikes and horns on his armor gave him a monstrous look.
            "Haha! Kill them all!"
            The goblins threw their flint-tipped spears. Tater bellowed his war cry and charged the little bastards. To their credit, the goblins didn't run or scatter. Each carried a single throwing spear and a bow. They started pelting the giant tank with arrows.
            Most of the flint arrowheads shattered upon impact with his armor, the rest deflected harmlessly. Tater shook his head and laughed, though he admired their bravery. They didn't know his armor was enchanted, so their pathetic stone-age weapons couldn't even scratch him.
            Tater smashed them. To their credit, the little monsters didn't run. The big tank swung his great sword. Two of the three remaining goblins ducked, but he clove the third in half. Hot, green goblin blood showered him when the little guy's upper body separated from his hips and legs.
            He experienced a certain visceral pleasure at feeling the life blood of his enemies. That VR MMORPG really was better than real life in so many ways.
            I'm going to love living here full time.
            Both remaining goblins retrieved an intact spear. One of them thrust at his helmet's eyeholes, while the other circled around behind him. They might be small, but goblins weren't that easy to kill en masse. Goblins fought like a wolf pack, constantly swarming around their foes, darting in to inflict one small injury after another until they bleed them out.
            "Not today," Tater sneered. "I'm not some newb to be taken out so easily."
            Spinning around, he attacked the sneaker. The goblin didn't back down, and went for it all by thrusting his spear at Tater's unarmored armpit. No armor in the game protected that spot. Tater turned his body, clamping down his left arm, and only received a minor cut. Two HPs ticked off as pain lanced into his core, and then that arm felt a little heavier.
            Tater brought his sword straight down upon the goblin's head, and clove him in two.
            "No one defeats Tatar!" he shouted, and turned to engage the last goblin.
            That little green bastard thrust his spear at the big knight's head. He parried with his sword, rendering the spear useless. He thrust at the goblin's heart, but the little monster dodged aside. They proved quite nimble fighters.
            "Hurry up and die, you little bastard."
            "No, you die!" the goblin shouted, and shot an arrow into Tater's left eyehole.
            The pain was intense. He felt that arrow penetrate to the back of his skull. HPs ticked off at an alarming rate. Tater found himself down to HP 179/300 by the time he dropped to one knee and yanked the arrow out.
            "What the hell?" he croaked out. "Poisoned arrow? That's cheating! Caleb!"
            The vicious little goblin barked a cruel laugh, pulled a long knife, and came toward Tater with blood in his eyes. The black knight waited, feigning weakness. Then once the goblin moved well within striking distance, Tater lunged at him and swung his sword.
            "Gotcha," he gasped. "Caleb!"
            "Right here, boss," Caleb said. It irritated Tater how the healer called everyone "boss." The tall, slim human healer dropped to one knee before the wounded knight. "Hold still. This will only take a second."
            Caleb placed a hand over the eyehole, closed his eyes, and sent his healing magic into Tater. The knight felt the pain bleed away, while he watched his HP bar go from 174/300 to 248/300.
            "Sorry, boss, but that's all I can give you right now," Caleb said. "The battle's running long, so I need to conserve some."
            "Good enough," Tater said. "I can see with that eye again. Thanks."
            "Orcs coming in a ten o'clock!" Bull shouted to his left.
            Tater anchored the right flank of the Company's five-man tank squad, while Bull was their squad leader. The Colonel gave them two healers for this raid, so he had high confidence they'd take and sack the fortress.
            He glanced that way and spotted the orc warriors. "Ten orc tanks? Dammit."
            Every one of them looked to be players, too. Killing goblins and barbarian warriors was a fun afternoon raid. Fighting other players changed everything. He quickly checked the HP bar at the bottom of his vision: HP 248/300.
            Looking good, he thought. This ought to be fun.
            Tater locked eyes with an orc warrior. He was just as well-armored, armed with a two-handed sword. The orcs stood on the other side of the deep-water creek. The creek was too wide to jump across, so the orcs all came over the arching stone bridge.
            The orc met Tater at the end of the stone bridge in a clash of steel. The bridge was just wide enough for a cart or wagon, with two foot high walls on each side to keep the wheels from rolling off. It was the strategic point that his squad had to capture. The two tanks pounded at each other with swords, and Tater used his dagger offensively as much as his sword.
            The orc started to give ground. Tater slowly backed him up onto the bridge, pushing him back, back, back. The orc wore an open-faced helmet, so the human knight could see the frustration on his bestial face.
            "Looks like you are going to fail to defend this bridge, orc," Tater taunted.
            "I disagree," the orc snarled, dark eyes flashing.
            He kicked straight up into Tater's chin, and then thrust his sword into the middle of the knight's breastplate. Tater's armor held, but he lost 8 HPs just with that blow. And then the orc sent a roundhouse to his head. That blow left the big knight dizzy, HP dropped another 10 points. But it would take more than that to take out Tater.
            "Orc, I'm going to – "
            "Die," the orc interrupted, and charged him.
            The orc ducked under Tater's attempt to decapitate, lowered his shoulder, and smashed into his chest. That hard hit sent Tater back and over the wide of the bridge.
            Oh shit! Tater thought when he hit the water.
            Water rushed inside his armor, as his arms and legs flailed helplessly. He could feel the water pressure building as he sank deeper and deeper. His armor was the thickest he could buy in the game, with the best defensive enchantments. Try as he might, Tater couldn't swim in that heavy plate.
            HPs ticked off at a furious rate after he couldn't hold his breath any longer. Drowning proved more horrible and traumatic than he ever imagined. And it took forever to die!
 
            Touch luck, sir Knight. You have been slayed!
 
            After that totally unnecessary pop up, everything went black. And then his world lit up again.
            Tater sat up on his cot back in the Company's barracks. It was his respawn site.
            "That totally sucks," he cried, and slammed his fist into the wall.
            By Company rules, only the survivors of a battle received part of the loot taken. Since the fight was seven hours march away, Tater couldn't possibly get back in time to earn some of the loot.
            "I might as well log out," he said, scowling. "The Company won't return until tomorrow."
            He pulled up his Heads Up Display. Reaching out, he touched that "LOG OUT" button on the lower right. Everything went black for a few seconds, and…
            "Oooh, crap," Tatiana gasped. She looked around her hospital room. No doctors or nurses to be seen or heard, she had no family to visit, and the curtains were closed to block the late afternoon sun. "Even more gloomy and depressing than that battlefield. Real life sucks."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 2
 
            Tatiana Resnik removed her game helmet, and then the suit's gloves. She looked at her hands, expecting to see the blood of her vanquished game foes, but they looked disappointingly clean and delicate.
            "These aren't Tater hands," she whispered, running her fingers through her short blonde hair. She kept it short because it was easier to wash in her condition. "But wow. That battle was fun, up until the end."
            She frowned. All of her game friends would have fun pointing out her untimely demise. As the Battle Knight Tater, Tatiana rarely found herself on the receiving end of those good-natured jokes and taunts. Her friends would be merciless. It was bad enough being Tater's first death in over two months, but the orc took him out pretty easily.
            "I can't believe I drowned," she muttered. The memory made her stomach sour, and skin goose-flesh. "That sucked rotten eggs."
            Tatiana glanced at the clear bag hanging next to her bed. She'd been fed intravenously for the last six weeks, so her stomach was as empty as it could be. For some reason that didn't satisfy her thirst, so she still drank tiny bits of water. The doctors and nurses tried to stop her, but sometimes she just had to drink something. The nurses would give her small cups of crushed ice for her thirst, but she would allow it to melt and then drink it. Thankfully, while in the game she didn't feel that constant, insatiable need for water.
            It was too early for her sleeping pill, so Tatiana decided it best to return to the game. Maybe Tater could explore the village around the Company's castle. It'd be fun to get drunk. Maybe tumble a serving girl. Since being diagnosed with inoperable brain cancer, she'd spent as much time as possible working on her main character, Tater. Her insurance agreed to pay for her full immersion as a perma-player in Grimdark Fantasy Online upon her death.
            It wasn't real life, but life in the game proved a pretty awesome existence.
            "I wonder if Josie is working tonight?"
            That mob was her favorite serving girl at the tavern. The hot, busty redhead had a fiery personality. She was a lot of fun to drink with, and sleep with. Since Tatiana played a male character, and no one in the Company knew Tater was a chick playing a guy, she learned to enjoy the same things the other men did. Being with a woman, even if it wasn't real, took some time, but now she looked forward to the sweeter caresses of women.
            "That game's messed up my head," she said. "I need a break from Tater. Might as well work on my alt-character a bit."
            Tatiana wondered if playing a male character after death was a good idea. Tater's violent character and game lifestyle got to her at times. So she revisited her alt-character, Tania, every so often to level her up just in case she decided to go that route.
            Tania was everything Tatiana never was and always wanted to be: tall, gorgeous, strong, and fearless. She created the raven-maned human rogue just to play a female character, though she still wasn't sure about choosing a rogue as a perma-player. But if she made Tania big and strong enough to be a tank like Tater, the character would just be a male-like character without a dick. And all body parts worked in the game.
            "Maybe I should change her to an Amazon Battle-mage. It would be nice to have magic."
            After putting her helmet back on, Tatiana pulled the gaming suit's gloves on. The skin-tight bodysuit reminded her of a full-body stocking. It was stark white, so if one looked you could make out her nipples and pubic patch. It had to be that tight to hold all of the sensors in place. The hospital hooked into the console and used the suit to monitor her vitals, so she didn't have to wear a hospital robe.
            The Grimdark Adventure Online rep promised she wouldn't suffer any loss of sensory interaction with the game once she went full-time. He swore ninety-nine point nine percent of it was mental anyway. The suit was more to control her body, to keep it from reacting to her violent gameplay, and to monitor her vitals to ensure she didn't get dangerously stressed out. Indeed, he said going full-time would enhance her experience.
            "Virtual reality is better than real life, they say," Tatiana muttered. "It can't be any worse than the miserable life I've had."
            Relaxing, she tapped a button on the side of her helmet and RL melted away.
            "Hello, Tania," she said to the prompt asking her which character she wanted to play.
            Two bright, smiling faces floated in the blackness before her. One was Tater. His neck looked thick and powerful, and the body below stood tall and almost square in its massiveness. Next to him was a slightly smaller picture of a human woman, with waist length black hair, emerald green eyes, and a body to die for. Tania was the woman she'd always wanted to be, but genetics denied her. In RL Tatiana stood barely five feet even, with a petite body that made everyone think she was a child.
            Being cursed with a small, weak body, Tater's raw strength called to her. Yet, there was a certain allure to Tania, too. So her now invisible hand reached out and tapped the Tania picture. Options appeared. Play Now? Adjust Character? Delete Character?
            Tatiana tapped the Adjust Character? button.
            Tater's picture vanished, and she seemed to explode through the Tania picture. In a flash, Tatiana stood in a dark room. Tania stood perfectly still upon a raised platform in the middle of that small room. Her HUD was to the left, with Name: Tania, Race: Human, and Class: Rogue listed under her remarkably lifelike face. Her Character Level (12) was shown just to the right of the picture, with her current Experience Points next to it. All skills and attributes listed were listed below Class. Tania's skills were Stealth, Thievery, Archery, Swordsmanship, Hand-to-hand combat, and Horsemanship. Attributes were Health, Charisma, Strength, Endurance, and Quickness, and were displayed along the bottom of her vision.
            She frowned at Health. It stood at HP168/200 after her last misadventure with Darma, but the game rep said once she went permanent it would reset to a high of 100. Perma-players lost some of the benefits of being regular players. Most skills and attributes wouldn't change, but that one would only show her actual level of health as if she was a living person, so no going over 100% for her.
            That will not be good for Tater, but if I change his class I'll have to start over from scratch. Just thinking about starting over from scratch made her heart race.
            Tania's Experience Points showed 899. Once she reached XP 1000 she would level up and the game would give her points to add to skills and attributes. The game was pretty chintzy with the points it gave out, making it damned hard to level up. Again, the game rep warned her perma-players are further hindered in leveling up, since they didn't want super-powered perma-players. 
            While she put most of Tater's earned points in Strength, Endurance, and fighting skills, Tatiana boosted Charisma, Stealth, and Swordsmanship (in that order) on her Alt-character. Tater was a beast, designed to kill and destroy, while Tania was her charmer, her rogue.
            "I need to work on her combat skills, just in case," she said. So she turned from the HUD and examined the actual avatar. Tatiana smiled, loving how Tania looked. Yet… "I wonder if she'd be better as a redhead?"
            She pulled up Hair, then Color, and changed it to Red. The avatar's lustrous black hair turned flame red. Tatiana thought that too striking for someone so dependent on stealth. So she dialed the color darker until it became a gorgeous auburn.
            "No, not working for me," she said. Hair color snapped back to black. Then she reconsidered that spectacular body. Too much? Yes, but Tatiana had been slight of build with no boobs to speak off all of her twenty-four years. "Yeah, the bikini model body stays."
            That brought up clothes. Tania stood before her in her only outfit: white silk long-sleeved shirt, wine-red brocade vest, brown leather pants with silver decorations up the outer seam, and black thigh high boots. The boots were designed for horseback riding, so practicality over fashion. Stilettos were a thing in the game, but she wasn't so vain as to override common sense that much, even though it was much easier to walk in heels in the game. A wide black belt held her red leather coin purse, a long belt knife, and two throwing daggers in back. Tania had a slightly curved elven sword strapped across her back, the elaborate hilt protruding over her right shoulder. Everything appeared in good condition.
            The original outfit the game gave her was long gone, destroyed. She'd purchased everything she wore, including the weapons. Well, an elven mage she killed dropped the enchanted sword. It was hers until someone killed her.
            Her fifty-slot inventory was mostly empty, but held the loot she gained when she and Darma broke into a merchant's house and robbed him. That had proved to be her bloodiest, most brutal adventure as Tania, so she felt she truly earned the treasure she stole.
            "Looks good. Let's play," Tatiana said, and tapped the Play button.
            She heard the usual Whoosh sound, and opened her eyes in her respawn site. It was a residence inn in the city-state of Haven. Tania looked around at the familiar room and smiled.
            The walls were the dull off-white of that world's raw plaster. They had painted the door and window shutters white to protect the wood. The floor was unstained wood, worn smooth by countless feet. The corner bed was nothing but a straw mattress atop a wooden frame, with wide leather straps to hold the mattress. The sheets were threadbare and permanently stained brown. A ceramic chamber pot rested under the bed.
            "It's too early to stir up trouble," she said, walking over to look out the window. It was roughly the same time of day as in her RL, so late afternoon. "Might as well explore the city a little, and then grind out some experience points tonight."
            The best way for her to earn XPs was to break into a well-guarded merchant's house (which was this game's version of an urban dungeon) and rob it. She'd get to fight and kill guards, maybe even some magical Otherworld creatures or demons, and earn a lot of XPs in doing so. The bloodier, the grimmer the activity, the more points Grimdark Adventures Online gave up.
            "I especially need to work on my martial skills."
            Leveling up in the game bestowed a minimum of 5 points to distribute however she chose. Though it was always tempting to put more points into Charisma and Stealth, she was briefly captured during her last adventure due to her less than stellar fighting skills.
            Tania checked her HUD. Swordsmanship 8. Hand-to-hand 5. Archery 5.
            And those were her only fighting skills. In a world where most mob soldiers and watchmen would be the equivalent of a player with a skill level 3 to 5, she was good but not great. So with skill level 3 being average, she thought a skill level of 9 should be her minimum goal. Yeah, that was going to take a while to accomplish.
            The shutters were open to let in the light and a gentle breeze. No glass. Only the richest merchants and nobles could afford plate-glass. The inn was near the middle of The Slopes, that part of the city that rose up dramatically to a plateau two hundred feet above. Haven stretched out below her, sprawling across three hills and protected by thick granite walls. There were no walls along the sea shore, or Dock Quarter. Her eyes stopped on a fortress-like brownstone structure.
            That was the House of Niclas, which she robbed the previous weekend. Best to stay clear of the docks for another week or so. Niclas and his hired thugs were probably still looking for her. Yet, it was the largest district in the city, and divided up by canals. A girl could get lost in there pretty easy.
            "Of course, if I find Darma and then we go off and rob Niclas again, I bet we'd score a lot more experience points because of the danger."
            That thought made her skin tingle.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 3
 
            Tania walked around the room a few minutes to re-acclimate herself to the avatar's body, center of gravity, weight distribution. Yeah, those boobs made a difference. That world had undergarments, and even had fine feminine foundation garments, but they didn't have brassieres. She didn't want to wear a corset, so she attracted a lot of masculine stares as she bounced around the city.
            A bronze key waited in the door's lock, half-turned so no one could push it out of the way from the corridor or peek through. With a last glance around, she turned the key and headed out into the world. She was careful to lock the door again, since thieves were rampant in the city. The key went into her coin purse.
            The inn's hallway was dark and narrow, and the floor uneven. She rented there because it was cheap and the innkeeper didn't ask questions. Darma had a room there, as well, which was her respawn site. Indeed, most of the residents were players, with the rest being poor working class mobs.
            She found a pair of dwarves, an elderly half-elf, and two streetwalkers in the common room. All mobs. Esmeraldine and Kassia lived on her floor, and hadn't dressed for work yet. The half-elf was a down on his luck farrier who did odd jobs, and the dwarves were unknown to her. She paused to admire the level of detail in that game. They even had homeless mobs all over the city.
            "There you are," Olaf shouted, stepping through the kitchen door. "Are you hiding from me again?"
            Tania froze. She'd wanted to avoid him, but that man seemed to have a Divining Skill or something. He had a knack for jumping out of doors and dark places unexpectedly.
            "Hi, Olaf. Why would I ever hide from you, sweetie?"
            The innkeeper was a tall, potbellied mob with a peg leg and eye patch. He claimed to have lost both eye and leg in a great battle, but rumor said he accidently poked his eye out running with a knife in hand, and then lost his leg when he refused to pay for a whore. 
            "Don't give me that sweetie crap, Tania. Your rent is due in three days. You know I don't like it when you wait to the last minute, or are late."
            "Ah, come on, Olaf, when have I ever been late with the rent?"
            "Last month."
            "Okay, other than – "
            "Every other month, Tania," he interrupted, and then scowled at her. "You got rent?"
            She didn't want to pay until after she hocked her loot, but she actually had the rent money. Though, that would take the last of her coin. Tania reluctantly pulled her purse off, and dumped its contents in her hand. She counted out twenty crowns copper and placed them on the bar. Olaf made to sweep them into his other hand.
            "Wait," Tania said, placing her hand atop his to stop him. She caught his dark eyes. His eyes widened when she bit her lip, and gave him a suggestive wag of her brows. "How about a wager? Double or nothing?"
            Her high charisma made men want to please her. It also made them want a lot more from her, but it still helped her manipulate them to her best interest. Despite how gruffly he dealt with her, Olaf wasn't immune. He'd even offered to take the rent payment in other, more pleasurable ways.
            "No! I never win your wagers," he said, and tried to take the rent money again.
            Tania clung to his hand. "What if I sweeten the pot a little? If you win, I'll give you double the rent and I'll spend the night with you."
            Hungry eyes dropped to her chest. It looked like he got lost in her cleavage a moment, but then shook himself out of it. Olaf yanked his hand free, taking the rent money.
            "I'm not falling for your wicked feminine charms again, Tania. You mess my head up with thoughts of sex, and then easily beat me," he said. "I'm finished playing your little head games."
            "Your loss, my friend," she said, giving him a sultry look that made Olaf flush bright red. "Think about it. Maybe next month?"
            Olaf hurried away with his money, giving her a dark look just before passing through the door. He was gone before she could ask for an ale, so Tania strode over to the dwarves' table.
            "Hi, guys, I'm Tania. Aren't you a handsome pair," she said, picked up one of their mugs and took a long pull of it. "Mmm, good stuff. Thanks, boys, I needed that."
            She turned and headed for the door. Kassia stopped her. The streetwalker had a look of contempt on her face.
            "You ever get punched out for stealing ale like that?"
            "Just once," she said. The rogue leaned close, eyes narrowing. "So I killed him."
            With that, she strode out into the street. What Tania didn't say was the damned warrior that punched her had come after her with his sword, so she killed him in self-defense. It might be a brutal world, but she didn't want to become a cold-bloodied murderer. Of course, it helped if others thought of her as merciless.
            The narrow, twisting street proved crowded. The noise level amazed her, considering it was just people and animals. No cars or jackhammers. Just living creatures. Men shouted, women and children laughed. A vender selling sweet meats called out to passersby.
            So thrilling.
            The day proved exceptionally beautiful, with a warm gentle breeze out of the south pushing small white clouds through the bright blue sky. The smell of spring filled the air and everywhere birds sang merrily.
            She paused to watch two blue and one black dragon descending to the city, riders on their backs. They landed up above in Eastkeep. Haven had a civilian dragon cote down in the city below. Tater couldn't ride dragons, being too large, but she could. She added that to her Things to Do list.
            Dragon rider would be an awesome skill to have.
            Tania strolled through the dark twisting streets of the Slopes. Three switchback streets twisted and turned up the two hundred foot slope from the city below to Eastkeep. The rest of the Slopes was a maze of smaller streets and alleys, with many being nothing but stairs. She began the tedious descent, taking as many stairs as streets.
            People made way for the tall warrior woman. The long black hilt of her sword jutting over her right shoulder had a way of drawing attention. It told everyone to stay out of her way, and the common mobs did make way for her, too. Though, male warriors did not, so she went around them. As Tater, she'd have challenged them to a fight, but Tania didn't want trouble during that session. Not yet, anyway.
            I'll stir up some trouble later, she thought with a twinkle in her eyes. How else does a hot little rogue like me level up in the game?
            Getting into fights and using her Skills wouldn't actually make her skill levels rise. Basically, it would give her experience points to level up. When her character rose to the next level, the game would give her points to distribute.
            Tania did have a fearsome reputation on the mean streets of Haven. She might not be at Tater's skill level, but she fought with a viciousness and tenacity that scared men. No one that knew Tania took her fighting skills lightly. Grimdark Fantasy Online gathered the most brutal, merciless players, so as a woman she had be five times as brutal to be taken half as seriously.
            As she wandered through the streets of Haven, Tania enjoyed the attention she received. Male mobs and players alike did double-takes, and she saw desire in their eyes. Women she considered quite beautiful gave her wary or dirty looks.
            It was heady. If only men would look at me like that in real life.
            From her raised location, Tania could see most of the port city as she went. Castle Crest was the centermost hill, and the largest within the city walls. The royal palace crowned that hill, with most of the upper nobility's homes surrounding it. Defensive walls surrounded the hill. To the south of that sat Kessel Hill, and she found Nob Hill to the north. Most of the richest merchant, mage, and noble families lived upon those three hills.
            She worked her way down, and then passed between Castle Crest and Nob Hill, before plunging into Chauncer Quarter. The city's poorest of the poor lived there, in tumbledown shacks and tenements, and too often in the squalor of that quarter's back alleys.
            Tania stopped at an intersection to allow a squad of City Guardsmen to march by in their red-painted helmets and dull gray chain mail. They were all mobs, including their officer in his shiny breastplate and plumed helmet. In the Chauncer Quarter, Guardsmen never went out with less than a full eleven man squad. She knew the quarter well, despite it being the most rundown, decadent, and dangerous section of a city known as a sanctuary for pirates, outlaws, and thieves. It was never a good idea to walk the streets alone there during the day and was for all practical purposes suicide to do so at night.
            She started across the street after watching the Guardsmen vanish into the crowd. A yell of ‘heads up’ stopped her dead in her tracks. She scanned the windows above quickly and located the woman, stepped back, and watched as the old lady emptied the contents of a chamber pot out of a second floor window. The people below scattered. 
            The rogue then noticed the flower box outside the window and smiled. It was full of bright and cheery flowers. Tania loved spring. It was her favorite time of year. And to see a little beauty in even that part of town brightened her spirits even further.
            Keeping an eye over her shoulder, Tania continued toward the Docks. There was a shop just inside that quarter where she liked to sell the jewelry and gemstones she "acquired" in her adventures. Her high charisma worked especially well on that old mob, so she could wheedle a few extra crowns out of him.
            As she walked down one particularly dark and menacing stretch, she noticed a single yellow flower struggling to survive between the cobblestones. It grew at the entrance to an alley that she could hear voices and laughter coming from. As she stepped up to the flower, she noticed a group of men in a loud game of dice. She pushed them from her mind and squatted before the flower. It was about the size of her fist and looked somewhat like a rose. She had never seen one before. She reached out and plucked it. Then standing, she held it to her nose. It possessed a strong and sweet fragrance like a rose. Closing her eyes, she inhaled deeply.
            A hand grabbed her hair and jerked her into the alley. Tania was flung face first against the wall. A man loomed behind her, and then started pounding painful punch after punch into her back as she was sprawled against the wall. The force of the blows drove the wind from her lungs.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 4
 
            After what seemed an eternity, they turned Tania around to face her attackers. Head hanging low, eyes unfocused, her knees buckled as she tried desperately to suck in air. 
            It's not right anything could hurt this much in a stupid game. Just kill me and get it over with.
            Death hurt terribly, but at least it healed all injuries. Her health would snap back to HP 200/200. And then she could start over, and not foolishly drop her guard in the Chauncer Quarter.
            Someone then pulled her sword out.
            "Uh oh."
            A hand grabbed Tania by the hair and jerked her head back. Eyes finally focusing, she found herself surrounded by a small group of big angry men. Local bravos, little better than thugs for hire. But the man holding her head back looked frighteningly familiar.
            “I've been looking for you, Tania,” Bruno said with a slight lisp. “I missed your quick wit.”
            “Bruno,” she managed to croak out. “You filthy piece of shit.”
            He slammed a fist into her belly. It hurt way too much. She gasped and gagged on the verge of throwing up. That ended in a miserable groan.
            “Not one of your funnier remarks,” he said. “Tell us, where is that delightful two-bit whore of a friend of yours? What’s her name... Darma?”
            Bruno stood before her with a look of triumph in his eyes. He reeked of unwashed human flesh and alcohol. His dark brown hair and beard looked even greasier than his clothes. He'd lost a lot of weight since their last dustup. His face looked gaunt, with dark circles around his eyes.
            She quickly checked her health. HP 149/200. Not bad considering. Still, that put her at about 75%. Then she noticed his eyes drop down to her cleavage. Not good.
            “You seem to have fallen on bad times,” Tania said after regaining her wind. That brought his eyes back up, and then narrowed. She disdainfully looked him over. “Gods, you look pathetic.”
            He grabbed her face in a viselike grip. “How I look is the least of your worries.” 
            “My...what a pronounced lisp you have,” she taunted. “Apparently, I didn’t bite off as much as I thought.”
            Bruno had commanded the house guards when Tania and Darma robbed the House of Niclas the previous weekend. Unfortunately, the merchant’s guards caught them in the act. Tania bit his tongue off when he tried to kiss her, planning to do much worse. The women managed to break loose and escape in the ensuing chaos.
            “You will pay dearly for that bitch,” he said between tightly clenched teeth. "I've visited the temple of Dovasa every day since, praying for vengeance. And now the goddess has delivered you to me."
            Tania didn't know what to say about that. The game's pantheon of gods did meddle in the affairs of mobs and players alike. She wondered if they were AI-driven gods, or employees whose job was to make it "interesting" for the players. But could Dovasa really have guided her to Bruno? Was Tania's path through the city influenced by the Goddess of Vengeance?
            “Why don’t you try sticking your tongue down my throat again? I’ll wager I can bite the rest off.”
            “I have no intentions of making the same mistakes this time. You won’t escape me again.” 
            “Hey, Bruno,” one of the other men asked. “Are you just going to talk or what? She's pretty. I vote we have some fun before selling what's left of her to slavers.”
            That wasn't good. She couldn't escape slavery by logging out. Tania would have to escape, or ditch that character and create a new "Tania." Basically, starting from scratch.
             “No, Tania's fate isn't slavery. Niclas put a one thousand crown reward on her head.” Bruno pushed his face in close. She averted her face to avoid a victory kiss, feeling his hot breath on her cheek. "He's vowed to cut your head off and put it on a stake."
            "Well, that's just rude," she said.
            "We can have fun with her first, right?" the other bravo asked.
            Bruno pressed against her, both hands grabbing her boobs through her clothes. He caught and held her eyes.
            "We're going to have a lot of fun with her," he said, voice low and menacing. "Before we sell her to Niclas for the reward."
            “Don’t count your money yet,” Tania said.
            Her knee came up hard between Bruno's legs. He froze, an incredulous look on his face. Tania then stomped down on the foot of the man on her right.
            The bravo screamed as her heel shattered those small bones. She jerked her arm free and punched Bruno in the throat with one fluid motion. Then she brought her right knee up into the third bravo’s stomach before swinging him around into the wall. Pulling her arm free she turned to confront the remaining men.
            “Your fortunes seem to be taking a turn for the worse,” she laughed. Then she reached up over her right shoulder for her sword. She grinned wickedly at them. "The gods giveth, and I taketh away."
            Tania stopped when her hand found empty air. No sword.
            “Looking for this?” Bruno asked, stepping forward and brandishing her elven blade.
            “Shit!”
            “Yield!”
            “Never.”
            “You can’t escape. There’s ten of us, and we all have swords,” Bruno said as he slowly stalked forward.
            "Maybe, but you can't kill me. Niclas will only pay if I'm delivered to him alive."
            She'd hoped that would make him set the sword aside. By his ragged look, Bruno really needed the bounty money. Desperately.
            “Personally, I would love for you to put up a fight. I want to carve you up, bad. You got me fired. Now I live in this filthy alley. Because of you no one will hire me. Gods, how I want to pay you back in the most bloody way imaginable!” He looked her in the eyes and grinned mirthlessly. "Besides, Niclas never said how alive you had to be."
            In Haven, might was right. The City Guard didn't care if citizens killed criminals. A rich merchant like Niclas only had to tell the authorities that he killed her for robbing him. They wouldn't even investigate to see if it was true.
            “As much as I'm touched by your sob story,” Tania said. “I really don't want to play with you jerk-offs today.”
            Growling low, Bruno moved in. Tania backed away from the razor sharp blade until her back pressed against the wall. She looked around desperately for anything to defend herself with. Then she remembered her belt knife and two daggers.
            In one lightening quick motion Tania reached back, pulled a dagger, and threw it at Bruno’s face. He barely managed to deflect it. Then, before he could completely recover, the young rogue attacked with her knife and other dagger.
            The only thing that saved Bruno’s life was the other bravos charging in. She still managed to give him two nasty cuts, one across the left cheek and the other on his left arm.
            The others forced her away from Bruno, and then pushed her back against the wall. She held them at bay with just the knife and dagger, but she didn’t go unscathed herself. She took a painful cut on her left thigh and another on her right shoulder. Then just as Tania thought she was a goner, they all stepped back.
            “Yield,” one called out, a tall blonde bravo.
            “We don’t want to kill you, wench,” another said. “Yield now and no one here will hurt you.” 
            HP 103/200 flashed at the bottom of her vision. 
            Tania glared at them through tousled hair, huffing and puffing. Her arms felt like lead. Only the bravos' lack of skill allowed her to remain alive. Having a primary motive to capture, they protected their own lives and failed to push her past her abilities.
            For a second she entertained thoughts of surrender, but then visions of the hell that would entail flashed through her mind. Yeah, she wouldn't survive their plundering of her body. Players might joke about the supposed joys of death by sex, but that wasn't a death she'd wish for her worse enemy.
            “Do I look that stupid?” Tania asked. “If I yield, then you bastards will spend the rest of the day doing unspeakable things to me.”
            “Not true,” the blonde mob said smoothly. “If you surrender now, then I promise that we will be extra gentle. But if you force us to take you by force...well, all your nightmares will come true. Think about it, and yield.”
            “Remember, too, we intend on selling you to Niclas, so need you in one piece,” a short swarthy fellow said.
            “Wrong answer, dick breath,” Tania said and lunged at him.
            He parried her knife, but she buried her dagger in his lower belly, and then sliced back and forth to disembowel him. Bloody gray intestines spewed out all around his feet.
            As all eyes turned to the dying bravo Tania made a run for the street. Bruno cut her off. He began pounding away at her and slowly forced her back. A knife and dagger proved poor defense against a sword. It took all of her diminishing strength to parry his sword, and her hands and forearms began to ache terribly. HP dropped a few points with every blow. The others quickly joined him. She found herself unable to take the initiative because of the other bravo’s attacks. They forced her back to the wall again, but Bruno refused to let up. He continued to hammer away at her weakening defense.
            Then as the knife and dagger flew from her numb fingers, “Ha, I did it! I’ve defeated you!”
            “No!” she cried and kicked at his feet.
            Bruno jumped back and Tania went for him. Her nails left deep gouges in his face as her knee brutalized his groin. But the blonde bravo kicked her in the side, forcing her back.            Tania kicked the young bravo’s feet out from under him. As he fell, she darted past the other bravos and ran down the alley. She could hear Bruno screaming for them to go after her. She ran as fast as she could down the trash filled, twisting alley. Then rounding a bend, she came face to face with a ten foot wall.
            “Oh gods. Kaia save me!” she cried to the Goddess of Adventure.
            “Kaia won’t save you now, bitch. Dovasa has given you to me,” Bruno growled as he stalked in.
            The bravos all moved toward her with looks of grim determination. Desperately, she looked around for a way out. Unarmed and trapped, Tania steeled herself for the coming pain and humiliations.
            “Kaia, give me strength,” she muttered. Tania spotted the victorious glint in Bruno's eyes. She hated how much he'd savor this victory over her. “I will fight you to my last breath.”
            “Good,” Bruno said, glaring daggers as he eased closer and closer.
            Tania noticed her HP at 92/200. She felt weak and vulnerable. Her skin goose-fleshed at the prospect of death. It didn't matter that she'd respawn. Being defeated by such loathsome men humiliated her, and death in virtual reality had proven to be excruciatingly painful.
            "Kneel," Bruno demanded.
            "Never."
            "Don't make me chop your legs off at the knees," he sneered. "You know I'd enjoy it."
            Hot tears rolled down her cheeks as she flushed with humiliation. I hate playing this character. They'd never do this to Tater.
            Tania dropped to her knees before her hated foe. Wicked glee spread across his face.
            "Fuck you," she spat.
            “Die, bitch!” he cried and thrust the sword deep into her chest.
            Tania gasped, unable to scream, and grabbed the long silvery blade in her chest. She couldn’t believe the pain, worse than anything she'd ever experienced. Bruno sneered at her, twisting it before shoving the sword deeper. She felt the blade come out her back, snapping ribs front and back, even as its keen edge sliced her fingers to the bone. The rogue looked up into his face as blood dribbled out of her mouth. She didn’t want to die.
            Bruno reached out and grabbed her behind the neck as his comrades cried out in shock. They hadn’t been prepared for that any more than Tania. Then when she looked up into his face, he pulled her close and thrust the sword the rest of the way in. The long black hilt stuck out between her breasts obscenely. And the blood smeared blade protruding out her back made him smile.
            “Dovasa, I thank you for this victory,” he cried out to the heavens. “Now it's time to die, Tania.”
            He pulled her lips to his for a victory kiss.
            Bruno held the kiss until her lips went slack. He relaxed his hold on the sword and watched her crumble at his feet. Then with one foot on her neck, he pulled the sword out. It came out with a sickening, sucking noise, as the bravo threw back his head and laughed.
            "Yes! My vengeance is sweet!"
            Tania stared up at him, darkness closing in on all sides. His comrades angrily screamed at him and each other. Killing her deprived them of the reward, but Bruno didn't seem to care. He looked down on his handiwork. She lay on her back with her legs curled under her body and arms flung wide, unable to move or speak as the cold hand of death slowly pulled her down. 
            Bruno used her long hair to clean the sword blade and then removed the scabbard. Tania silently railed as she watched him taking her sword as a battle trophy. Besides, it was an Elven Steel blade and a powerful talisman. Sheathing the sword, he stuck it under his belt. Then he cut off her purse before standing.
            Raising the purse over his head, “The drinks are on Tania. Ha, I killed her with her own sword, and now the whore is going to pay for my victory celebration. Who said there wasn’t any justice in the world?” 
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 5
 
            Something seized and yanked Pjecha into another realm of existence, even out of his "mortal" body. The proud demon screamed threats as he fought to escape invisible bounds. Then he noticed the source of his enslavement. A player. His threats of death and dismemberment fell on uncaring ears. Players didn't fear death like others in the game. So he paused to study his nemesis.
            The player was a human mage calling himself Leonitas, High Mage of Haven. Level 25. Very powerful, and he knew a lot of magic. He also had access to more spells in the books he had acquired, mostly by underhanded means. He served a more powerful player, a warrior who'd conquered that city-state and made himself king. Their warrior guild now comprised the city's nobility.
            “I seek three talismans of power,” Leonitas said. “Tell me where they are, and I will return you back home.”
            Rage burned within. No one commanded Pjecha!
            Never, the demon roared into the mage's mind.
            “Very well,” he smiled maliciously.
            The High Mage pointed a finger at the small demon and a bolt of blue eldritch energy shot out. Pjecha screamed in pain. Leonitas smiled and hit him again. He asked once more and again the demon refused to cooperate. Shrugging, the mage sent one searing bolt after another for the next hour at the imprisoned demon.
            “The talismans I am looking for are important to me,” Leonitas said at length. “The first is the Shield of Dread.”
            Information on that powerful talisman filled the demon's thoughts. That info included exactly what the shield could and couldn't do, and its location.
            The Destroyer’s Shield?
            “Exactly,” he said. “The second is the Bracelet of Ratibor. And the third is the Necklace of Passage.”
            Despite not caring, and having no intention of helping the mage, the information about those two talismans also filled his mind. Finding things was his primary program as a demon, but it didn't mean he liked it or enjoyed it. He just knew where things were. Indeed, his principal function in the game wasn't to actually find things, but to wait in a dungeon until a player challenged him. If the player proved strong and cunning enough, then Pjecha would be killed and drop a Finding Stone upon his "death."
            Like a player, he always came back from death.
            I will not help you mortal, the demon said. Return me, or prepare to suffer the consequences.
            “Do not threaten me. I am your master now. You will obey me or suffer the consequences yourself.”
            The wizard then struck him with another bolt. Such pain! The demon couldn't believe it possible to inflict such agony upon him. He'd thought he would need a mortal body to suffer like that. Still, the demon stubbornly refused to help.
            He sensed another presence. Someone was coming. Could he use the new arrival against his foe?
            Foolish wizard! I know exactly where each of your precious talismans are located, but I will never reveal that information to you. Never!
            In a rage the wizard began blasting the demon.
            While concentrating on tormenting the demon, Leonitas failed to hear the knocks on his door. Pjecha reached out with his limited power, and urged the servant to open the door. The servant didn’t want to enter the High Mage’s chamber, but the King’s summons was urgent. The demon's supernatural influence helped make his decision. 
            Pjecha prepared to pounce, despite not having a corporal body. In some ways, that made it easier for him.

            You shall rue the day you summoned me!
            The servant pushed the door open and called out, startling the mage. Leonitas lost his concentration for a split second. It was enough.
            The demon broke its magical bonds. Pjecha streaked straight at the mage, but Leonitas threw up an arcane shield. Bouncing off the powerful energy shield, the demon circled the mage. He had to find a way to force the wizard to send him back, or he would be adrift in the world without a purpose.
            Then he realized there was a way. One of the talisman's Leonitas wanted could be used to return. He would use it against the mage, return to his proper place, and exact his final vengeance.
            I will delete his character, and make him start over from scratch, Pjecha thought, and flew away.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 6
 
            Pjecha floated just above the rooftops. He remained a small glowing cloud, no bigger than a man's head. The knowledge of the world was his; a heady feeling of power indeed. Back in his own corporal body, in his dungeon, Pjecha didn't have near that kind of power. The game considered him only average, but now he actually felt formidable.
            I have no purpose but vengeance now, he said. I feel lost. Adrift. I must return to my rightful place. And, I shall have my vengeance in doing so. That stupid wizard showed me the way.
            No talisman could help him in his present state. He required substance to use the talismans of the world. He needed an avatar. Floating above the city, Pjecha began his search. Thousands of people swarmed through the city. He needed one he could control. Then spying a likely prospect, he descended quickly.
            Pjecha was pleased. The NPC seemed weak. Perfect. The possession of the human male would be difficult, but it shouldn't take long to gather the talismans. The demon followed the staggering derelict a short ways. Then when the derelict fell he made his move.
            The demon darted down and entered the man's body. He immediately sat straight up with a look of terror on his face. Muncy knew something was wrong. Pjecha spoke to him within his head, trying to soothe his fears. The man screamed and strained to regain his senses. He thought something evil battled him for control of his body. Muncy fought the demon with all his strength, and then as suddenly as it had started, it ended. 
            Pjecha abandoned his body.
            The man looked around fearfully a second. "Must have been a bad mug of ale." Muncy stood up and continued on his way.
            The man is stronger than he looks, Pjecha said. He watched Muncy stumbling away. I need to find someone stronger, but willing to accept possession. I need someone I can control, but with the necessary strength and skills to succeed.
            Muncy might not have been the best choice after all. He was an old and weak NPC, with little will to even live. Pjecha needed someone young and strong. A warrior or adventurer. Most players had the skills he needed, but one of them would be harder to control. Would a threat to delete his carefully created main character be enough to force a player to cooperate?
            There was a way to keep a player from logging out. The hard part would be getting them to cooperate and do what he needed.
            He drifted over an alley and spotted a group of mob males chasing a female player. Even in his weakened state he could sense her fear and the males' anger. Pjecha thought the female a fool to surrender. Apparently, she couldn't tell that the leader of the males had no intention of taking her prisoner. He watched the male thrust a sword into the female, and then leave her for dead. 
            She's clinging to life pretty tenaciously, Pjecha thought. She might be the one.
            The demon quickly examined her injuries after the men departed. Lots of blunt force injuries, mostly to her ribcage. No internal injuries, except for the damage done by the sword. Since the mob pulled the blade out, it was well within his abilities to heal her body.
            I'll take her.
            Pjecha entered Tania's body.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 7
 
            This is the longest it's ever taken me to die, Tania thought. God as my witness, I'm going to rip Bruno a new asshole as soon as I respawn! I'll teach him to murder me in cold blood.
            The pain faded quickly. All she felt physically was a dull coldness, until an odd warmth invaded her core. That warmth slowly spread, and a tingling began where Bruno stabbed her. The darkness stopped creeping in, but left her with tunnel vision. Then she heard voices in the real world. Men started examining her body. Tania saw derelicts above her, their rough hands poking and grabbing.
            My body isn't even cold and already the vultures are arriving.
            "She be dead enough," a voice said. "Shame, too, she be purty. Ah well, her loss be our gain, right Corley?"
            Think again, moron, Tania thought. As soon as I finish dying, my body is going to vanish. Bet that freaks you out.
            "Right you are. She'll be dead before we finish," Corley said as he pulled her legs out from under her. "Her clothes look right new to me. Looky here, her boots ain't hardly got no scuffs on them. Her leather pants only got two holes in them, and that looks like real silver decorating the seams."
            "This is our lucky day."
            "The gods have smiled on us."
            Wait, if they strip me, will I respawn naked? Tania wondered with rising apprehension. I don't have another change of clothes for this character.
            "Ha, we can stay drunk for a week on what we get for them alone. And her shirt and vest be silk too. Even with the holes in them we can get enough for a whore each, I reckon," he said as he pulled the vest off. He then started unbuttoning her shirt. When he pulled that off, "The gods be praised! Gold! Looky here, Corley, she done got her a gold and two silver bangles them guys missed."
            Corley already had one of Tania's boots off and was in the process of pulling the other off. He dropped her leg and stepped forward.
            "Hot damn, boy, we're rich," Corley said. "We'll be knee deep in booze and wenches for a month."
            Tania had never felt so violated in RL or VR. But her attention was caught by something else, a voice inside her head. 
            Are you a helpdesk rep? she asked.
            No. I want to possess you for a short time.
            Tania panicked. Who are you? Bahrur?
            Who else? Bahrur was the only god she'd heard of to fuck with players by possessing them. He enjoyed forcing their avatars to do his bidding for short periods of time. And Bahrur, the ruler of Hel, was not known to be a compassionate master. The clerics that served him were one and all total jerks.
            No, I'm Pjecha.
            Not a name she'd ever heard, but she never really studied the pantheon of gods. She knew the gods and temples most important to avoid, like Bahrur who turned PCs into zombies just for giggles and grins. Other than that, she couldn't care less about the gods.
            What do you want with me?
            I need your help.
            Stupidest thing she'd ever heard in the game. It was a trick of some kind. Tania just needed to stall long enough for her body to die, and release her to respawn.
            I don't understand. Why would you need my help? Aren't you a god?
            No, I'm Pjecha. I am what you would call a demon. I need your help.
            She felt the panic rising again. Tania didn't want anything to do with demons. The game's meddlesome gods were bad enough. Demons were pure evil, and the lord only knew what vile things he'd make her do.
            I'm not interested. I'd rather just die and respawn.
            That scenario looked grim as well. The bums had her body stripped naked, and that's how she'd respawn back at the inn, too. Naked and broke. Well, she had some loot from her last job in her inventory. She'd have to get someone to go buy her some clothes, and Tania was sure the price for that would be high. And then she'd have to buy new weapons.
            I can easily heal you, and then you can keep your clothes. Are you interested?
            The two mobs had moved out of her field of view, but she could hear them discussing how much they expected to score with each article of her clothing. They could depart at any second. Then she realized the demon knew of her fear of being left naked.
            Are you reading my mind?
            Of course.
            Stop it! My thoughts are none of your business?
            You must help me.
            No!
            I will release you upon the completion of my quest. I only need your body and cooperation a short time. Once your task is complete, then I will release you. If you refuse, then I'll have no other choice but to delete both your main and your alt characters. You'll have to start over from scratch.
            Tania's mind froze. Terror gripped her. She'd spent months building her player characters. Tater was everything she wanted, though she still needed to level him up a little more before she went permanent. Hell, she'd put a lot of time and effort into Tania, as well.
            How long will it take?
            She couldn't believe she was actually thinking about it. But her terminal cancer was too far along to start over.
            I'm not good with time. I know about things.
            Great. Dammit! I need time to think about this.
            No. Decide now. I won’t waste any more time with you.
            A terrible, sinking feeling consumed her. She wanted to scream. Cry. Kick something. But her body was limp and cold, at the verge of death. If she died before she decided would Pjecha still delete Tater and Tania?
            Yes, I will, female. Your decision? Are you going to cooperate and help me?
            Stupid mind-reading demon asswipe, Tania thought, not caring he could hear her. You give me no other choice. I'll help you.
            Good decision.
            Tania's whole body jerked and she sucked in a great breath. The two derelicts jumped back in terror when she rolled to all fours. The pain was incredible, but her full vision returned. She let out a soulful groan when her entire body trembled as it healed, and then she sucked in another breath.
            "Gods, that hurt," she said, sitting back on her legs and rubbing her forehead. Then she reached down between her breasts and touched the spot the sword had pierced her. The demon had completely healed it; there wasn't even a scar to show she had been stabbed. "Good work, Pjecha."
            Pulling up her HUD, she smiled at what she saw. HP 200/200. Having her own personal demon inside might prove advantageous.
            Thank you. We must hurry. Get dressed, find a horse, and ride north.
            That's when she noticed her Log Out button was grayed out. She gawked at it for a long second, as her blood ran cold. The demon had her trapped in the game and under his thumb. She'd always thought getting trapped in VR MMORPG was an urban myth.
            "Right, demon, but first I have to pay a visit to ole Bruno," she growled. Tania looked around for her clothes. The two men made the mistake of being between her and the wall. Both were pale with terror. "What are you looking at?"
            Neither of them stared at her naked tits. Yeah, they were that freaked out and terrified.
            No, female, my quest first. Get revenge on your time.
            "I will need my sword," she replied. "It's enchanted with a shield against magic and energy weapons, like lightning bolts and fireballs."
            Truly? Silence. Tania wondered if the demon wanted a reply. Yes, it is. Very powerful. The male that took your sword is in a building around the corner. Hurry.
            Tania looked at the two men cowering in the corner. They had been stripping her dying body, and she vaguely recalled a few very inappropriate gropes. Her clothes were piled on the ground between them. The derelict named Corley held one of her boots like he was going to use it as a weapon. Tania smiled without humor.
            "Are you going to give that back, or do I have to take it from you?" she asked. He looked at her wide-eyed, and then looked down at the boot in his hand. Tossing it toward her, he pressed himself against the wall harder, terrified. "Run! Run for your lives!"
            Both men took off like bolts out of a crossbow. They never looked back.
            She smiled. "They probably crapped their pants." 
            Standing, she wiggled back into her snug leather pants. She examined the two cuts in the leather, but she could sew them up easily enough. Then she picked up her boots and stomped her foot into them. Her face screwed up in disgust as she finally pulled on her shirt. It was still sticky wet with blood, her blood. Then pulling the vest back on she headed down the alley as she buttoned it up.
            As she walked, Tania checked her inventory. She had no weapons.
            "Demon, how much help will you be in a fight?"
            None. 
            "Shit."
            Tania looked for any of her weapons that the bravos might have overlooked. They'd even taken the dead man's weapons and other valuables. She couldn't even find anything to use as a club.
            "I'll just have to improvise. Which way demon?"
            Right.
            "The Dead Horse Tavern," she said and started up the street. "Bruno got his vengeance, now it's my turn."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 8
 
            Walking up to the whitewashed tavern, Tania studied it intently. The tavern's ground floor had stone walls, with large open windows to either side of the door for light. She noticed numerous spots with crumbling waddle and daub in the upper two half-timbered floors. They seriously needed to replace the weathered wood-shingled roof as well.
            I don't think this is wise, Pjecha said.
            "Don't worry, demon," Tania whispered, feeling adrenaline pumping and readying her muscles for a fight. "The tavern only has one way in and out, so they can't escape."
            I am more concerned if you'll be able to escape.
            Tania scanned the street for City Guardsmen or anyone else who might interfere with her plans. Common working class mobs comprised most of the crowd, with a few players with their race and class displayed above their heads. Most of the surrounding structures looked like a stiff wind would knock them down, but she noted several escape routes if the need arose.
            "Then you obviously don't understand just how pissed off I am," she said. "And it's all Bruno's fault."
            Tania went up to a window and looked around for the object of her darkest desire. It took a second, but she located Bruno in the back with his face buried in the overlarge bosom of a serving girl of easy virtue. The rest of his loser friends sat around him. 
            "Good. I won't have to hunt them all down individually," she muttered.
            Must I remind you, female, that you are not armed, and they all have swords? And they are all larger than you. And they outnumber you.
            "You worry too much," she whispered, heading for the door. "To the bold goes the gold. No one wins in this game by playing it safe." 
            Stepping through the open doorway, Tania quietly closed the door and secured it with the heavy oak bar. A few of the patrons took notice and stopped to stare at the tall warrior woman. She smirked at them, while they studied her face to ensure she wasn't someone looking for them. 
            As she stepped into the light, their attention dropped from her face to the large blood stains. She looked around the room slowly and smiled. With her palm facing out and to the left, she slowly swept her left hand before her, indicating they should all move to that side of the room. Most of the men took her advice and quickly scrambled over. Several men refused to be intimidated and remained seated. Tania smiled, she admired that. She let them be.
            The scuffling noises of the patrons hurrying to one side of the room caught the celebrating bravos' attention. Bruno looked up from the wench's breasts, a confused look on his face. Tania started walking toward him, eyes narrowing to slits. 
            "Tania!" he cried and jumped to his feet. The serving girl fell to the floor and scrambled away on hands and knees. "How? It's impossible. I killed you. I killed you!"
            "Are you a player?" another bravo asked.
            To mobs, everyone looked the same. It was their real life. But they knew there were immortal beings called players, who always came back from the dead.
            "No. I sold my soul to Dovasa so I could come back for you," she said as she stalked forward. "Dovasa is granting me bloody vengeance!"
            She charged Bruno. The bravo and his friends scrambled away, toppling tables and chairs in their path.
            "No. I defeated you once," Bruno said. "I can do it again."
            "Only because you had me outnumbered and unarmed," she said. "Now I'm undead and filled with unholy wrath. I came back from the grave to drag your stinking ass back to the Pits of Hel. Dovasa has promised you to me. I'm going to torment you for all eternity."
            "I'm not afraid of you!"
            "Then stop running."
            Bruno began to visibly shake. Like the vast majority of NPCs, he lived in superstitious fear of ghosts, zombies, and other supernatural creatures. Even so, he found his backbone and pulled Tania's enchanted Elven Sword. Rage welled up within her.
            "I'm not afraid of you," he cried. "This is Elven Steel. It's a talisman, and I'm safe from the likes of you." 
            Tania laughed. "Stupid dog. The blade is mine. Don't you think I'm aware of its powers? It won't do you any good; you belong to me."
            "No!" he cried and attacked.
            She flipped a table, before grabbing a chair and smashing it over him. Bruno ducked, taking chain on the left shoulder. Tania charged in. He swung the sword at her head, so she dropped low and kicked him in the knee.
            "Bitch," he cried, limping back and brandishing the sword in defensive figure-eights.
            Tania followed, looking for her opening. He glanced back, smiled, and then changed directions. He backed toward his friends, all of which had pulled their swords.
            There are nine of them, Pjecha said.
            "Shut up," Tania said. "I'm not blind."
            "Who is she talking to?" one of the bravos asked. "Is her brain addled?"
            "Oh, I'm addled all right," she said, glaring daggers at him. "I'm talking to Dovasa, who is helping me. But I don't want her advice or help in any way." She locked eyes with Bruno. "I want to kill you all by myself. Slow and bloody."
            The bravos stared at her in horror. Tania almost laughed at how easily she freaked them out. But then one of them stepped forward, eyes filled with crazy. Bruno noticed and advanced on her now that he had help. So she feigned an attack at Bruno, but turned sharply into the other bravo and kicked up between his legs.
            "I got her," the bravo shouted, turning and clamping his thighs together. He dropped his sword and grabbed hold of her leg. Tania couldn't jerk her foot back. Bruno charged. "Kill her, Bruno. Kill her!"
            With her leg held between his legs so tightly, Tania kicked her other foot straight up into his chin. A second later, her shoulders slammed back down against the floor. His grip loosened, but he still hung on. So she thrust her free foot as hard as she could into his knee, and snapped it straight back with a loud pop of separation. He wailed.
            "Die," she growled, free to roll away and snatch up his dropped sword. As she rose up, Tania thrust the sword straight up under his chin. The blood-smeared blade slid all the way through, coming out the top of his head, as hot blood flowed down over her hand. "Go to Hel."
            Bruno thrust his sword at her heart. She jerked the dying bravo's body between them to block. Putting her foot on his chest, she kicked the now dead bravo off the sword and into Bruno. She leapt over the body to engage her foe.
            "I'm going to kill you a lot slower, Bruno," she taunted, and flicked blood off her hand and into his face.
            "Help me!" Bruno cried. "This wench is crazy."
            His friends turned and ran instead.
            "Cowards!" she shouted. She felt all warm and fuzzy inside watching them dive through the two open windows. Damn, I'm good. They really think I came back from the grave and undead.

            Pjecha had to ruin her moment. Not all of them, female.
            Tania slanted an evil look at Bruno. She put all the crazy she could muster into that gaze, and he rewarded her with widened eyes.
            "You should've never killed me, Bruno. Now you're going to be tormented for all eternity," she said. "You're going to be my slave in Hel."
            Bruno threw himself at her. He fought like a man possessed. Tania gave up ground, allowing him to spend his precious energy against her defense. She parried every attack, using the least amount of her energy as possible. When he began breathing hard, she went into the attack.
            She kicked at his knees, and then followed that with a thrust at Bruno's face. He parried, spun backwards, and backhanded her. Tania grunted, allowing her body to turn with the blow. It was a good, solid hit that left her head spinning. She quickly put a table between them as he tried to press his advantage.
            "Good one, Bruno," she said. "I'm glad you found your backbone. It'll make my victory all the sweeter."
            "You can't come back from the dead if I take your head off."
            "Want to bet?"
            He thrust at her heart. The rogue twisted to the side, allowing the blade to pass next to her. She grabbed his sword-arm's wrist, and then pounded her sword's crossguard into his face. He cried out, while trying to disembowel her by yanking his sword back. She had to release his wrist and jump back.
            Bruno was on her in an instant, thrusting at her heart, pounding down on her defenses. She'd never fought anyone so desperate, so fast, before. He put everything he had into that attack. Tania struggled to parry his blade.
            "I'm going to chop you up into a thousand pieces!" he screamed, as he pounded at Tania back against the wall and on one knee.
            He lifted the elven blade up for a final, strike straight down. Tania couldn't lift her sword in defense, her sword arm numb after his attack. So she shifted the hilt to her left hand, and lunged toward Bruno, thrusting her sword through his heart.
            Bruno stared at her, a look of embarrassment on his face.
            Tania released the sword as his eyes rolled up, and then pried her own sword from the dead fingers of the bravo as he collapsed. A sense of rightness filled her as she hefted the blade and felt its weight. The balance was perfect and it seemed to have a life of its own in her hand. 
            By all the gods, this blade was made for me.
            Elven Steel swords, daggers, and knifes were carried by Kings and Princes. No Elven Steel blade has ever been known to break, or even rust. For all practical purposes they were indestructible. And to add to the mystic, and value, each was enchanted with a spell to aid its owner. Tania's sword had a powerful shield against magic. 
            Tania caressed the blade a second and then retrieved its scabbard from Bruno's body. After tying it to her back, she looked around the tavern. Everyone just stared at her. She shrugged with a smile. 
            "Sorry for the mess," she said. "But I had to kill a powerful warlord to win this sword, and I wasn't about to let Bruno keep it."
            Tania dropped to a knee beside to Bruno's body. A quick search produced her purse, two throwing daggers, and her belt knife. Her purse only held her room key, so she didn't pay for his celebration after all. His purse surrendered three crowns copper. After sheathing the knife and daggers she felt fully dressed again. She gave the stunned patrons one last smile and departed. 
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 9
 
            Tania studied the street outside the tavern. None of the bravos were to be seen. The few pedestrians all gave the tavern and her a wide berth. The street seemed darker now. She realized that it would soon be night.
            Hurry. Get a horse and go north.
            A sound to her left caught Tania's attention. She listened a second to the steady shuffling noise with the clanking of metal on metal. Guardsmen. By the sound, she guessed they were double timing toward her. Turning right, she hurried away.
            She didn't slow down until out of the Chauncer Quarter. Guardsmen or not, she didn't care to remain in that section of town after dark.
            Stop, Pjecha said.
            She froze, looking around for danger. "What?"
            There's a stable. Get a horse and ride north.
            "Where are we going?" she asked.
            North.
            "Great answer. I already know that. Exactly where are we going?"
            To retrieve the first talisman. The Sorceress Sithona has it. Hurry.
            "Sorceress? Of course it is. This shit never involves little old ladies or small children guarding lollipops," Tania grumbled. She envisioned a crimson-eyed, half-snake sorceress surrounded by demonic minions eager to devour her heart and liver. "Exactly where is this sorceress?"
            Krakjar.
            "Krakjar? Holy crap, are you crazy? That's the capital of the orc kingdom," she said. "Orcs only allow humans to live in their lands as slaves. Young human women are kept in their brothels."
            I know. You'll just have to be careful. Hurry, get a horse.
            "What? No," she cried. "Bad things can happen to me there, and that's not even counting death. I'm talking really horrible things."
            Pain shot through Tania's body, intense pain. She staggered to a wall to support herself. Her vision darkened as another wave of pain shot through her.
            Get a horse, now. You belong to me and must obey.
            "It's too late to ride out now. The gates are closed at sunset," she said. "There's not enough time to buy a horse, tack, get him saddled, and then make it out of the gate before sunset."
            That wasn't a lie. Just the process of picking out a horse, haggling over the price, would take her past sundown. And then she'd have to pay overnight stabling fees. Pay for the horse's food. And then she'd have to buy supplies for the trip, but she'd have to hock her loot for the coin first. She'll be lucky to set out for Krakjar by noon.
            "It'll be easier and cheaper to start first thing in the morning."
            There was no answer from Pjecha. She started to breathe easier. Heading back toward her inn on the Slopes, her stomach rumbled. Dinner and a few ales sounded good. Mostly, she needed time to consider her problem.
            Stop, Pjecha ordered.
            "Now what?" 
            Get a room close to the stables. Ride north at first light.

            "I have a better idea," she offered. "I already have a room and board paid for up in the Slopes. I'll get up before sunrise and gather everything I'll need for the journey."
            No. You are stalling. We ride at first light. You can pick up what you need along the way.
            Tania sighed. "Fine. We'll... I'll leave as soon as the gates open if it will make you happy." 
            She started down the street again. It occurred to her that Darma played in Haven all of the time. Darma was her friend's main character. So the elf should know some of the local wizards. Maybe Darma could help her get rid of…
            Stop.
            Tania stopped and looked up at the heavens, hands curling into fists. "What now?"
            Get a room here.
            She stood next to the High Street Inn. The stone inn sat at the intersection of the main east-west and north-south streets in the city, called Coach Street and High Street. It was also in the low area between Castle Crest and Nob Hill, the two most expensive, most exclusive parts of the city. Tania knew the inn to be as expensive as it was luxurious. But she had other plans. And those plans had nothing to do with staying in that inn, or going on the demon's quest.
            "I can't afford a room here, besides I have a place to live already. Olaf's place is better," she said as she continued past the High Street Inn. "And it's already paid for."
            No. I can read your thoughts, Pjecha said and Tania's heart started racing. She'd forgotten that little fact. The elf won't help you. Get a room. Ride at first light.
            If Darma couldn't help her, then why was he afraid?
            By the gods, you're tedious. I'm going home and that's that.
            The pain returned. With each step the intensity increased until she couldn't see through her tears, and had to use her hands on the walls as a guide. Tania gritted her teeth and continued on through the most excruciating pain she had ever experienced, but she believed that she could endure it.
            The other pedestrians avoided her as she staggered down the cobblestone street. They probably thought of her as possessed, since that's how the mob commoners' minds worked, or drunk. And for once they would be correct.
            Stop your struggles. I do not want to hurt you.
            "I'm not some horse you can lead around by the nose," Tania gasped out. "Leave me be."
            No. You belong to me. Remember, I can kill both of your characters and make you start over.
            That was the issue that truly troubled her. Could he make good on that threat? Surely the game wouldn't allow anyone, not even a god or demon, to completely delete a player's character. That was wrong on so many levels. And in her RL condition, Tania didn't have time to start over from scratch.
            "Gods, enough already. Let's talk," Tania said as she dropped to her knees.
            Agreed. The pain stopped and Tania relaxed. You will not return to your friend for help against me. You have a quest to fulfill.
            "And what if I prove unable to fulfill this quest?" she asked, not really wanting to know the answer.
            You will die trying.
            "Encouraging."
            Would that rid her of the demon? Or would she respawn with Pjecha still possessing her?
            Death will not save you from me. There is no way to escape me, female. I have chosen well and will not give you up. Your martial skills, cunning, and experience in thievery will greatly aid us.
            "I'm glad you're so damn happy," she said. "Though how I'm supposed to get into an orcan city, rob a sorceress, and then escape the city without being seen is beyond me. I'll probably be captured, enslaved, and sold to a brothel. Believe me, I've had sex with an orc before. It will not be an easy life."
            Tania was more scared than she cared to admit. She had grown accustomed to controlling her own destiny within the game. Now this demon held her in bondage. With his ability to read her mind, he would be able to counter her every move even before she could do it.
            Now go back and rent a room for the night. At first light we ride north.
            "Since you can read my mind, then you know I can't afford that inn," she said and turned back toward the inn. "Hell, I don't have any coin, but I have loot from a recent, um, job that I can hock. But everyone is closing shop now, so I can't sell my loot until tomorrow. Therefore, my room at Olaf's is my only option."
            When the demon didn't answer, Tania headed toward home. It would be full dark by the time she reached the residence inn. At least she'd get dinner and a few mugs before bed.
            "Does you got a copper for a poor widow woman?" an old woman asked.
            Tania felt a pang of guilt, since she only had the three crowns she took off Bruno's body. She generally didn't give to beggars. Word would get around and she would be besieged by them for weeks afterward. But the woman looked especially pathetic, and in her present circumstances she felt sympathetic to anyone not in control of their own destiny.
            It's a trap, Pjecha screamed in her head at the same time she heard footsteps rushing up from behind.
            Dropping low, she swept the incoming mugger's feet out from under him. Unfortunately, he fell headlong into her. She found herself under the stunned man as the old woman and another younger woman came for her. Tania managed to roll herself over on top and pull her sword.
            With a snarl of rage, Tania swung her razor-edged blade at the women attacking her. The old woman showed a surprising nimbleness, jumping back just in time, but still received a nasty cut across her belly. The other woman plowed into the rogue. Tania let the force of that woman's body knock her off the man. Wrapping an arm around her attacker's waist, she got control of the situation and ended up on top again. The young blonde girl didn't show any sign of fear, instead she started clawing at her with a vengeance.
            "You idiots! You're risking your lives for nothing," Tania snarled. "I don't have any money!"
            After hitting the blonde girl in the face with the pommel of her sword, Tania stood and looked about. The old crone was pointing at her. Three more muggers rushed toward her, so the rogue took off running up Coach Street, and towards the Slopes.
            Two of the muggers continued to chase her. They proved faster and slowly gained on her. When she could hear their breathing she judged the time right and stopped. Turning, she slashed the first man's belly, spilling his guts on the ground. The other attacker came in armed with only a pair of fighting knives. She twisted and barely avoided his thrust.
            He came at her again, slowly and crouched over. She decided he'd taken out swordfighters before and had every reason to be confident. A quick glance down the street showed more muggers coming. He graced her with a cruel, gap-toothed smile.
            "My, you are an ugly bastard," she said, enjoying the flash of anger that elicited. "I'm going to hock your knives to pay for dinner."
            Tania launched her attack. She hammered away at his barely adequate defense as his confidence drained away. Knives were no defense against her skill level. She forced him back to the wall. When he dropped to his knees, defenses being brutally battered down, it reminded Tania of her earlier fight with Bruno. She kind of felt bad for the poor, doomed mob. Finally, his knives flew from his numb fingers.
            "Yield!" Stepping in, Tania grabbed him by the hair and jerked his head back. Then after placing the edge of her blade against his exposed throat, she said, "Tell your friends to stay away, and I'll let you live."
            He spat. His spittle hit her on the left cheek. "Fuck you."
            Oh, that pissed her off. There she was ready to show mercy, and he spat in her face!
            "Tell Bahrur that Tania sent you."
            She pulled the blade across his throat, slicing it to the bone. He looked startled, before his body relaxed in death.
            Footsteps warned her of the others coming. She turned and ducked into an alley. She tripped on garbage several times before coming out on the next street over. Again, she turned right and took off running, but at a slower pace to conserve her strength. She turned into each alley she came to and continued a westerly direction.
            You have escaped, Pjecha said. Now find a room until tomorrow.
            "Yeah. Right," she said.
            Turn left up at the next street. There's a hotel and stable next to the gate.
            "I told you I don't have any money to pay for a room," she said. "I'm going to Olaf's."
            No. Your friend is there. I can read your mind. You are still trying to figure a way to rid yourself of me. It won't work. You are my slave. 
            "No!" she cried. "I am no one's slave!"
            The pain returned. Pjecha tried every trick he knew. Tania started losing control of her arms and legs. She fought desperately to defend herself from the demon within. Staggering into a trash-filled alley, she spotted four derelicts around a small fire.
            "Help me," she cried, holding out a bloody hand. "I'll do anything. I can make you all rich."
            Pjecha strained and took control of her legs at that time. She fell. He started trying to take over her ability to speak. Tania grunted and snorted in her efforts to fight him. The derelicts watched her in terror as she crawled on all fours toward them, snorting and growling like some wild beast.
            "Help...me," she croaked out. "A demon has me."
            The derelicts' eyes went even wider at the mention of the demon. They pressed themselves closer to the wall as she let out an agonized wail and rolled over onto her back. Then they took off running as she began writhing in the trash, screaming blasphemies and threats.
            Tania fought with all she had, but the demon slowly gained the upper hand. She kicked, screamed, and cursed to no avail. She’d never had to defend herself from such a creature and didn't know what to do. Pjecha wrestled control of her mind and body from her, and she couldn't do anything to stop him.
            Tania silently cursed him as darkness pulled her down.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 10
 
            Something cold and wet pushed against into Tania's face. She pushed it away and opened her eyes. A small black dog with long shaggy fur stood next to her happily wagging its tail. Smiling, she reached out and rubbed his ear.
            Tania sat up in confusion as her whereabouts dawned on her. It's the first time she had ever awakened in a pile of trash. The dog crawled into her lap as she looked around. The chill in the air and the light traffic on the nearby street told her it was still early. She couldn't remember how she had ended up there. The dog started to lick her neck and she looked down at it. Her blood stained shirt startled her.
            Memories of the previous day came flooding back as she ran her hand over the dry blood stains. Pjecha, she thought. Her body stiffened as she recalled the demon.
            It's time to go, Pjecha said.
            There was power in his command. Tania's body stiffened, unable to breathe, then she relaxed. Her face went blank as all defiance was washed from her by the powerful demon. 
            You are my slave and I will not allow you to defy me any longer.
            "Yes, master," Tania said and stood. The dog sensed something wrong and moved away with its tail between its legs. "I obey."
            Tania followed the dog out of the alley.
            Go to the stable. Buy a horse. Pay with the loot you have in your inventory. I do not care if you over pay.
            Tania walked down Coach Street. Everyone looked at her bloody clothes with horror, staying far away. Indeed, she caused a little disturbance and a few brave mobs asked if she needed help. Pjecha only allowed her to shake her head.
            At the next intersection she turned left and headed north on High Street. As she walked she opened her inventory and pulled out the coarse woolen sack full of loot. A quick check showed she had more than enough to trade for a horse and tack. And she knew the owner of Dag's Stables. He would cheat her, but she'd get a good mount and tack.
            Dag sat on his stool out front, drinking ale from a pottery jug. His old yellow hound slept at his feet. Dag was a small man with a thick curly head of graying hair. His eyesight had never been good, and he had developed a permanent squint. She noticed frayed holes in his pants on both knees, so dirty she could barely make out their color as blue. And his once white shirt was sweat stained and thread bare. Despite his appearance, word on the street said he had quite a sum hidden away.
            The stables didn't look to be in any better shape than their owner. It was one of the few clapboard structures she'd seen, surrounded on three sides by fenced holding pens. The roof was high-pitched with wooden shingles. There was a small door in the gable with a stout beam protruding above it. A rope and pulley system hung from the beam to haul up hay. And one of the large double doors was propped open. 
            Tania walked up to Dag. The stable owner squinted up at her as his hound sniffed at her heels.
            "I would buy a horse, Dag," Tania said. "A cheap horse."
            "I ain't got any for sale," Dag said and shrugged. "Sold them all to a caravan yesterday."
            Glancing inside, "Then how come you're almost full?"
            "A bunch of freelancers rode in about an hour ago and stabled their mounts," he said with a big happy smile.
            "Where can I get a cheap mount?"
            "Don't know and don't care," he said and leaned back against the wall. "Why are you all bloody? Did you go off and kill someone?"
            Take one of the horses, Pjecha ordered.
            She turned and headed into the stables, while returning the sack of loot to her inventory. Just inside the door she found some bridles hanging on pegs, and Pjecha guided her hand to one. A large gray stallion stared at her from the first stall, so she opened the gate and stepped in.
            "Hey! What are you're doing?" Tania ignored Dag and started putting the bridle on. "He belongs to Sir Roger. You can't take him."
            Tania led the horse from the stall and tied him up next to the tack room. Dag grabbed her by the arm and spun her around to face him. Tania punched him in the throat. Then turning, she stepped into the tack room. Pjecha guided her to the horse's saddle.
            "No!" Dag cried and tackled her. 
            Dag might've been old, small, and untrained, but he was street tough and determined. He got her in a choke hold before her subjugated mind could fathom the problem. Pjecha railed in her head, demanding she fight. It all just confused her.
            Pjecha released his control. There. You have full control of your faculties again. Now fight!
            Tania paused to access her situation. She remembered everything up to that moment. Pjecha took control of her? How did he do that?
            "You are really starting to piss me off," she muttered, to both Dag and Pjecha. "Release me, Dag, or else."
            "Funny. I'm winning," he said.
            Tania pulled her belt knife. "I'm going to start stabbing you. I'll start with your thigh, but if you don't release – "
            The stable owner let go and scrambled away. "Help! Horse thief! Help!"
            Tania went after him, but Dag's hound charged her with a snarl. She stopped, looking past the dog as Dag raced into the Two Moon Inn across the street. She had a bad feeling about that. And then the dog tucked tail and ran away.
            Pjecha said, I have a way with animals.
            "Do you know what they do to horse thieves?" Tania demanded. "What's fucking wrong with you? God-dammit, demon."
            She started for the door. Like in the wild, wild west, people in that VR world took horse stealing seriously. They wouldn't hang her, torture and beheading being the preferred punishment. Since death wasn't an escape from the demon, she had to get the hell out of there.
            Take the horse, Pjecha demanded, forcing her to stop.
            "No time. I'll be tortured and killed if caught."
            Riding a horse is faster than running.
            "Not if I have to saddle him first."
            Ride bareback.
            "I'm not that good with a horse."
            Tania spotted men charging out of the inn. Due to Pjecha's interference, she'd missed her window of opportunity. She counted ten exceedingly hostile looking armored men, and a large crowd gathering to watch.
            "You and your damn impatience are going to get us killed," she muttered.
            No, Pjecha said. Only you will die. They can't kill me. But it will cause me great inconvenience. You must escape.
            She untied the bridle and slapped the stallion's rump. It took off down the street. She had hoped the men would give chase and allow her to escape. But they only paused to watch it run away, and then continued on towards her.
            It didn't work. You only succeeded in angering them further.
            "Tell me something I don't know," she snapped back. "Do you have any ideas?"
            No. Human actions and motivations still confuse me. You are all very illogical.
            "Makes life interesting," she said and pulled her sword.
            The approaching men were all players. They played knights in their half-plate armor and the red surcoats of the Death Dealers Company. As Tater, she'd fought against that mercenary company a few times. They tended to always be on the wrong side in her opinion, so she wasn't fond of them.
            The knights spread out into a semi-circle around the stable entrance. She spotted Dag whispering to one of them, and then that knight stepped forward to address her.
            "Tania! We know you are in there," the knight shouted. "Come out and face the music."
            Tania stepped out onto the street. She glanced to the left, and looked each knight in the eyes all of the way around, before she turned back to their leader. Dag tried to hide behind him.
            "Hey, what's up, players?" she said, giving them a smile and wave. "I'm Tania. Who are you?"
            "So you're our little horse thief? Very pretty. I'm Sir Roger," he said. His eyes narrowed, and then he dropped into a very aggressive fighting stance before her. "That little trick of chasing my horse away is only going to make it worse for you."
            She looked the knights over with a critical eye. All looked eager for some bloodletting. The Death Dealers Company had a nasty reputation when it came to treatment of prisoners, so throwing herself on their mercy was out of the question.
            "Anything is worth a try," she said.
            "True. Want to guess what I want to try? No? How about hanging you by the neck and then going at you like a piñata?"
            "I really don't have the time. What if I offered to pay for your horse?"
            "I'd rather watch you dancing at the end of a rope," he snarled and slowly moved in.
            Sighing wearily, she pulled her sword and steeled herself for his attack. "So be it."
            "Eat steel!" Roger cried and launched his attack.
            Tania easily parried his first strike, and followed up with a kick in the mouth.
            "Eat boot," she taunted. "Stupid meat shield."
            That pissed him off. Sir Roger went berserk on her. His superior height, weight, and reach forced her back toward the stable entry. Tania felt out his talent as she slowly gave ground. He proved better than she anticipated, but lacked any real talent or finesse.
            "You're swordsmanship skill level must be low," she said, giving him a little wag of the brows. "I'm just a rogue, and a girlie-girl, and I'm not having any trouble fighting you off."
            Tania exerted herself. She went after his face and legs, since he protected everything else behind thick steel. She didn't want to kill him, since the fight was over her stealing his horse. But she wouldn't allow him to kill or capture her, either.
            "Damn, boy, you're even bloodier than me now."
            "I'm going to kill you. Slaughter you."
            "How? Bore me to death? What are you, newb? Level 2? Level 3?"
            In a rage, Sir Roger attacked with renewed vigor. Tania had to give ground, but he soon wore himself out. She smiled at his sweat soaked face, wondered if the salty sweat stung in the three minor cuts she'd scored on his face.
            She wondered if the other Death Dealers were newbies as well. If so, her chances were greatly improved.
            Ducking under a clumsy attempt to decapitate, Tania delivered a deep cut to his right thigh, and then jabbed him in the left near the groin. Sir Roger's eyes bulged out for half a second, and then he started giving up ground as she tore into him. She pushed him back out to the middle of the semi-circle of knights.
            "Are we having fun yet?" she asked, and then stepped back to disengage.
            She noticed the confused looks on most of the other knights. Sir Roger remained bent over, hands on knees, and desperate to get his breath back.
            "Your stamina sucks," Tania taunted. "You should put more points into Endurance. And a few in Charisma wouldn't hurt, either."
            He just glared at her. She looked around, trying to find a path to freedom. Despite only showing them calm and collected, she was rather winded, too. The fight had taken a toll.
            "If you swear to leave me be, then we can end this," Tania offered. "I'm still willing to pay for the horse."
            "I'm afraid not, wench," Roger said. "Honor demands you die."
            "You have no honor, pig," she said. "And I think it's quite evident that you don't stand a chance against me."
            "Maybe I can't, but we can," he replied. Then, "Boys, I need help."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 11
 
            The other nine men charged in. Tania darted to her right and engaged the last man. He was not prepared for her move and quickly fell back from her attack. She was swiftly surrounded by the rest. Fortunately for her, the men weren't very good at fighting together in such a situation. As knights they either fought on horseback or one-on-one in personal combat.
            Tania was able to defend with some effort. But she knew they would eventually prevail. She began to rack her brain for a way out. Since she couldn't out fight them, she decided to outwit them.
            Suddenly stepping back, Tania lifted her left hand high and started waving it. "Joey! Frank! Kyle! Over here! To me!"
            All nine men stopped and looked back. Tania stepped toward the knight on her right and thrust with all her strength through his head.
            "That's what you get for not wearing your helmet!"
            She kicked him off her sword and into the next guy. Before the others could react, she attacked the next man in line and chopped his leg off just above the knee. As he fell screaming, she thrust her blade into the next man's throat. Then twisting the blade, she brutally slashed his throat.
            "Attack en masse!" Roger shouted.
            The remaining knights did just that. Tania fought desperately, exhaustion starting to sap her strength. They began scoring little cuts on her extremities, which only went to encourage them to greater efforts. She had to give up ground again, and they slowly forced her back into the stable.
            Sir Roger broke off and ran to the door of the tack room. Tania knew he was up to something, but had her hands full with his comrades and their relentless assault. The knights forced her to the back door, which remained closed.
            Roger quickly lit an oil lamp and ran toward Tania.
            "Burn!" he cried as he threw the lamp at her.
            Tania ducked and barely managed to avoid being struck. It crashed into the closed door and shattered. Oil spattered over the door and the flames quickly covered it. Everyone stopped to look at the spreading fire. Then two of the men renewed their attack, while Roger and the others ran out.
            While his two comrades kept her occupied, Roger and the other knight started closing the heavy door. As the door swung shut, Tania's two foes broke off their attack and darted to safety.
            "Shit," she said. Tania watched the back entry a moment, fully engulfed in flames and spreading fast. The horses were going crazy. "This is a fine mess you got me into, Pjecha."
            Fall on your sword, the demon said. You'll respawn and we'll continue on from there without any pursuit.
            "No. That's a terrible idea. I'll drop the Elven Steel sword, and I'll need its shield against magic when I face the sorceress."
            Tania ran over to the main door and tried to push it open. It didn't budge. Since it locked from the inside, with a thick beam in brackets, the knights must be holding it closed. She knew they wouldn't be able to keep it closed long because the locals feared fire more than anything else. The locals would be desperate to put it out, but that still wouldn't save her.
            It didn't take long for the fire to spread on the old dry wood and hay. The horses were all screaming their terror and kicking at their stalls. Tania quickly opened all their stalls and prayed they had enough sense to run out when the door was finally opened. That done, she climbed up to the hayloft.
            "Only a bunch of stupid ass players would be willing to kill their horses to get at me."
            Going to the loft door, Tania looked down upon the crowded street below. The knights were still holding the door closed and trying to fend off the angry citizens. The Havenites were arriving with buckets to help put out the fire. She figured they would soon riot if the knights didn't relent.
            Both ends of the rope attached to the beam were up in the loft. She put her sword back in its scabbard and started tying off one end of the rope to a stout beam. Then after gathering up the rest of the rope she moved to the door and waited.
            She didn't have to wait long before the fear of fire overrode the mobs' fear of the knights. They charged the players and pulled them away from the doors. Then when they pulled open the doors the horses charged out screaming like only horses could.
            Once the horses cleared the people away, Tania repelled down to safety. She ducked into the crowd as they surged forward to fight the fire. After forcing her way through the crowd, she took off down the street in search of a horse. She only got a block before she heard the distinct sounds of men in armor running. Her first thought was that Guardsmen were headed for the fire, but then realized the sounds were approaching from the fire.
            "Shit," she said upon spotting the knights. 
            Ducking into the next alley, she ran as fast as she could. At the next street she turned east once more. Everyone on the street was looking up at the plume of smoke rising from the fire. After several blocks she stopped to rest and to get her bearings; there was no sign of the pursuing knights.
            Good job, female, Pjecha said.
            "Thanks," she replied. "If you hadn't exercised your power over me and forced me to try and steal a horse we would probably be on the road now."
            Perhaps.
            "If you just give me my reins we'll get there a lot faster. Now, I think I know where to acquire a mount."
            Stop wasting time and do it, he said.
            "Bloody great," she said. She looked herself over. "Hey, demon, do you mind giving some of that healing magic again?"
            She felt her skin tingle, and the numerous little cuts and scratches quickly healed without any scars. Maybe it wasn't so bad being possessed by a demon. She glanced down at the bottom of her vision: HP 200/200.
            "Damn, you're the best healer I've ever had," she said. "Now I need a change of clothes. I'm drawing too much attention, and I'm afraid someone will notify a Guardsman."
            It is a valid concern, female, the demon said. But you can replace your clothing on the way to Krakjar.
            She rounded a bend in the street and spotted the gatehouse rising above the surrounding structures. Her heart began racing. Almost there, and then the real job would begin. How she was going to sneak into an orcan city was beyond her, but it had to be done if she ever wanted to be rid of that damned demon.
            She glanced at the grayed out "Log Out" button. My game rep is going to get an earful once this is all over.
            The street became increasingly crowded. Tania found herself moving against the flow of humanity. A trio of orc warriors shoved her aside, smashing her shoulder into the rough wall.
            "Hey!"
            The orcs turned to face her, smirks on their bestial faces and hands on hilts. The smallest of them stood a head taller than the rogue, and the largest a head taller than him. They had rough, dark-gray skin, black mohawks, and lots of tattoos and ritual scaring. They wore the traditional garb of orc warriors: thick leather torso armor, black kilt, and boots.
            Yeah, they were players. Orcan NPCs weren't such jerks within human cities. They knew better.
            "You might be big and tough, but no one here likes orcs, and if you attack a human you'll be outnumbered ten thousand to one, jerkoffs," Tania sneered. "So pull those swords, morons! I'll find your respawn sites and kill you another thousand times."
            For a second, Tania thought they would pull steel. She pulled her blade half out, waiting with narrowed eyes. The orcs paused, eyes raking her blood-gory body several times. Bloody clothes didn't become clean just because your HPs rose. If they got torn and bloody, they stayed that way until you cleaned and mended them.
            "She ain't worth it," one of them said.
            She watched them turn and leave, hand remaining on hilt until they vanished around a corner. Only then did she relax and start moving up the street again.
            You have quite a temper, Pjecha said. You should work on self-control.
            "Fuck you."
            I knew you'd say that.
            "What do you expect? You're possessing me, keeping me locked in the game, and forcing me to do your bidding against my will," she muttered. "I have every right to be angry."
            A roar off in the middle distance stopped her. She looked up and around. The dragon cote was one street over, and occasionally one would escape and eat a few people. She wasn't the only one looking up nervously.
            When she finally rounded the last twist of High Street, the north gate came into view. The gatehouse squatted over the long, tunnel-like gate. The whitewash did nothing to mitigate its ominous presence. The fact the guards painted a skull and crossbones on it didn't help. There were a dozen gate guards on the inside, and twice that many outside. More armored men patrolled its battlements.
            And then she spotted the Death Dealers Company knights speaking to the guards.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 12
 
            "How the hell did they figure out I was heading to the gate?"
            Tania moved back to a dark alley that gave line of sight to the gate. How was she supposed to get through the gate now? What if all of the guards at all of the city's gates are being told to watch out for her?
            You're wasting time, female.
            "Tania," she said quietly, annoyed. "My name is Tania, not female."
            When Pjecha didn't respond she shrugged and headed back up High Street. She moved to the far right and headed south. The pace of the traffic surprised her. She had expected it to be much slower.
            Where are you going?
            "I have to find another way out of the city. I think all of the gate guards, and maybe even the City Guardsmen, are looking for me," she said. "And these bloody clothes aren't helping me."
            Pjecha really screwed things up. If he hadn't taken over her mind and body, then she'd probably already be out of the city and on her way. Now she had to sell her loot for the coin to buy new clothes. And then figure a way out of the city. Maybe she could secretly buy passage out on a merchantman? She could continue the demon's quest to ruin her life at the first port of call.
            I don't like that plan.
            "Screw you." The smell of fresh bread filled the air and reminded her just how long it had been since her last meal. Tania spotted the bakery ahead, at the next intersection, and hurried toward it. "I don't appreciate being trapped in the game just to be your stupid avatar. And don't think I won't file a complaint about you once I'm free."
            She reached for the bakery's door, but Pjecha pulled her arm down.
            There's not enough time.
            "Hell if there's not," she said. "I'm hungry. Even players need food to function. Don't demons eat?"
            Some species do. I do not require the consumption of animal or vegetable matter.
            "Well, I need to eat," she said. "It won't take long to buy some bread that I can eat on the way."
            Again, she tried to enter the bakery, but the demon stopped her.
            Not here, he said. Get your food on the way to Krakjar. Besides, you don't have enough money to pay for it.
            She started to argue, but he had a point. But that emphasized her need to sell her loot, so Tania headed toward the closest shop she could sell it. He wouldn't give her the best price, but Tania didn't think the demon would allow her to go all the way across the city.
            "Can I ask a question, Pjecha?"
            Yes?
            "Just why are we going after these talismans? I mean, are you going to require me to do something with them?" 
            The wizard Leonitas ripped me from my body and dungeon, and brought me here to serve him. I serve no one. But I am weakened. He didn't bring me here complete. Most of my powers remain back in my dungeon. I need you to retrieve the Necklace of Passage so I can return home.
            "Okay. That explains the necklace," she said. "But why do you need three talismans?"
            I do not intend to return home alone.
            Tania stopped dead in her tracks as a chill ran up her spine. She suddenly had visions of being tormented for all eternity. And here she was helping him collect the instruments of her own doom.
            Not you, he said. Leonitas.
            Tania was somewhat relieved, but she still didn't entirely trust the demon. Demons by their very nature couldn't be trusted, or so she had always been told. Did demons have honor? Could they comprehend right and wrong? And if they did, would Pjecha really free her afterwards?
            Fear not, female...Tania. I understand and live by all those things.
            "So once I collect the talismans, you'll free me?" 
            No. First you will have to help me capture the wizard, he said. Then I'll free you.
            She stopped dead in her tracks, and some mob bumped into her from behind. His clothes indicated he was a menial laborer of some sort. The man started to snap at her, but he looked at her sword hilt, and then the blood splattered all over her, and hurried away.
            Tania continued on her way.
            "Leonitas is High Mage of Haven. Hell, God only knows what his Skill level in magic is," she said. "How am I to capture such a powerful wizard?"
            Fear not, he said. The last two talismans will more than tilt the odds in your favor.
            "I hope so," she said.
            The Shield of Dread and the Bracelet of Ratibor are both powerful talismans of war.           "Bloody great," she said. Then, "Can I keep them afterwards?"
            Yes, all three will remain behind.
            Tania smiled at that. In her line of work any advantage was welcome. Her enchanted sword had more than proven its worth. And it looked like it would have to again.
            A small disturbance up ahead got her attention. Two men were roughly pushing their way through the crowd. It took her a second to realize it was two of the knights from Dag's Stables. Turning back the way she had just come, Tania spotted two more coming after her. They were trying to trap her between them. She cursed herself for dropping her guard and assuming they had all but given up the chase. 
            "I should have known any bastards willing to torch their own mounts to get me wouldn't give up that easily."
            Getting her bearing, Tania headed east up a smaller street. If she had to run, then she might as well head in the direction she wanted to go. But she really needed to lose those men, and do it before the City Guard got involved in the chase. 
            Rounding a corner, she spotted the Dragon Tavern as her pursuit closed. The rogue sensed as much as saw a hand reaching for her. She stopped and ducked. The knight ran past her as she cut left behind him and barely avoided his comrade. She ran across the street and into the open door of a small cloth shop. As she entered, she cut to the left and pressed her back to the wall by the door. When the knights rushed past her, she ducked back out.
            Out on the street again, Tania made a beeline for the tavern. She could hear the grunts and footsteps of the men behind her. The other two knights closed with her just outside the tavern.
            Tania raced into the Dragon Tavern. The patrons screamed in shock and anger as she and the pursuing men knocked over their tables and spilled their drinks. Tania pulled men, chairs, and tables into the path of the knights at every opportunity.
            Circling around the room, she then made for the stairs in back next to the long bar. The bravo guarding it tried to stop her, but she ducked under his arms. Her pursuit slammed into him before he could even cry out. He wouldn't be able to stop them either, but she hoped the fight slowed them down long enough to let her escape.
            At the top of the stairs, she glanced back down and saw all four knights fighting the bravo. Then turning, she opened the first door on her right. The room was unoccupied at the time. She ran to the window and looked out on the street, before she crawled out feet first. Then hanging from the window sill she let go and dropped to the street.
            She hit the ground and rolled. Back on her feet, she checked the window to ensure the knights hadn't found her yet. Then she hurried away.
            Go to the cote, Pjecha said.
            Tania looked over at the dragon cote across the street. There were at least a dozen dragons there. She had always wanted to ride one, but the opportunity had never presented itself. 
            "I don't know how to ride a dragon," she said.
            I do. I will give you the knowledge.
            She looked at the cote and bit her lip. It was encouraging that the demon was only making suggestions. He could just as easily have taken over her mind and body again.
            "Are you sure?" she asked. Going by dragon could knock weeks off their quest.
            Positive.
            "Here goes," Tania said and ran toward the city's only public dragon cote.
            There was a six foot wooden fence surrounding the three acre cote. The entrance was next to a small one room shack where the caretaker stayed. She could easily see the huge beasts towering over the fence. Due to the limited space, they were packed in much closer than was advisable. If it had been autumn, their mating season, then the males would have been trying to kill each other.
            The gate stood open so Tania ran in. Three dragons were in the center of the cote, their riders off to one side and talking to an elderly man. The riders wore red: leather tunic, leather pants, and black boots. She also noticed the swords riding menacingly on their hips.
            The other men scattered about appeared to be employees of the cote. No one paid any attention to her, so she strolled over to the dragons prepared for flight. All three had been saddled with bulging saddle bags. Tania smiled, it was the first thing that had truly gone her way all day.
            The dragons before her ranged in color from a light brown to a black, but some species came in bright colors. The waiting dragons were a local breed, with triangular, vicious looking heads and malevolent eyes. Yeah, quite scary. They had smooth scales and no spikes along their spine like most breeds. Indeed, they only had a single set of long, wicked horns on their heads. All were about a hundred feet long, from snout to tip of tail.
            She spoke in her head, Alright, Pjecha, what do I do now?
            Climb up into the saddle.
            Tania stood before a dark gray, almost black dragon. All three rested flat on their bellies and stared at her. No one was looking, so she climbed up. The dragon looked back at her which caused her heart to start racing. When a dragon rejected a rider it was usually fatal.
            Don't worry. It's safe.
            That's easy for you to say, she said. It can't eat you.
            It has already accepted you. Just don't show any fear. I can read its mind. Remember, I have a way with animals. 
            Tania buckled the bright red saddle's restraining belt across her lap. The saddle of a dragon was similar in appearance to a warhorse's saddle. Dragon saddles were wooden frames covered by thick leather. They were basically triangular in shape with a high pommel in front and a high cantle in back. Both were about six inches high on average, though the cantle was frequently higher. The rider sat on a padded seat between them. Behind the cantle was a wide padded leather piece called the sleeve. The sleeve was usually about four feet wide and had a multitude of leather binding straps to hold down any cargo or prisoners. This was where the rider's saddlebags were attached.
            The saddle is placed on the shoulders, just behind the dragon's neck. The rider's feet hung down on each side of its neck. It was held on the dragon by four wide straps. The straps crisscrossed on the dragon's chest where they all were fastened together with one large buckle.
            The saddle Tania found herself in was a beautiful example of the saddler's art. All of its surfaces had hunting scenes expertly tooled into the thick leather. It was dyed a rich red reminiscent of autumn leaves, and the saddle horn was carved into the likeness of a dragon's head. On her right, she found one of the highly vaulted recurved bows already strung and resting in its leather case strapped to the saddle within easy reach. The two quivers of arrows were fastened to the back of the cantle on her left side. This arrangement suggested that the dragon's owner was a southpaw since it would be awkward for a right-handed person to reach the arrows. Also fastened to the back of the cantle was a bundle of the short five foot long javelins favored by riders. And finally, the saddlebags she found tied to the sleeve were plain brown leather, but stuffed full of food, clothes, and equipment.
            "What the... Hey! What the hell do you think you're doing?" one of the warriors, a tall blonde player, shouted.
            "Shit. Now what?" she asked.
            Say 'fly' in a firm voice and kick your heels into its neck, but gently.
            "Fly," Tania commanded, gently kicking the dragon in the neck.
            The dragon let out a thunderous roar and then spread its vast, batlike wings. It jumped a good ten feet into the air before bringing its powerful wings back. They snapped like whips at first. Indeed, she was amazed at how fast the big dragon could flap its wings. And she found the power of the beast thrilling.
            She looked back at the cote falling away quickly and noticed riders mounting the other two dragons. She realized then that she would have to do more than just tell her dragon to fly to escape. Then all the knowledge of flying a dragon rushed into her head before she could even ask the demon.
            Her HUD came up. Dragon Rider appeared flashing at the bottom of her list of Skills. Level 1. She smiled. Of course, all new skills started at 1. She'd have to level up and give points to Dragon Rider to rise in level.
            Dragons are controlled mostly by voice commands. Some commands, like fly, require an accompanying kick for the dragon to obey, Pjecha said. Also in tight maneuvers the shifting of the rider's weight is used. Because of their intelligence, dragons are able to respond to both subtle and complicated commands.
            Tania quickly took control of her dragon and leveled off. She was just wasting time and wearing it out on the steep climb. The city below only looked as big as her open hand now. She hadn't realized the awesome speed and strength of dragons until then. 
            "Good dragon," Tania said, patting its neck.
            Its name is Savage Wind. It can recognize the name as its own.
            "Savage Wind," Tania repeated and was surprised when the dragon looked back at her. "Savage Wind is a good dragon, a powerful dragon." It nodded and looked away. I swear it understood me.
            It did, and agreed with you. The dragon is quite proud of itself.
            Proud and arrogant like the warrior it was bred to be, she thought back with a smile.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 13
 
            Looking around, Tania tried to figure out some tactic to escape her pursuers. The other riders would be much more experienced at this sort of thing. The tactics and maneuvers the demon had given her were useless in this situation. Most people who escaped on dragons did so at night, and flew low to the ground to avoid silhouetting themselves.
            "Coast," she ordered the dragon.
            Savage Wind immediately stopped his powerful flapping and held his wings out as their speed dropped noticeably.
            "Circle right...large circle," she said as she watched her approaching adversaries.
            Why are you slowing? Pjecha asked. They will catch you.
            "Strategy," Tania said. "I don't know how long one of these dragons can fly at full speed, and I doubt we'd make it to night trying. So that means I have to deal with our friends down there before then. And I'd much rather do it while both me and Savage Wind are still rested."
            But the two warriors are both seasoned veterans at this kind of combat.
            "True, but I have the high ground."
            But there's nothing you can do with it. You'll just end up flying circles around each other and tiring out the dragons, he said.
            "Wrong," she said, pulling out the bow. "I happen to be pretty good with a bow, and they don't have anything to hide behind up here."
            They also have bows.
            "Ah, true. But they can't shoot very far straight up. I on the other hand can shoot all the way down to the ground from up here. Therefore, they will come into my killing zone long before we are within range."
            I see.
            "I'm not as dumb as I look," she said and pulled an arrow out of the quiver. Twisting around, she let loose the first shot and watched it pass between the rising dragons unnoticed. "Shit."
            It's not working.
            "It's just starting," she snapped back. "You need to learn patience."
            The riders were closing fast. She was just able to start making out their faces. Soon she would be within their range. The dragons climbed faster than she thought.
            "Hard right," she ordered the dragon. Then when the other dragons were to her lower left, "Straight ahead."
            Now she wouldn't have to shoot from a difficult position. Pulling another arrow, she chose her target. She could see the closest rider, holding his bow. Then as she pulled the string back, Savage Wind roared his defiance at the other two dragons.
            The roar so startled her, she lost her hold on the bow. She watched it fall away wide-eyed. Her whole strategy revolved around her ability with a bow. She could have easily picked off the riders, or more likely their dragons, and then flown away unmolested. But now she was for all practical purposes unarmed.
            Reaching back, she pulled one of the javelins. She tested its weight and balance a second. The few times she had thrown any she had been on solid ground, and even then she had proven less than adequate. Aside from the bow and arrow, she had never been any good with missile weapons and therefore rarely bothered to practice with them. Something she now regretted. Then an arrow arched just below them.
            You're almost in range, Pjecha said.
            "I know...Dive!"
            Savage Wind's wings went out before them as they turned down and then snapped back. Tania's stomach leaped into her throat as they dropped faster than she had ever dreamed possible. The only thing keeping her in the saddle was the strap. She felt as if she was being dragged down instead of falling.
            Two arrows whizzed past as they approached the pursuing riders. As she came upon them, Tania cocked her arm and threw the javelin at the first rider. She misjudged the lead and the javelin passed harmlessly below him.
            Looking back she saw both dragons wheeling around to their left, her right, so ordered Savage Wind to veer left. It would give her a little more leeway.
            "Faster!" she cried over the roar of the wind.
            The huge dragon's wings were soon snapping at a phenomenal rate as they raced down toward the vast forest below. Tania looked back and saw that her pursuers were following suit. She began to review all the tactics she had received from Pjecha. Few involved actual combat with other riders. And of those, the usual tactic was to circle each other and shoot arrows.
            She asked, "Is this all there is in rider tactics?"
            Yes.
            "They're not very imaginative."
            They don't have to be, he said. Riders rarely go to war with each other. They prefer to hire out as mercenary scouts and shock troops.
            "Not very imaginative," she said thoughtfully as she watched them. "Savage Wind, slow down."
            He stopped flapping and held his wings out to brake. The pursuit kept driving towards them. Tania smiled.
            "Savage Wind, listen carefully. When I say 'now,' I want you to fly up and over in a loop, and then come back down on top of the others," she said. Then to Pjecha, Did he understand that?
            Yes, but don't wait too long or he'll get confused.
            Glancing back, she judged the time right, "Now! Up and over!"
            The powerful dragon let out a thunderous roar as he turned back up and began flapping with all his might. They shot back up. As their ascent became steeper and steeper, Tania had to fight to control her panic. Though she knew better, she felt as if she would fall out of the saddle to her death. She gripped the saddle horn tightly and struggled to keep her eyes locked on the pursuing riders as she neared the top of the loop. Then when they began the descent towards the riders, her eyes flashed in victory.
            "Kill!" Tania ordered as they raced down on their enemy.
            'Kill' was not an order dragons were trained to respond to. But Savage Wind understood the word and responded how he perceived the order. To him the threat was not the riders, but the other dragons. He roared his challenge and headed for the closest dragon.
            Tania dearly wanted to grab another javelin to throw at the riders, but was unable to let go of the saddle horn. Somehow she knew she had given the most dangerous order she could have. All she could do now was trust in the fighting ability of Savage Wind.
            The other two dragons were similar in size as Savage Wind. The lead dragon was pitch black and the other a light brown, almost sand-colored. Like her, both of the riders were clinging on to their saddles for dear life as the three dragons roared their challenges and flew toward each other. Only the gods knew who would survive the coming battle. Tania's command had taken it out of the hands of men.
            As Savage Wind and the black dragon came together their roars changed from the usual deep bass to a high shrill. They both slowed as their deadly talons reached out for the other. The dragons hit with talons flashing and heads held back. Tania found herself being pressed painfully back in the saddle by the dragon's massive head and neck. Then as fast as it had started, it ended.
            Both dragons fell apart and flew in opposite directions as the other dragon flew between, just a second too late. Everyone involved breathed a sigh of relief. There was no telling which dragon the third dragon would have attacked.
            "Straight!" Tania ordered, but Savage Wind didn't seem to be listening. "Straight. Go straight. Damn you, listen to me."
            The dragon is caught up in its own bloodlust now, Tania. All it sees is two other male dragons in its territory that have to be chased away or killed.
            "I fucked up?"
            You fucked up.
            Tania could hear the other riders shouting at their dragons, too. When she realized just how scared those men sounded she became even more desperate. 
            "Pjecha, what do I do?"
            Hang on.
            "That's not very helpful," she said as Savage Wind started turning around toward the sand-colored dragon. "This overgrown lizard is about to attack again, and won't listen to my commands."
            Actually, dragons aren't lizards, or even reptiles, Pjecha said. They are part of the bird family, and are warm-blooded.
            "I know that," she snapped. "How do I regain control?"
            Your dragon has issued a challenge, and it has been accepted by the other two dragons. You may be able to regain control of Savage Wind, but unless the other two riders are successful also, you will be attacked by their dragons.
            "Shit," she said. "Why didn't you warn me?"
            You told me not to interfere.
            "Shit," she said and reached back for another javelin.
            This time Tania and Savage Wind were below their opponent. The black dragon was too far away at the moment to be a threat. But the sand-colored dragon was speeding toward them from a good sixty degree angle. She braced herself for the force of its assault.
            Again, as the two dragons came together both let out a blood-curdling screech. Then Tania's dragon did something she wasn't prepared for, it turned completely over so it could present its talons to the other dragon. Tania let out a cry of surprise as she lost all sense of balance. But before she could dwell on the situation, the two dragons slammed into each other.
            As both dragons raked at each other unmercifully, Tania watched as bloody bits rained all about. The thought of her dragon being killed terrified her. She leaned as far to her right as possible and looked up at the other dragon. The rider was screaming something, but she couldn't hear what over the terrible screams of the dragons. Then taking aim, she threw the javelin into the sand-colored dragon's broad chest.
            Immediately, she noticed a change in the other dragon's screams. It tried desperately to disengage himself from the battle, but Savage Wind was not willing to quit the fight just yet. So Tania started shouting for him to fly away now. Then the other dragon let out a screech that sounded awfully like a wail of despair to Tania.
            Savage Wind pushed away and righted himself. His wings spread out, and he shot away from the dying dragon. That was when Tania realized that they were no more than a hundred feet above the ground and over the city again. As her heart raced, she watched the other dragon crash into the city's shipyards.
            "Good dragon," she said as she patted his neck. "Savage Wind is a great warrior." He roared his victory as she looked around.
            The rider on the black dragon had apparently regained control and was watching from a distance. She figured he didn't want to get too close to Savage Wind while he was still in a battle frenzy. He looked to be about a mile west of the city and over the water, so Tania decided to go east.
            "Left, go left," she ordered and Savage Wind responded. "Good dragon. There, go straight now. Fast."
            Tania let out a sigh of relief as the dragon responded easily to her commands. Apparently, it had forgotten the other dragon already. She looked back at their remaining opponent as they passed over the city.
            She checked her HUD. She had earned more experience points. XP 967. The prospect of leveling up excited her.
            "Climb slowly," she ordered, watching the distant dragon circling.
            He hasn't decided whether to give chase or not, Pjecha offered.
            "You can tell that?" 
            Yes, but humans are difficult at a distance. I can only sense his emotions from here.
            "What's keeping him from pursuing us? His dragon?"
            Exactly. He's afraid the dragons might tear into each other again. His dragon is still quite agitated.
            "Good," she said. Then, "Pjecha, can you tell if Savage Wind is seriously wounded?"
            The wounds are not fatal.
            "Bloody great, but will they require tending?"
            Not by you, he responded. I'm already working on them.
            "What do you mean by that? Can't you just magically heal him instantaneously like you did me?"
            No. That would require me to possess his body, and if I did that, then I wouldn't be able to take you again, he said. But I can still heal him as we fly, don't worry.
            Tania nodded and glanced back. The other dragon was circling downward toward the city. She watched as it slowly descended to the dragon cote. Thankfully, the rider had decided that pursuit wasn't in his best interest.
            "Level off," she told the dragon.
            They flew about two hundred feet above the tops of the trees below. Savage Wind seemed to be flying at a comfortable pace, so she decided to keep going as they were until well out of sight of the city before turning north for Krakjar. She settled back in the saddle and started to admire the view.
            The vast forest spread out as far as the eye could see. At first it looked like a smooth green ocean, but soon she started noticing the many hills, rivers, and lakes. And some of those hilltops close to the city were occupied by a wide variety of structures.
            Most of the buildings seemed to be ruins from what she could see. About half looked to be old villages. At least half a dozen were obviously inhabited. She stored their locations away for future reference and possible exploitation. But the further she got from the city the fewer structures there were to be found.
            "Pjecha, how far can the dragon fly before resting?"
            It depends on how fast he's flying. It will take us about three days to reach Krakjar.
            Tania didn't completely trust the demon. The fact he didn't actually answer the question asked worried her. He'd fly the dragon to death to reach their destination quicker. Pjecha had no patience. 
            Tell the dragon to speed up, he responded. Doubling his speed won't tire him out terribly, and that way we'll make the west banks of the Yara River before dark.
            The Yara River was about one third of the way to Krakjar. A good first day goal.
            "Fine, Pjecha, but we'll need to take a few rest breaks along the way. Savage Wind, speed up," she said. When she judged the speed had doubled, "Maintain this."
            Within minutes the dragon slowed down slightly. Tania ordered it to speed up again and he responded. Then again after a few minutes he slowed back down even more. Tania was slightly miffed, but didn't want to anger the dragon.
            "Pjecha, why won't he maintain the speed I want?"
            He doesn't want to, he said. Dragons can be stubborn and defiant. I suggest you don't push this one right now, he's tired.
            "Great, I'm possessed by a demon and riding a temperamental dragon toward a city full of blood-thirsty orcs to rob a sorceress. What more can a girl ask for?"
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 14
 
            Savage Wind flapped his wings restlessly and then looked at Tania sitting by her fire. She glanced over at the dragon. They had stopped at midday, and he had been antsy ever since. She had already made up her mind that he was even more impatient than Pjecha.
            "Eat your food," she said and turned back to her own meal of roasted venison. That morning she had killed three deer with Pjecha's and Savage Wind's help. The big dragon had great eyes and could spot the smallest of game from great heights. With Pjecha's help in telling her what the dragon was seeing, she had been able to locate all their meals during the journey. "We'll leave after dark."
            He looked down at the remains of a half-eaten deer. Tania had only taken a portion of the tenderloins of one deer for herself. He had devoured most of the remainder. What was left wasn't very appetizing to him. Dragons only ate fresh meat, and it wasn't fresh anymore. Besides, he wasn't really hungry now. Savage Wind roared again as he flapped his wings.
            The dragon couldn't leave. Tania had tied the restraining strap on his right leg to a small tree. She didn't understand why such an intelligent dragon couldn't figure out how easy it was for his sharp teeth to cut the thick leather strap. All she could figure is that some kind of spell or training made the strap taboo for the dragons. Indeed, most dragons could be held in place by just looping the strap around something, much like a horse tied to a hitching post.
            She glanced over at the saddle across the fire from her. It was almost time to saddle the dragon. The western sky began to turn crimson as sunset neared. She had decided to enter late at night and hopefully leave well before daybreak. If she didn't leave before then, well, the best she could hope for was a quick death.
            The trip had been uneventful, which suited her just fine. She had picked up another bow in a small town. The saddlebags had already been filled with provisions, so she only had to hunt for the dragon, and it was a voracious eater. But she did enjoy the fresh venison. 
            She knew one small magic spell that came in handy for something other than lighting lamps. Fire. With just a snap of her finger she could start a fire or light a lamp across the room. It was a hundred times better, faster, and easier than any other method available in that game world. They didn't have matches. And that fire ensured she had a hot meal before her big night.
            Tania stood and stretched. She now wore a red cotton shirt. The dragon's previous owner was similar in size to her, so his shirts all fit nicely. Unfortunately, the rest of his clothes proved to be too large for her. After donning a clean shirt, she had burned her old bloodstained shirt and vest back at the first night's camp. Pjecha had even proven useful by magically repairing her leather pants where she had taken the Havenite bravo's cuts earlier.
            After wrapping up the remainder of the cooked venison to eat in the saddle later, she walked over to the small rocky creek gurgling beside the camp and washed her hands. Then after placing the cooked meat into the saddlebags, she buckled them closed and carried them over to the dragon. Dropping the saddlebags, she went to retrieve the saddle. It was much heavier and bulkier than a horse saddle, but she tossed it over her shoulder and carried it to the waiting dragon. Savage Wind shook in anticipation as she approached. She smiled, the dragon loved to keep moving for some reason.
            "Saddle," she ordered and he dropped to his belly.
            Walking over to the left of the dragon's neck, she tossed the saddle up into position. After she was satisfied with the saddle's positioning and had thrown two straps over its shoulders and two behind the wings, she stopped to scratch his ear. Dragons loved to be scratched there. He would close his eyes and press his head against her hands during these times.
            "Stand," she said and he stood up slowly, careful not to upset the saddle.
            She stepped up and started fastening the straps to the heavy metal buckle. The buckle was actually just a round piece of iron with four large loops. Five feet from the end, each strap was divided by another iron loop. This five foot length was used to fasten the straps to the buckle similarly to the way a saddle was cinched onto a horse. Each strap was looped around through the loops several times.
            "Saddle," she said again and he lay back down on his belly once more.
            Tania picked up the saddlebags and tossed them up in the saddle. She climbed up after them. 
            Put the saddlebags in your inventory, Pjecha said. There's no reason to lug them around like this.
            "No. Everything I put in my inventory weighs me down a little," she said.  
            The saddlebags won't add that much to your weight.
            "Easy for you to say, but every little bit counts," she said. Jumping back down, "Finished, Savage Wind."
            Savage Wind stood back up and stretched his wings as she walked away. Returning to the fire, she started kicking dirt onto it. Once it was out, she threw handfuls of water from the tiny creek over the hot coals and then pushed the dirt dug up for the fire pit atop it. Since she didn't think there was anyone following her, she didn't bother trying to cover the signs of her encampment.
            After untying the restraining strap, Tania mounted the dragon. Settling into the saddle, she first buckled the safety strap across her lap and then glanced around the camp one last time to ensure she hadn't forgotten anything. She double-checked her thick black braid one last time. Untied, her hair had a tendency to whip around in the wind and get into her eyes. With her hair held so, no matter which direction she looked, her hair would be held out of her eyes.
            "Fly," she ordered as she lightly kicked the dragon's neck.
            Once Savage Wind had reached a height of about five hundred feet, Tania leveled him off and corrected their course. They followed the coastline north under a new moon.
            The game world was based on Earth, sans the RL nations. It had all of the same continents and islands. Even the regions of forest, plain, and desert were the same as in the real world. Only the game world was populated with much more varied and interesting sentient beings. They also kept the single large moon, and its cycles were exactly the same as in RL.
            Only in the game, the night of the new moon was considered unlucky. That was the night the dead walked, and other evil beings and spirits roamed the nightshadows. Everyone locked themselves in their homes and nervously waited for the salvation of sunrise.
            "This is a good night for this," she muttered.
            Indeed, Pjecha said. He'd remained quiet most of the trip. The sorceress will feel especially safe and secure tonight.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 15
 
            Tania reached Krakjar after midnight. At first she could only see a few dim torches high on the outer walls. She soon began to make out the oil lamps that some taverns and inns placed by their signs at night. Like most cities, Krakjar didn't bother lighting her streets. Before long she could start making out the outlines of individual structures.
            "Pjecha," she whispered.
            Yes?
            "Can the dragon see anyone on the walls?"
            No. But its night vision isn't any better than yours, he said.
            "Descend," she ordered the dragon.
            At three hundred feet she ordered him to level off again. Well before they were in hearing distance of the walls, she ordered the dragon to glide. So they glided over the walls unseen and unheard.
            Even in the moonless night, Sithona's tower stood out. With quiet commands Tania guided the dragon to a landing atop the tower. It took a moment to make the dragon understand he had to remain on his belly, wings folded, until her return. Even so, Pjecha couldn't promise the dragon would obey.
            Tania didn't waste any time. She wanted to get out of the city before Savage Wind decided to roar one of his challenges. Once dismounted, she looked around for something to secure the restraining strap to. After a few minutes she gave up and prayed he didn't fly away, but she did grab the ankle strap and pull it once to hopefully make him believe he was secured.
            The door was locked. She pulled a brass pin she used for picking locks out of the top of her left boot. She kept her lock-picking tools in secret pockets inside her boots, and she had other hidden pockets sewn in, too. Then taking a knee, she studied the lock in the dim starlight.
            Can you pick it? Pjecha asked.
            "No problem," she said. "Just one thing though."
            Yes?
            "If there is a ward spell can you see it?"
            Yes.
            "Bloody great. Have you sensed any yet?"
            Yes.
            Tania's stomach tightened. She normally avoided raiding the homes of wizards or sorceresses unless they were either known to be very rich or she was very drunk. Here she was stone sober and wasn't after any wealth. She didn't want to be here at all and to top it off, Sithona had a rather nasty reputation.
            "Gods, demon, why haven't you told me? Are you waiting until after I trip a ward, or something?" she asked, looking at the door nervously.
            No. I haven't said anything because you aren't in danger of tripping any of her spells. The spell on the door was old and I dispersed it easily. There is no longer a spell on this door.
            "Fine. But you will give me plenty of warning, right?"
            Yes.
            With that Tania began probing the lock with the pin. She found it to be a simple lock and easily picked. Then after pushing the door open, she quickly descended the stairs. They opened up into a brightly lit hallway.
            "So far, so good," she said. "I assume the necklace is in her treasure room and that is below ground."
            No, it's not.
            "Well?" she asked and waited. "Great Gods, demon. Getting information out of you is worse than pulling teeth. If our prize isn't locked away in the treasure room, then where is it?"
            Around the Sorceress Sithona's neck.
            "Around her neck? Kaia strike this demon down. In case you don't know, I try to avoid making contact with spellcasters during times like these," she whispered.
            You haven't been very successful at it.
            "True, but fighting sorcery is not my objective," she said. She knew what the demon said was true. Somehow she always ended up fighting the wizards after getting caught. But she generally considered it the fault of her comrades, not herself. "It's never smart to seek out trouble, especially the sorcerous kind."
            Your sword will protect you from her magic.
            "Only from her spells. If she should decide to sic a demon or otherworld creature on me then the sword alone won't save me."
            Then strike fast before she can cast the summoning spell.
            "Easier said than done," she said. Then, "Oh well, so where is this sorceress anyway?"
            Inside the door.
            "That door?" she asked, pointing at the door across the narrow hallway.
            Yes.
            "Thanks for telling me."
            The hallway was rather Spartan with stark white walls and a bare stone floor. It ended at the two doors and appeared to circle around along the outer wall. The hallway was only about twenty feet long and turned down into a stairwell, also circling gently downward.
            The door was also painted white and appeared to be solid. Pulling her enchanted sword, Tania stepped before it and slowly turned the brass knob. The door opened without protest. Opening it a crack, she peeked in.
            Tania noticed a pair of kneeling human women facing away from the door. They were mobs. She couldn't see any sign of the orc sorceress. While watching the kneeling slaves, she pulled the door open wide and stepped through. One of the women glanced back.     
            Jumping to her feet, "Mistress!"
            Tania pounced on the young woman. She kicked the slave girl in the temple. The other slave screamed and fled toward the door.
            Before Tania could decide what to do about the screaming elderly slave running out through the door, a bolt of blue eldritch lightning struck her in the back. All she felt was a slight pressure in the small of the back as the flames dissipated harmlessly, but her HP bar flashed. She lost a dozen HP points, despite the sword’s protection. She spun around to face the sorceress.
            "That was a damned powerful bolt, sorceress."
            Sithona looked astonished that her bolt had failed to stop her. Tania's eyes locked on the silver and diamond necklace. It was long and elaborate, spread out above her bosom. The necklace stood out against the backdrop of the sorceress's black gown. Her eyes were also drawn to the sorceress's wide belt, from which hung a rather full coin purse.
            "How?" Sithona asked.
            The orcan sorceress proved smaller and more delicate than she anticipated. The few female orcs Tania had seen in the game were almost as big and menacing looking as the males, but they'd all been warriors. It just never occurred to her their body types could vary as much as humans. Even so, Sithona stood half a head taller, though much slimmer. And she had a pretty nice body under that snug black gown. But her face remained bestial, with sharp tusks jutting up from her jaw.
            "What did you expect during the new moon?" Tania taunted. "You should have stayed in bed, nice and safe from the likes of me."
            "I'm safe enough, thief," Sithona said haughtily, regaining her composure. "It's your luck that's taking a turn for the worse."
            Crossing the index fingers of both hands, Sithona spoke another spell. A fire ball shot out at Tania. She held the Elven Steel blade before her defensively. The fire ball struck and dissipated without the loss of any HP points.
            "I assure you, sorceress, my luck can't get any worse."
            "You have a protective talisman," Sithona said. She cocked her head, looking Tania over with an odd expression. "I see now. You're one of those gods-forsaken players."
            "You make that sound like a bad thing," Tania said. "Now hand over that pretty necklace, and I'll leave quietly."
            "My necklace?" Sithona asked, one hand rising to touch it. She cast a condescending look at the human rogue. "Never."
            "Hand it over and live," Tania said. "Or drop it when I kill you."
            It's the source of most of her magic, Pjecha said. She's not going to just give it to you.
            Closing her eyes, Sithona started softly chanting a spell as her fingers drew intricate designs in the air before her. The air became electrified.
            Tania scowled, "I had hoped we could do this the easy way, but..."
            Charging forward, Tania lifted the sword high over her head to split the orc's head. As she closed on the sorceress, Tania saw the air before her condensing into a vaguely human shape. It looked like black ink swirling in water, but she couldn't allow the demon to finish materializing. She brought her sword down and through the half-formed demon. There was a slight resistance, a soul-numbing streak, and then a black flash.
            Sithona let out a cry of pain and surprise as the spell backfired and shot the energy back into her. Tania didn't slow down after she dispatched the sorceress's half-formed demon, but the momentum of the swing had taken the sword out of play for the moment. She just ducked and aimed for Sithona's soft belly. The sorceress grunted on impact and went down hard. Tania rolled over her and back to her feet.
            Looking back, she found Sithona curled up in the fetal position and gasping for breath. The human rogue stepped up and kicked her in the face. The sorceress lay motionless. Tania quickly removed the Necklace of Passage, stole Sithona's purse, and ran out of the room.
            In the hallway she heard the sorceress's guards charging up the stairs. Thinking fast, she locked the door to the laboratory before closing it. That would give her extra time while they smashed into that chamber. She then locked the door to the roof and closed it before the guards reached the top floor.
            Savage Wind waited patiently. She jerked the restraining strap to make him think he was free again. Then Tania climbed into the saddle and strapped herself in.
            "Fly," she cried out as she kicked.
            The huge dragon jumped off the tower and began a steep climb. She thanked the game's gods that he hadn't roared. Dragons tended to roar every time they took off, and she had feared that it would alert everyone of their location. Perhaps he was smart enough to know when to roar and when not to after all.
            Actually, I stopped him from roaring, Pjecha said. You're welcome.
            "Faster, Savage Wind, faster," she cried, looking back at the tower.
            There was no sign of anyone on top of the tower. She had made good her escape. The Krakjar orcs didn't have any air cavalry and in a few minutes she would be lost in the darkness. After reaching a height of about two hundred feet, she had the dragon level off. Once they passed over the city walls, she descended to one hundred feet and flew above the tree tops until she judged them safe from even magic.
            "Well now, Pjecha, am I good or what?" 
            Very good, he said.
            "Bloody right I'm good," she said. Then, "Savage Wind is good too. Climb."
            The dragon roared and began to climb higher. She waited until they were about three hundred feet above the treetops before leveling off. Then she let the dragon slow down to a comfortable pace.
            Tania checked her HUD. "What the hell? I only earned ten XP for all that crap?"
            She slanted a dirty look back toward Krakjar. Apparently, Sithona wasn't as powerful as Pjecha thought.
            "Well now, demon, where to next?"
            Castle Graven. You'll find the Bracelet of Ratibor there.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 16
 
            As the sun peeked over the eastern horizon, Tania watched the most glorious colors spread across the horizon. She'd never seen a sunrise like that, either in VR or RL.
            Turning from the rising sun, she looked back at the high towers of Castle Graven just coming into view. The all-important bridge the castle was originally built to protect was hidden from her view by a hill and the castle. She was following the Yara River south toward the huge citadel guarding the trade road from the orcan kingdom into the human Kingdom of Elba.
            Pjecha had wanted to fly straight up from Krakjar, but she had refused. Instead, she had spent the rest of the night flying a great loop that took her far north of the Duchy of Orr and the duke's seat of power, Castle Graven. That way the people would see her arrive in broad daylight from the north. So if word reached them of the robbery of Sithona's house by a dragon riding woman, they wouldn't consider her that same woman since Castle Graven was only a couple hours flight from Krakjar by dragon. Besides, arriving in the middle of the night would arouse the suspicion of the local garrison.
            Castle Graven was easily the largest fortress she had ever seen. It sprawled atop a cliff that overlooked the Yara River and the stone bridge, its whitewashed walls and red tile roofs bright in the early morning light. Since the Yara River flowed at the bottom of that deep chasm for most of its length, the bridge was the only passage across for hundreds of miles in either direction. The Duke of Orr guarded that bridge against the orcs and other invaders, while collecting a toll to cross over it.
            The fortress had a three "keeps" at the edge of the cliff. The largest and middle one looked like a castle all by itself, with curtain walls and four towers beside the central keep. High outer walls enclosed a hundred acres of open ground for their dragon squadron. Two smaller keeps guarded the north and south ends of that fortress. Tania couldn't image players ruled there, since it looked too large and complicated to control part time.
            Noticing Savage Wind watching something to their east, Tania held her hand up to block the bright sunlight. She didn't see anything out of the ordinary at first. Then she spotted them. Eight dragons and riders were flying towards her. They kept directly between her and the sun.
            Tania's first instinct was to veer away, but that might be taken wrong by the riders on patrol. After all, she didn't really have any way of knowing if their move was hostile or mere coincidence. If she altered course to avoid them, they would certainly view it as proof she was up to no good.
            Relaxing, she continued on course. Her plans were to fly into the town below the castle and rent a room. From there she could case the castle from the ground and possibly befriend a soldier or two. A combination of ale and feminine wiles always loosened tongues. She never ceased to be amazed how much a man would tell a woman if he thought it would impress her enough to sleep with him. Tania was quite confident in her beautiful, busty avatar to get any information she needed from any man, one way or another.
            In addition, she could scout the fortress from the air. If anyone questioned her about her flights around the castle, she could tell them she was just exercising her dragon.
            "Wish me luck, Pjecha. Castle Graven will be the toughest building I've ever tried to break into," Tania said. "Hopefully, I can find a secret entrance, or be able to trick one of the soldiers into sneaking me inside."
            You must not dally needlessly.
            "Your idea of dallying is a little too strict," she muttered. "Don't worry, demon. I want you out and my freedom back just as much as you want to return to your body."
            Tania stared at the castle a few moments. The central keep had to be where she'd find the talisman Pjecha wanted so badly. There weren't that many guards on the walls, but more than enough to defend against unwanted visitors. 
            A dragon's roar startled her, coming from her left rear. Savage Wind answered and his neck scales bristled. Tania twisted around to look. The patrol had moved in close enough to make out the riders' faces and their clothes. They didn't wear the traditional red of mercenary riders, but something resembling the standard Elban army uniform. Each man wore brown leather pants stuffed into highly polished black boots, and blue leather shirt with the Elban black lion emblazoned upon the chest.
            One of the riders pulled up alongside her and looked her over. The red stripe running up the outside seam of his pants proclaimed him an officer. Tania figured him to be the Wing Commander by the way he held himself in the saddle, and the arrogant manner of his inspection of her. He had nobleman written all over him.
            He was a tall and physically powerful man. Tania waved and he returned it. The other riders of his wing stayed behind him in a long line. Then as they neared the castle, he waved once more and veered away. She watched as they descended to a dragon cote within the castle walls.
            Tania altered course slightly to fly closer on her pass of the castle. As she neared, she could make out row upon row of squad tents. Every square foot of the usually open inner wards appeared to be occupied by men, horses, or dragons. She didn't know what the garrison strength normally was, but it looked like there was at least one infantry division camped in its three wards. By the number of dragons present she estimated they had at least a full regiment now.
            Passing just outside the eastern wall, she got her first real good look at the huge and strategically important bridge, and the defensive works around it. The stone bridge itself spanned the river from hilltop to hilltop. From the river, it appeared to be three towering arches holding up crenellated defensive works. But from the air she could see much more, including the gatehouses on both ends. 
            The town between the castle and the bridge was a true garrison town in every since of the word. The only paved street was the trade road up from Krakjar. All the side streets were unpaved and lined with brothels, taverns, and stables. Doubted many craftsmen or merchants lived there, and they weren't to be trusted. Except for the bridge's gatehouse, Tania couldn't see a single stone structure in the town. All the buildings were half-timbered, thatch-roofed structures of one or two-stories. No wall protected the town.
            Tania guided Savage Wind to a landing circle in the middle of the town's cote. The circle was made of white stones half-buried in the ground. The cote was about three quarters full and she didn't see anyone preparing to leave.
            A tall thin man with a thick gray tangled mess of hair and beard came ambling over as she dropped her saddlebags. He waited patiently as she climbed out of the saddle.
            "Greetings," Tania said as she turned to face NPC. "Are you the keeper?"
            "That I am," he said. "Conrad at your service."
            "I'm Tania, and this is Savage Wind," she said and pointed back at her dragon with her thumb. "You do unsaddle and groom the dragons?"
            "That we will," he said. "And how long will Savage Wind be staying with us?"
            "Not long. I hope to leave by tomorrow, but..." she said, indicating it could be longer.
            "I see. Do you wish for us to feed your dragon?"
            "Yes," she said.
            "That will be one silver crown a day, in advance."
            "A silver crown? That's robbery," she cried. Five crowns, copper, was the normal rate.
            "Tis expensive, I agree, but the war with the orcs is driving up the price of everything, especially meat to feed these beauties."
            She looked at him narrowly as she fished out two silver crowns. His eyes flashed greedily at the heavy purse she'd stolen from Sithona. It was a small fortune by most mob commoners' standards. She suddenly wished she had put at least half in her inventory with the Necklace of Passage, but now it was too late. Word would travel fast in a small town like that and soon everyone would know she had coin to spare. If thieves suddenly noticed her purse lightened by half, they would make a beeline straight to her room and rifle through her bags looking for the rest. But the reassuring weight of her sword slung across her back pushed away any doubts of her ability to hang on to the purse.
            Of course, the bulky saddlebags were really a distraction. Only players had inventories, so by lugging those saddlebags around she hoped to keep her secret. Innkeepers and merchants frequently treated players differently and charged them more.
            "Water him first," she ordered. "We have been flying hard all night. And see to it he gets all the meat he wants, hear? I'll pay extra if need be."
            "Rest assured, Lady," he said, elevating her status to noblewoman. "I feed me charges only the best. I dare say, they eat better than me."
            "Take good care of him and there will be a substantial tip."
            "Me Lady be too kind," he said silkily as he bowed.
            Tania nodded and picked up the saddlebags. She found herself towards the back of the cote and had a good walk to the gate. The sheer number of dragons in the cote amazed her. It was easily the most dragons she had ever seen at one time outside of a military cote.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 17
 
            The dragon cote sat at the end of a long dirt street and atop a small rise. Tania screwed up her face in disgust at the sight and stench of the town spread out before her. While landing, she had been too distracted to get more than a quick glance, but now she had plenty of time to look the town over. The dilapidated buildings all seemed to lean on each other for support. She couldn't see a single wall that was plumb. Any open space had been turned into makeshift stables for all the incoming mercenaries, which accounted for that horrid smell. The streets were covered ankle deep by a fine beige-colored dust that seemed to coat everything, and everyone. Every step of a horse's hooves sent up tiny white clouds of the talcum like dust.
            Walking down the street, Tania looked over each and every building that might offer lodgings. But none looked safe enough to enter. At one point she stopped a dust covered soldier and asked for directions to a good inn. He laughed and walked away. Then at the intersection with the cobblestone trade road, she found one that looked like it might survive a stiff breeze.
            The Red Stag Inn was a relatively new building. It was a two-story log structure with a long porch out front along the cobbled trade road and its own stables and corral in back where another building had burned down recently. 
            Stepping through the front door, Tania stopped to consider the place and crowd. The early morning patrons seemed to be mostly soldiers. Easily half the men wore the uniform of Elba, and most appeared to be sergeants and officers. The noise level dropped noticeably when she entered as all who had a clear view turned to check her out. Then as she struck out for the bar they resumed their conversations.
            "Are you the innkeeper?" she asked the only obvious worker.
            "Yes. I am Casad."
            Casad was tending the long bar along the east wall. He was of average height and stout build, with a head of thick, curly dark hair and dark complexion.
            "I am Tania. A room, board, and an ale would be much appreciated," she said. "Not necessarily in that order."
            "Then here's you ale," he said as he pushed it before her.
            "Gods, that tastes good," she exclaimed after sucking down over half the mug. "It's been too long."
            "Your room will be a silver eagle a day, in advance," he said.
            Tania rolled her eyes, "You people must be making a killing here. For a silver crown I can live very well in a good clean inn for a week in any city."
            "Not this town, wench," he replied. "We're a bit higher here than the rest of town, but well worth it."
            "I can believe it," Tania said, remembering the rundown state of every other building she had seen.
            "I only got two rooms left, so if you want one..."
            "I'll take it," she said. "It isn't fair to rob people like this just because there's a war."
            "Yeah, but it's nice to be on the receiving end now," he laughed.
            An eagle was half a crown, so a considerable sum. Tania dropped a crown on the bar to pay for two nights, just in case. She didn't want to be kicked out before she got the job done.
            "At least you're honest about it," she said. "I hate it when someone tries to overcharge or cheat me while saying how sorry they are."
            "I ain't smart enough to lie, ask anyone." 
            "And I'm not gullible enough to believe that."
            "First ale's on me," he said. "Long as you stay here, you can run a tab. But all tabs are paid before you leave the building."
            "Fair enough," she said and drained her mug. "Now if I can get someone to show me to my room."
            "Mia! Mia will show you to your room."
            A harried looking thirty-something serving wench came out the kitchen door. She looked Tania up and down with expressionless eyes. Yeah, she was just a mob.
            "Room number?" Mia asked.
            "Four."
            "One other thing," Tania asked. "Where can I get a bath?"
            It might be a virtual reality game, but Tania felt dirty. Indeed, the only time she'd ever felt filthier was after a bloody battle while playing Tater. Even so, Tania felt dirtier than Tatiana had ever been in real life.
            "We have a bath chamber out back, but it'll cost extra."
            "Somehow I knew you'd say that," she laughed.
            You don't need to waste time bathing, Pjecha said.
            Shut up.
            Mia grabbed Tania's saddlebags and headed for the stairs. Tania followed, while giving the patrons in the common room a longer look. Definitely officers and senior sergeants. A few even looked like they had more than two coins to rub together.
            The door was unlocked and slightly ajar. Mia pulled the key out of the lock and pushed the door open. Tania stepped through and looked it over. There was one small window opposite the door lighting the tiny room. The room itself was long and narrow, only the width of the bed under the window. The only furniture besides the bed was a chamber pot.
            "Will there be anything else, mistress?" Mia asked, handing Tania the key before putting the saddlebags on the bed.
            "Where can I rent a horse to check out the town?"
            "Master Casad has horses for rent," she said. "He'll be old and slow, but that's all you need within the town."
            "True. This is for you," she said, giving Mia a crown copper tip. "Thank you."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 18
 
            Downstairs, she found Casad swapping stories with some old army buddies at the bar.
            "Master Casad," she said. "Forgive me for interrupting, but I would rent one of your horses for the day."
            "Always have the time to make a coin or two," he said. "But I fear none of my mounts will be able to satisfy your tastes."
            "What do you mean?"
            "All my horses are old and docile. A fine strong young woman like yourself would undoubtedly prefer a fiery stallion."
            "True, but I'm really just looking for reliable transportation around. If I walk, that fine dust covering everything will strip the polish clean off my boots."
            "That I know, believe me. Dust like that is the bane of all professional soldiers. The Army does love a good spit shine."
            "And so do I, therefore..." she indicated the door at the end of the bar, between it and the stairs.
            "Therefore, cease my babbling and lead on," he laughed. "Not one to beat around the bushes, are you?"
            "No," she admitted in good humor. "Life's too short."
            She followed him out to the corral. He had eight horses mixed in with another dozen owned by guests. Frowning, she looked each over. None looked too inviting; all had dull, dirty coats and blank eyes. 
            "With all the money you're making here, I'd think you could afford to keep them in better shape," she said.
            "Don't get mad at me," he said. "I told you they were past their prime, and all this damn dust makes it near impossible to keep them, or anything, clean."
            "Sure, right," she said. "I'll take the bay on the end."
            "I'll have him saddled for you right away."
            "I'd rather do it myself. What do I owe you?"
            "Two and a half crowns, total," he said, eyeing her heavy purse.
            She gave him five copper eagles. In most cities she could rent a much better horse for a single eagle a day.
            The saddles all proved to be in even worse shape than the horses. She picked one that looked like it might stand up for a day. Tania knew enough about horses to know in RL horse owners put a lot of time and effort picking out the right saddle for the horse's and their own comfort. One size definitely did not fit all. The big bay stood by docilely as she saddled him up, not even looking back at her. Once finished, she led him out to the street and mounted. She soon found the old horse had a mind of its own and categorically refused to move faster than a walk for any sustained period.
            First, she checked out all the side streets and the docks along the river. Everywhere she went she saw the same thing: dirty, dilapidated buildings. The dock area was even more rundown, if possible, than the rest of the village. She was truly shocked that such a powerful fief as the Duchy of Orr would allow its seat of power to fall in such disrepair.
            After buying some sausage, bread, and apple juice from a street vendor, she set off for the castle. It loomed over everything, making the world seem gloomy. The castle represented raw brutal power. Whoever controlled the castle, owned the entire region and the bridge.
            Tania tried to enter through the south gate, but the soldiers on guard turned her away. She claimed she wanted to sign up for Elban service, but it didn't faze them. Finally giving up, she took off along a well-traveled path paralleling the outer wall. She took the opportunity to study the walls and their defenses.
            Well? Pjecha asked.
            Tania jumped. He hadn't spoken in so long she had half forgotten about him.
            "Well what?"
            The defenses. Can you breach them?
            "Sure, give me ten thousand seasoned troops and six months or so."
            Too long, we must hurry.
            "Sorry for making a joke," she mumbled. "If I see an opening, you'll be the first to know."
            Why can't you just fly in? I know where the talisman is. It should be even easier to retrieve than the Necklace of Ratibor.
            "The Sorceress Sithona didn't live in the middle of a heavily defended army garrison gearing up for war. They have weapons and defenses designed to stop an airborne attack. And to top it off, they have enough air cavalry to run us into the ground. No, we have to sneak in and out without arousing their suspicion."
            If it is impossible, then why are you wasting time studying the fortress?
            "Because you never know what you might find. Take that small postern gate over there. I can't see any guards. If they're not guarded on the inside, then we might be able to escape through one."
            But how will you get in?
            "Men are all dogs," she laughed. "And I have a lot of Charisma. Trust me, I am more than able of getting one to slip me in past the guards if need be." It occurred to her then just how much fun she would have convincing some hapless soldier to sneak her in. "So, rest assured, getting in will be easy, stealing the talisman and escaping undetected will be the hard part."
            How long will it take?
            "As long as it takes."
            Not good enough.
            "Tomorrow night, maybe, if I get lucky tonight. But expect to be here a couple of days, at least. Believe me, I want to grab the talisman and run even more than you," she said with feeling. "I don't like being possessed and want to rid myself of you as soon as possible."
            Why can't you convince a soldier to sneak you into the castle tonight?
            "If I can, I will," she said. "But most likely anyone one who is in a position to afford me access will be scarce in the first place, and more than a little wary in the second. I'll just have to play it by ear. Some men are pushovers, others have to be handled with kid gloves. And some will promise me anything as long as I sleep with them, and then never keep their promise. Or intend to. It could very well be a while before I find the right one, and pray no one turns me in to his commanders."
            Is there anything I can do?
            "Yes, unless you can teleport me inside and back out again," she said, "just leave me be."
            Very well.
            It was late afternoon by the time she rode up to the Red Stag's stables. She unsaddled the horse and started grooming him. He had been slow, but she couldn't leave his grooming to the seemingly unreliable stablehands. Only after he was groomed, watered, and fed did she head for the inn.
            Tania found the common room only about half full. She took an empty table against the back wall. Sitting with her back to the wall, she had a good view of all the entrances and the room. Before she was even settled in, a serving girl showed up with a tray of ales.
            "My reputation precedes me," Tania joked as the serving girl placed three mugs before her.
            "Actually, one is from Sergeant Krankor over there," she pointed to a stocky looking man in the uniform of Elba. "Another is from Master Esaul, the local horse leech." She indicated a tall, dark, and handsome man at the bar. "And the last is from Dame Lillian." The serving girl indicated a tall blonde Amazon in the far corner. "And she wanted me to stress to you that she is a Wing Commander." 
            "What exactly is Sergeant Krankor's job in the castle?" she asked after nodding her thanks to each in turn as the girl pointed them out.
            "I...I think he is...hm...Sergeant of the Night Guard or one of the gates. Do you want me to check?"
            "No." Tania smiled. "It's not really important."
            "Will there be anything else?"
            "Yes. I'm ready for dinner, but I want a bath as soon as I finish," she said. "And lastly, tell the good Sergeant I'd love to get together later."
            The girl smiled, "Like after you've had a chance to clean up."
            "Exactly."
            Tania polished off two of the ales before her meal arrived. She attacked the bowl of stew with relish. During her meal she made a point of making eye contact with Sergeant Krankor several times. She didn't want him losing interest.
            Her meal finished, she didn't waste time heading back to the bathing room. She found herself genuinely looking forward to the hot bath. The last few days had been tough not being able to bathe. She took a shower every day in RL, and even in the game her characters had to bathe. The blood and grime of battle didn't fade away as her HP rose. The game was a bit more realistic than that.
            The inn really delivered on the bath. The water proved perfectly heated to her tastes. After scrubbing the travel dust off, she lay in the tub soaking in the healing power of heated water. Her HP ticked back up to 200/200, even though it was only down a few points.
            The staff cleaned her clothes, and even polished her boots. Tania felt like a new woman when she redressed. Slipping the shirt back on, she only buttoned the bottom two buttons and then tucked the tails into her pants. She carefully adjusted the shirt to display a generous amount of skin and cleavage down to her navel. She was out to impress a man and she'd never found a better way than that, short of stripping naked and throwing herself at his feet. And if that was what it took…
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 19
 
            The common room, which was near full now, fell silent when she stepped back in. Men stared, food halfway to their mouths. Tania felt all warm and fuzzy inside. She'd designed her alt-character to be that woman, making her a rogue was more of an afterthought. Soon, she discovered it could be fun to play a rogue, but her primary goal was to play a hot woman, to be an object of desire. She slowly looked the room over once. Her target man was still sitting at the table. Letting her smile soften into something more sensual, she made her way to him. She was quite aware, not to mention pleased, as every eye in the place followed her progress. Darma always told her that her vanity would be her undoing.
            "I'm so glad you waited," she purred.
            "Yes, I did," he said, annoyed. Tania frowned, not the reception she had expected. "I'm going on duty in a little while."
            "Oh, I'm sorry," she apologized, stepping up behind him and running her hands down over his chest. Time to hit him with Charisma. "But I had been in the saddle so long, I feared my smell alone would run you off."
            He smiled, "I'm so consumed by your beauty, a little sweat would have gone unnoticed."
            "You're sweet," she purred and kissed his ear. All the while, she was thinking that his own body odor was enough to protect him from hers, or anyone else's. Now she was wishing she had invited him to bathe with her. "And so strong."
            His chest swelled with pride at her compliment. "I'm the brigade wrestling champ."           "I can believe it," she said as she slipped into his lap. "Can't you stay with me tonight? Surely someone can cover for you?"
            "I'm afraid not," he said. His hands began to roam, while he nuzzled her ear and breathed in her newly scrubbed freshness. His whiskers scraped across her neck, pulling a gasp out of her. "I'm Sergeant of the Guard at one of the gates tonight."
            Warm tingles flowed through her. Tania knew she found the right man. He was just gullible enough, with the just enough authority within the castle. She still had to play him right, but he was definitely her ticket inside.
            Krankor's grip on her tightened. She moaned to encourage him, and his hands became bolder. Tania wiggled her butt when he grabbed it, and sighed blissfully when he kissed a line down her neck, before nibbling across her shoulder.
            Is this necessary? Pjecha asked. I think you are only seeking some…
            Shut up, demon.
            Tania had to place her right hand over his left, just before he copped a feel. She wiggled and giggled, to cover the fact she stopped him from groping her boobs. Then she kissed him on the corner of the mouth.
            I don't like what you're doing. I feel… Uncomfortable.
            Tania pause, a wicked little smile flirting with her lips. Even better.
            "You're in charge of a gate?" she asked, acting very impressed. He nodded. "Then order a flunky to cover for you, and spend the night here with me."
            He froze. She saw the desire in his eyes, so bit her lip sexily to further entice him. Tania knew her request was impossible. A senior officer might be able to do something like that, but not a Sergeant. Hopefully, though, it would convince him she truly was as into him as he was into her.
            "Well, actually, I'm only the Sergeant of the Guard, so that's not something I can delegate, though leaving you is the last thing I want to do."
            Tania looked sad, "Do you have to leave now?"
            "Not just yet," he admitted.
            "Great," she said cheerfully and gave him a long, lingering kiss. She had her ticket into the castle and wasn't going to let him get away. Even better, she'd get a night's rest before she made her attempt to steal the demon's desired talisman. "Your castle has got to be the largest, most formidable one I've ever seen."
            "True. Castle Graven has never fallen to force of arms."
            Tania's heart began to race. Was it because she was going to start pushing it a little more by trying to put the idea of him letting her inside? Or were his hands and lips beginning to affect her body and mind? She wasn't sure she cared.
            "I can believe it," she said, allowing her voice to become more breathless. "I tried to get in to look around today, but the gate guards ran me off."
            He nodded with a little chuckle, but at the same time one of his hands slipped inside her shirt. His callused, rough hands scraped across her warm, smooth skin. Her breath caught, skin goose-fleshed, and she glanced around at the other patrons. Some were watching them with lecherous eyes. A little disconcerting.
            "Yeah, only the duke's family can bring civilians in," he said, but she could tell his mind was working.
            His hand gently cupped a breast. He gave her a little squeeze, and then his thumb started strumming her nipple. A jolt of pleasure went straight into her core. A soft moan escaped her lips unbidden and she felt her head start to become sluggish.
            Tania, you're losing focus. I think he is adversely affecting you.
            I know, she silently replied. And I like it. Don't worry. It's all part of my plan.
            Okay, getting that aroused hadn't been part of the plan, but she didn't see a problem. So she enjoyed herself a little? What was the problem?
            "Gods, I'd do anything to get in and look around," she declared. Then, "Do you know if there's anyone in the duke's family who might escort me in and show me around?"
            Krankor didn't like that idea, and both of his hands tightened. He squeezed her boob too hard, forcing her to gasp. He yanked her hair, but quickly relaxed and claimed her lips. The soldier kissed her long and passionately, while his thumb returned to strumming her sensitive nipple.
            Oh, this guy's good. He's playing my body like a fine instrument.
            She began to feel her arousal a lot deeper and lower. Butterflies filled her belly, and her sex felt hot and wet. Very inappropriate thoughts filled her head, and none of them involved stealing some stupid bracelet of doom or anything.
            "Well no, the duke's family doesn't associate with lowly commoners much," he said. "But, I might be able to let you in and show you around."
            A thrill slithered up her spine. Tania sensed that even Pjecha approved. She held his eyes, showing him all of her passion and desire. Something hard began to press against her butt, bringing a sultry smile to her lips.
            "You could do that? Can I see the hall where the duke holds court? And the wall with all the big engines? And one of the keeps? And..."
            "Hold it," he laughed. Then looking around, he whispered, "This has got to be strictly hush-hush, understand?"
            She kissed him. "No problem. I can keep a secret."
            "Good. Now I can maybe get you in late at night and show you around a bit, but you'll absolutely have to be out by daybreak."
            "I'm going to be so grateful."
            "I'm counting on it," he growled and pulled her lips in for a deep kiss.
            Their tongues teased as each moaned softly. She ran her long delicate fingers through his short brown hair. He then started kissing her ear and playing with her silver hoop earring with his tongue. Soon his left hand worked its way deep in her hair, while she started kissing and nibbling her way down his neck.
            He began pinching, rolling, and pulling first one nipple, and then the other. His other hand rubbed her leather pants, right above her aching, tingling sex. Krankor had her moaning and groaning, writhing sensually in his lap.
            Tania then realized Krankor had somehow gotten both of her breasts out for all to see, and he was about to nose-dive in. Most of the men in the common room were watching them.
            "Great Gods, how much time do you have?" she asked.
            The look he gave her made her toes curl. Her body ached. Krankor wouldn't be her first man in the game, but it was the first time she felt so out of control needy.
            "Half an hour, max."
            "That's enough," she declared and stood.
            Grabbing his hand, Tania led the stocky soldier through the crowded room and up the stairs. She fumbled with the key, casting a nervous smile back at the soldier.
            "I hope you don't think badly of me, but it's been awhile since, you know," she said as she finally unlocked the door.
            "No problem, I like women who aren't afraid to take what they want."
            Tania quickly turned up the oil lamp on the wall and started to strip. Sergeant Krankor did the same. Getting undressed first, she crawled onto the bed and waited. Krankor soon joined her, maneuvering himself between her legs quickly.
            Krankor started enthusiastically kissing and fondling her large breasts as she raked her nails up and down his hairy back. She whispered soft, sweet nothings all while he kissed and nibbled her breasts and worked himself up. Then, well before she was ready, he pulled away from her bosom and guided himself in.
            Tania let out a loud gasp and arched her back sensuously as he pushed himself in. He was soon grunting as he humped away. Then before she knew it, he was finished and rolled off with a self-satisfied smile.
            She wanted to scream. There is nothing worse than a man that gets you all excited, and then finishes way too soon.

            The demon just projected amusement.
            Normally, she would either kick him out or refuse to let him leave until she was finished. But the last thing she wanted to do was insult or embarrass her ticket into the castle.
            "That was great," she purred. "We'll have to do that again and again and again."
            "I like your attitude," he laughed, crawling out of bed. "But I have to go now. Captain Merek is not a forgiving man."
            She reached out and grabbed his arm, "I'll see you tomorrow?"
            "Count on it."
            She lay there and watched him dress and leave. Once his footsteps faded down the hallway, she rolled out of bed and started pulling on her pants.
            Where are you going?
            "Back downstairs."
            You need rest.
            "You're right, but I can't rely just on ole Krankor there. He might just be leading me down the garden path so he can get a couple more shots of leg. Or he might rethink his promise after the heat of passion has passed and refuse to slip me in. Duty can be very powerful."
            I see, so now you'll go and look for a backup man.
            "You got it."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 20
 
            Every table was occupied by at least two men. Tania stood at the bottom of the stairs and searched for that one special man. Her eyes narrowed.
            He still hasn't returned, Pjecha said. You slept with Sergeant Krankor for nothing.
            Tania felt her hackles rise, and heat flow into her face. Why? What did she do wrong with Krankor?
            "Maybe I shouldn't have slept with him so quickly," she muttered.
            Or the other two after him.
            "Shut up," she whispered. The rogue wondered if Krankor heard about her sleeping with two other soldiers. Maybe they all knew each other, and after discovering she'd slept with all three, none of them wanted anything to do with her. "Or, all three are just common pig-boys who have already gotten all that they wanted out of me."
            "Shit, that's her," a voice exclaimed. "Look, by the stairs."
            Tania's breath caught. Did one of her prospects turn her into the authorities? Was she about to be arrested, tortured, and hung?
            "I think you're right," another voice said, barely discernible through the common room noise. "Mia, when did she arrive?"
            Locating Mia next to a table in back, Tania was able to pick out the two men discussing her. Both wore Elban Air Cavalry uniforms. Surely the castle wouldn't send dragon riders after her.
            "Yesterday, my Lord," the serving girl said. "Her name is Tania."
            Their voices became drowned out by the rising hubbub of the crowd. Some men started laughing, so she missed what was said next. She wasn't sure if she should run for it or not.
            She scanned the common room for familiar faces. Some of the men had been there the previous night, and they all looked at her like a sweet piece of candy. Every one of them had lust in their eyes. Unfortunately for them, most of them were just passing through so couldn't give her what she wanted: access to the castle.
            A mercenary soldier waved for her to join him and his two friends. She remembered him from the previous day. He'd watched her hungrily all evening, as she hooked up with three men. Krankor and Josaf were mobs, but the last man, Sir Gerald, was a player. Tania had already decided to hook up with that mercenary next, but Gerald proved so talented she spent all night with him. Her only regret was Gerald logged out and vanished while she slept.
            He's a mercenary.
            "So?"
            He was tall, broad-shouldered, and handsome despite the scar across the bridge of his nose and both cheeks. Though an NPC, she thought he looked like he'd be a lot of fun in bed.
            He cannot get you inside the castle, Pjecha said. You just want to sleep with him because he looks so good to you.
            "So?"
            You are wasting time. The soldiers talking with the serving girl are officers. Try to talk them into letting you inside the castle.
            About that time, Tania locked eyes with one of said officers. She felt that gaze all the way into her bones. Tania instantly knew they would be together that night. She smiled and headed over to him with her most sensuous walk. They never lost eye contact.
            "Is this seat taken, my Lord?" Tania asked. "I'm Tania."
            "I'm Daran. Sir Daran of Orr. The chair is available," he said, and then scooted his chair back. "But my lap is more comfortable."
            Their gaze intensified. Tania struggled to keep her breathing normal, even as she felt flush with heat. Pjecha said something, but it was just background noise. In her mind, she was already upstairs doing very wicked things with that man.
            "Thank you, my Lord," she said. Hesitating, she rubbed her lips together and then smiled. "The chair will be fine."
            The other officer spoke up. "And I'm Lieutenant Argen. In case you're interested."
            Tania smiled at him. Argen was a dark-haired mob, but a very attractive one. Of course, she had a thing for elves, though he appeared to be only a half-elf. He wasn't as tall as Daran, or as muscular, and he carried a curved elven sword instead of a straight sword.
            "Pleased to meet you as well, sir," she said, and then sat. Getting Mia's attention, "Three mugs, please."
            "You're buying us something to drink?" Daran asked.
            "Don't worry. There's a slight chance I won't try anything inappropriate if you accept the drink," she said, smiling.
            "What a shame," Argen whispered.
            Tania winked at him, then turned to Daran. "So, you boys are Elban Air Cav? I'm a rider, too. Flew in yesterday morning."
            "From the north?" Daran asked.
            "Word gets around fast," she said. "Yes. I flew down from the north when I heard rumors of war and the need for mercenaries. I have reason to dislike orcs. Don't ask."
            Mia arrived with the mugs of ale. Tania sucked down half of hers right off. She couldn't drink in RL due to her meds, so she relished every mug in the game. The game had hard liquor, but she was more of a beer and ale kind of girl. She rarely even drank wine.
            "Did a patrol come up behind you as you neared the castle?" Daran asked.
            "Yes. Why?" she replied, and then it dawned on her. "You!"
            "Yes, I led that patrol," he said.
            "I was there, too," Argen said. "I was the dashing one on the gray dragon."
            "And a very dashing and daring figure you struck, too, my Lord," she said, winking at him. Taking another drink, more to calm her nerves than anything, she contemplated her best path forward with them. Be direct? Or wait for them to broach the subject? "So, Captain Daran of Orr, are you the man I need to see if I want to sign up to fight orcs?"
            She struggled to remain relaxed, with an open, curious expression. He seemed to want to act professional, too, but she could see the desire. Though she'd designed that avatar's features specifically to be sexy and desirable, at that moment she wanted to be taken seriously as a mercenary warrior.
            Why aren't you trying to seduce him?
            I thought you could read my mind? she silently replied.
            That's hard. I can read your surface thoughts easily enough.
            It wasn't easy to carry on a conversation with the demon without it showing on her face. Tania concentrated mostly on her outward demeanor.
            He's interested, and I think I could get him upstairs, Tania said. But that didn't work with the previous men, so I want to wait and seduce him inside the castle. Since he introduced himself as a knight from Orr, I am hoping he is a member of the duke's family.
            She felt Pjecha's approval and pleasure.
            "I have a question for you, my Lord," Tania said. A curious look spread across Daran's face. "You claim to be from here in Orr, so are you in the Elban army and lucky enough to be stationed close to home, or are you part of the duke's household?"
            "I am an Elban officer, but I am also commander of Castle Graven's Air Cavalry wing."
            "And he is Duke Nathan's son and heir apparent," Argen said. Daran gave him a sharp look. The half-elf shrugged. "She needed to know."
            "He's right. I needed to know that; otherwise, I might've made a rude joke about the ruling family," she said, and giggled. "Wouldn't that be awkward?"
            He laughed, so she ordered another round. 
            "You can't sign up with the Elban army here," Daran said. "But one of the mercenary wings might take you on." She frowned. "But, if you're willing to wait for the war to reach us, I am looking to add another pair of riders to my wing."
            She wanted to shout her joy to the heavens, but remained outwardly calm. "So you think the war will come here? I'm looking for more combat experience."
            "War always comes to Castle Graven," Daran said and laughed. "This town gets burned to the ground every four to five years."
            "I guess that explains the shoddy workmanship of most buildings," she muttered.
            The men laughed and agreed. 
            Daran asked her to fly up to the North Keep around midday the next day. That's where his squadron was stationed. Pjecha balked, saying the Bracelet of Ratibor was inside the top chamber of the Main Keep. Tania promised it wouldn't be a problem. Once inside the castle, she'd find a way into that keep.
            "A toast," Tania said, lifting her mug. "To war and glory!"
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 21
 
            It was midmorning before Tania rolled out of bed. Sitting on the edge of the bed, she rubbed her throbbing head for several minutes before she could muster the mental wherewithal to start dressing. 
            You drink too much.
            "No such thing as drinking too much," she muttered. "But, seriously, whoever thought it would be fun to make players suffer hangovers should be fired. Part of the fun of playing VR games is getting away with shit you can do in real life."
            They did it so players would spend money on hangover potions.
            "I knew it!"
            Tania sucked in a big breath, and then swallowed to keep the contents of her stomach down. The previous evening was all fuzzy, making her wonder just how much she actually drank. The ale in the game was a lot more potent than the beer in the real world. At least she woke up in her room, and alone. 
            I should allow you to suffer.
            "I'll be fine." She started to stand, but froze. What did Pjecha mean by that? "Wait. Can you get rid of my hangover?"
            Warmth flowed through her, head to toe. Her head cleared up, stomach settled down, and she felt energized.
            "Wow! You're better than a hangover potion."
            Tania pulled her clothes on before washing her face and brushing her hair. After braiding her hair, she stored her saddlebags in her inventory so she wouldn't have to lug them all the way across town. Only then did she head downstairs to find the common room three-quarters full. Tania sat at an empty table by the stairs. Soon a serving girl arrived with her breakfast of fresh bread, ham, and cheese. And she washed it down with more ale.
            She took her time eating, before settling her tab and heading over to the cote to find Savage Wind impatiently waiting. He looked at her, roared, and flapped his wings. The cote owner joined her, telling Tania they had to give him extra food. She needed to feed him better. That was embarrassing. After paying for the extra rations, she fetched his saddle out of the tack shed before approaching.
            "Impatient as always, hey ole friend?" she chuckled. Then to the keeper, "I might be back if I fail to impress during my trials up there." She indicated the castle. "When's the last time he ate?"
            "Last night," Conrad said. "So you don't have to be worrying about him being weak or too full to perform well."
            "That's great," she said. Then to Savage Wind, "Saddle."
            Savage Wind dropped to his belly at the command. He waited as patiently as he could while she saddled him. Tania then climbed up and strapped herself into the saddle before saying she was finished. He rose up and looked back at her expectantly.
            Fishing out a couple of silver eagles, she tossed them down to the cotesman, "Thanks, my friend."
            "Thanks, my Lady, you're too generous," he called back. "May the gods smile upon you."
            Tania looked up. She rarely considered the game's gods, but they could be meddlesome at times. No god had ever interfered with her, or Tater, that she knew for certain, but she'd heard stories. Even a mob like the cotesman could draw the eyes of a god when his name was spoken, so most just said "the gods" to avoid divine scrutiny.
            "Fly," she ordered and kicked.
            Savage Wind leapt into the sky with a thunderous roar and began beating the air with his powerful wings. Like always, Tania found herself thrilled with the sheer power of the dragon and a chill of pleasure ran up her back. Even better than riding a horse.
            "Pjecha," she said.
            Yes?
            "How long does it take for a dragon to warm up enough to go through these trials?"
            A couple of times around the castle should suffice.
            "Fine," she said and altered her course to circle the castle. Then, "Now what can you tell me about these trials."
            He said they were standard, so I assume he meant that you'll go through a few simple maneuvers and have to attack a stationary target with both bow and javelin.
            "Javelin," she repeated and screwed up her face. "I should have known. I hope they aren't real strict."
            She took the opportunity to look the castle over while she circled. Every time she saw it, Tania was stuck by the awesome power it exuded. 
            After three passes around the castle, she headed for the dragon cote below the North Keep. The landing area was clearly marked with a large white circle. There was a gray dragon saddled next to the circle as she came in. Savage Wind landed as far away from the other dragon as possible, but within the circle. There was a small crowd waiting.
            A cotesman came forward and secured the dragon while everyone paused to let the dragons sniff each other. Tania was prepared to order Savage Wind to fly if the dragons decided they didn't like each other. But both turned away from the other, so everyone relaxed and she dismounted.
            "I wasn't sure you'd make it," Lieutenant Argen said. He grinned at her. "You got pretty drunk last night."
            "Drunk? I barely had a buzz."
            He and Daren laughed, but they looked like they were still suffering the aftereffects of their own over-indulgence. The other men and women moved up closer, drawing her attention.
            "Tania," Daren said, indicating the others. "I think you remember Lieutenant Argen. He was the one under the table when you left us last night."
            "Yes," she said and grinned at Argen. "Are you okay, Lieutenant?"
            "Never felt better," he replied.
            That got another laugh from the gathered soldiers.
            "And these men and women are the rest of my wing."
            "Hello," she said.
            There were four men and two women, the women were obviously mirror twins. They all wore the leather uniform of Elba's air cavalry. Daran named each, and Tania shook their hands.
            "Where did you learn to fly dragons?" Argen asked.
            "In the Queendom," she said.
            She figured that no one could a catch her in a lie if they hadn't been there. The twins spoke with a thick Amazonian accent, so she was reasonably sure they came from the Queendom of Amazonia, and probably served in its army. But the men would definitely not have ever been inside the Queendom. Men were forbidden within its borders.
            "Really? That's where my sister and I learned," Toni said. "Where did you do your training?"
            Toni and Joni were NPCs. Even though she was playing an Amazon, Tania knew almost nothing about that land. So she had to avoid any discussions about their shared homeland.
            Damn, she thought. I really need to study up on the Queendom of Amazonia.
            "Celia," Tania said and prayed they hadn't trained there too. She knew Darma's mother taught warriors how to fly there. The twins looked to be in their mid to late twenties, so she figured they had trained a few years ago, so, "I just left a couple of months back. In fact, I've been working my way westward ever since."
            "Me and Toni did our training at the big base outside of Saddle Rock," Joni said. "But we stopped off in Celia after our two year hitch was up."
            "I didn't join the Amazon army to learn," Tania said. "I have a friend whose mother teaches in Celia, so I got private lessons."
            "You're lucky," Toni said. "We spent two years fighting off Amazons in taverns and the barracks. We didn't even see a man for two whole years."
            "Yes, it was hell," Joni said solemnly. "We might be Amazons, but we grew up in a border town with lots of men."
            Tania nodded. Amazons were considered lesbians in the game by most players. She hadn't gotten to know many Amazons, but all seemed more than a little boy crazy. They were, one and all, worse than men about thinking with the wrong part of their body.
            "I can imagine," Tania said. "My mother married a man, so I was born and raised outside the Queendom."
            The twins fell silent as they began to think back on their experiences back then. Tania was relieved to have managed to steer away from the subject of her training unscathed.
            "When will my tests begin?" she asked.
            "Right away. Argen will act as your wingman during the trials. I'll stay down here to evaluate your performance," he said. Then pointing at a small circle that couldn't be more than ten feet in diameter about a hundred feet away, "That's your target. You will attack it first with bow as fast as you can fly and accurately hit the target. We're not only judging your ability with the bow, but how well you know your own limitations. Then after that, you'll circle around and make another pass. This time though, you can hover and throw your javelins."
            "Great, I'm not the best javelin thrower," she admitted.
            "Javelins are a dying art," Argen said. "Now, if you're ready?"
            "As ready as I'll ever be," she said and climbed back up into her saddle.
            After strapping herself in, Tania looked over at Lieutenant Argen and gave him the thumbs up. He returned it and she ordered her dragon to fly. Argen took off once she was clear and followed her.
            Argen quickly took the lead position. He signaled for her to take up a wing position to his right rear. When she was in position, he began a series of maneuvers around the castle and then began some very fast nape of the earth flying just above the treetops. Tania found this part of the test easy. Savage Wind was well-trained and knew exactly what to do without any commands from her. Once the lieutenant was satisfied, he signaled for her to take the lead position and continue with her trials.
            Tania headed straight for the target. She went slowly until her wingman moved into position to her right and behind her. Once he was in position, she began a series of turns to get both their dragons used to her in the lead position. During this time she made a pass by the target and around the hilltop to acquaint herself with its layout.
            That done, she pulled out her bow and loosened the strap holding the arrows in their quivers. During her trip from Haven, she had taken the opportunity to change the setup of the saddle for a right handed rider. The quivers now were to her right and the bow case to her left.
            She then began her attack run. Pjecha had given her enough knowledge to know how fast most riders made these runs in. Since she was very good with a bow, she figured she could easily hit the target at that speed and adjusted her dragon accordingly. She swopped down on the target and got off two shots before flying past. In actual combat her wingman would also be shooting. Glancing back, she saw that one arrow hit dead center and the other was just inside the circle. She was pleased.
            She made five passes, managing to hit the target every time. Putting away the bow, Tania loosened the strap holding the javelins. She pulled one out as Savage Wind wheeled about for another pass. Argen stayed in position and watched. She realized that he was also evaluating her.
            When she judged the time right, she stopped her dragon and ordered him to hover. She immediately took aim and sent the first javelin flying. It landed well short of the target. Cursing furiously to herself, she let loose with another and didn't wait to see if it hit true before pulling the next one. The second javelin just made the target as she aimed the third. She continued this rapid fire until all five javelins were used up. Her tally was three on target. She frowned and ordered the dragon to fly. It wasn't a very good score.
            She flew up and around the North Keep, and then back to the cote. There was a larger crowd now watching. As soon as Savage Wind landed, a handler ran in to secure him. She dismounted and approached Daran.
            "You were right," Sergeant Paul said. "You're not very good with javelins."
            "Yeah, but I more than make up for it in my swordsmanship," she said. 
            Tania winked, and they laughed. And Darma chided me for putting too many points into Charisma.
            "Not much chance of using your sword on a dragon," he said. "Though, I once saw a rider jump off his dragon and onto another, and then kill the other rider."
            Tania stared at him a second. Was that a joke? Could someone be that reckless?
            "He's just afraid you'll take his position as the Captain's wingman," Argen said as he joined them. "Tania isn't great, but above average, I'd say."
            Not great? Tania thought, surprised. "Thanks. I think."
            "We'll have to work on her javelin throwing, but all in all she'll make a fine addition to our wing. But before we can take you on, we have to find you a wingman. Preferably a veteran rider," Daran said. "That shouldn't be any trouble at this time."
            "Bloody great," she said, pleased. "What are the conditions of my service?"
            "Well, upon locating you a lead," he said. "You'll both sign up with me for a specific time period. We'll keep it short at first, just in case."
            Tania hesitated. She obviously didn't do as well as she thought. Daran wanted to find her a more experienced rider, and she'd be his wingman. A little shot to her pride, but she was in.
            "Sounds good to me," she said. "I don't like to make long term commitments unless I'm real sure of what I'm doing."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 22
 
            Be alert, Tania, Pjecha said. You are under intense scrutiny at this moment. Daran's father, Duke Nathan, watched your trial. But he just got a good look at you, and his thoughts turned quite disturbing.
            Tania covertly looked around. She spotted the Duke of Orr atop a nearby rise. He was watching her through spy glasses.
            Am I in danger?
            From a distance, Duke Nathan appeared a tall, gray-haired, yet distinguished man in red and blue robes. A young man attended him, appearing to be in his mid-teens.
            His thoughts are of a more salacious kind, but yes.
            The demon threw all of her plans into disarray. What would the duke do? Would he act on his base impulses? Or were the soldiers off limits?
            How do you know this? I didn't think you could read others as well as you can me.
            The demon hesitated. The more mentally disciplined a person is, the harder it is to read him. That man is one of the shallowest, hedonistic, and debased I've encountered. It is relatively easy to read him. In contrast, his young assistant is almost impossible to read.
            Tania considered that a moment. So, he wants…
            To do nasty things to you, the demon said. But after watching you with those three soldiers, I think you might enjoy what he has planned.
            She rolled her eyes. Pjecha actually sounded amused. But Duke Nathan was too old for her. She did have hopes of hooking up with Sir Daran. Her mind filled with the dirty, nasty things she'd like him to do to her.
            Your mind is such a gutter, Pjecha interrupted her reverie. Forget the son. The Bracelet of Ratibor is in the father's bedchamber.
            Well, that sucks rotten eggs.
            The demon projected pleasure at her discomfort. From Pjecha's description of the duke, she already knew exactly how she'd get into his bedchamber. So Tania hoped his seduction proved enticing and helped her warm up to the idea. Otherwise, even in VR it was hard to enjoy sex if you weren't feeling it.
            You better be ready, Pjecha said. It has begun.
            The young man was rushing toward them. Tania couldn't see the duke any longer. Was Pjecha wrong?
            "Lord Captain. You're needed in garrison headquarters right away."
            Tania frowned. So did Daran, and both of them glanced at the now empty rise.
            "What about, Tabon?" Daran asked. Then to Tania, he said, "This is Squire Tabon, my father's squire."
            She got the impression Daran felt sorry for the squire. Tabon was tall and lanky, with a mop of curly brown hair. He had an earnest face, and couldn't quite look at her. Was that shame at his own part in what his lord had planned for her?
            "Greetings, rider," Tabon said, but looked at Daran. "I know not, my Lord."
            "Who wants to see me?"
            "I know not, my Lord."
            "Next time find out, understand?" he snapped.
            "Yes, my Lord," the squire said and bowed humbly.
            "Argen, get Tania some chow and I'll be back as soon as possible. She can bunk with the twins for now," he said and turned to go. Then to Tania, "You can stay here until we find you a lead rider."
            "Sounds good to me," she said.
            He nodded and stalked off. From what she'd heard, the garrison headquarters was in the South Keep. She didn't expect him to return for a few hours.
            The other members of the wing suddenly grew wary, and then moved away from her. Tania froze. Did she do something wrong? And then a new presence loomed up behind her.
            "Let me introduce myself," a silky smooth voice said. She turned to find Duke Nathan way too close and smiling down at her. His eyes were already locked on her chest. "I am Duke Nathan of Orr. I understand you desire to join my household."
            "Yes, my Lord. I'm Tania," she said as he took her hand and gave it a light kiss. "I'm pleased to meet you."
            "And I am honored to meet such a beautiful woman. I can't for the life of me understand how my son could just leave you like that," he said, not releasing her hand. He looked her up and down, with a hardness creeping into his eyes. "I must have failed somehow."
            "The Captain had to conduct some business, my Lord," Argen spoke up. "He ordered me to take our new recruit to chow and wait for his return."
            The duke didn't even look at his officer. He also wasn't looking Tania in the eyes.
            "You haven't eaten? Well, please allow me the honor," he said and snaked an arm around her waist.
            He firmly guided her towards the Central Keep's entrance as she looked back at the lieutenant. Despite everything going exactly as Pjecha wanted, there was something about the duke that worried her. His pleasantries somehow didn't fit with the almost evil glint in his eyes. She started to say something, but Pjecha spoke up.
            Go with him, Pjecha said. The talisman is in his bedchambers.
            I know. You already told me, demon, but I really feel that going with him to his bedchambers would not be wise, she silently replied. He gives me the creeps.
            He is far more vile than you imagine, but you are quite capable of defending yourself. 
            I'm glad you're so bloody confident, she said. But you're not the one about to get her ass reamed.
            "You are quiet, my dear," Nathan said straight in her ear, his hot breath tickling it.
            Play along.
            "I'm...just...stunned that such a handsome and powerful man as yourself could possibly be interested in a common soldier like me," she said.
            "You do yourself an injustice, my dear," he said as he ushered her through the keep's door. "You are a woman of rare and delicate beauty."
            "And you are too kind, my Lord."
            The starkness of the keep's exterior had left her unprepared for the luxury of the interior. The walls were paneled in rich oak and the floor was a dark green marble. In the center of the entrance foyer's floor the Coat of Arms of Castle Graven had been inlaid with various colored stones, while an elegant oak staircase with a green carpet down its center swept up to the next level. Portraits of past dukes and their families covered the walls in gilded frames. She found herself impressed despite herself.
            Duke Nathan guided her towards the staircase once she had time to absorb it all. She glanced back at the entrance to the main hall opposite the stairs.
            "My Lord, isn't that the main hall?" she asked.
            "True, but I would prefer a more intimate meal with you," he said.
            Smile, Pjecha ordered.
            "I see," she said with a smile. If I have to bed this snake, Pjecha, I'll get even with you somehow.
            The stairs continued to the top floor. Big and grand, there was nothing about them to aid in the defense of that keep. The top floor's landing had one set of doors, and a smaller flight of stairs to the roof. Duke Nathan's hand at the small of her back guided Tania toward the closed doors.
            At least there are no guards stationed outside his doors, she thought.
            Producing a key, he unlocked the double doors and all but pushed her inside. He quickly closed and locked the door once more. Tania had a bad feeling about that as she backed away from him.
            "What about the food?" she asked when he waved her toward the large bearskin covered bed.
            "There's plenty of time for that afterwards."
            "Afterwards?"
            "Yes, after we get to know each other better, my dear. Please sit," he said.
            She sat nervously on the edge of the bed, and he eased down close to her. He began asking her a series of meaningless questions as he started to kiss her shoulder and neck, while his hands wandered shamelessly. Answering the questions, she ignored his hands and lips while she looked around the room. Pjecha said the talisman was there, but where? She finally spotted a bookshelf full of antique jewelry on the far wall. Then as he started to pull her shirt open…
            "Is that antique jewelry?" she cried out excitedly and stood. He frowned at her. "I just love jewelry, especially antique jewelry."
            "Yes it is," he said as she rushed over to the wall. "It's all family heirlooms."
            Tania stood before the shelves and looked at the various bracelets, necklaces, tiaras, and rings. They were set among other priceless artifacts like books and scrolls, and even some of the personal weapons of past rulers.
            "Gods, they're beautiful," she gushed, running her fingers over a few pieces. "Can I try on some?"
            "Whatever makes you happy, my dear," he said, sliding up behind her.
            Which one, Pjecha? she asked the demon as the duke's arms wrapped around her and he started kissing her neck.
            The wide silver bracelet to your right at shoulder height.
            That one? she pointed doubtfully at a battered looking silver bracelet. It was a hand wide, looked heavy, and she guessed worth a small fortune just in silver. There were no decorations or precious stones to be seen. It looks rather plain.
            Tania reached out and picked up the bracelet as Nathan took the opportunity to pull her shirt open again. It proved heavier than she originally thought. She looked it over once and slipped it over her left wrist.
            The duke pressed harder against her back, hands all over her breasts. Tania had to hold onto the shelves and brace herself as his ardor grew. Despite how repulsive she found him, the man's hands were remarkably talented. Maybe the next half hour wouldn't prove to be so bad after all.
            "Ouch!" she cried as Duke Nathan savagely pinched and twisted her nipples.
            She elbowed him, and didn't pull the blow either. He stumbled back with a gasp. She turned on him with a snarl, and punched the old bastard in the throat. Duke Nathan stumbled back onto the bed, hacking and clutching his throat. Tania turned on her heel and strode angrily toward the door. It was locked and way too sturdy to force open. No key in the lock. So she turned back to the duke who was glaring at her.
            "You'll pay dearly for that, bitch," he growled.
            "I already did when I allowed your slimy hands on me," she returned. "Now hand over the key."
            "I think not," he said and headed for her. "You belong to me now."
            "You're wrong there, my Lord," she said.
            "Yes, you'll make a nice addition to my harem," he said, looking her over. "I will enjoy breaking you."
            "I hate to rain on your parade, my Lord," she said evenly. "But if you don't give up that key, the only thing that's going to get broken is your neck."
            Pulling his sword, "Try. You're no match for me."
            Tania pulled steel and charged him with a scream. She blasted him with a series of lightening quick cuts, jabs, and feigns. Nathan had a good technical knowledge of swordsmanship, but to even call his skill anything but average was a lie. If he wasn't a mob, Nathan would be a Level 5 swordsman at best, while Tania was Level 8. Within minutes he was covered by a dozen cuts, several serious. Then sweeping his blade aside, she kicked him in the chest and he slammed back against the door.
            "Guards! Guards, to me!" he began crying out at the top of his lungs.
            "There are no guards outside the door. No one is going to save you, old man," she said. "Give me the key, or I'll take it off your bloody dead body."
            "I will hunt you down like a dog!" he cried. "And then have you flayed alive!"
            He attacked with his bare hands, proving to be a far better fist-fighter than swordsman. She ducked and dodged, torn between ending the fight with her blade, or sheathing it and fighting him hand-to-hand. She was an above average weaponless fighter, but wasn't sure she could defeat him. Size and reach mattered more in a fist fight when skill level was about the same.
            "Wrong answer," she said and brought her sword down to split his head in two.
            Players always end up killing, Pjecha said, with a tone of disapproval.
            "The duke, and your incessant demand to hurry up, left me no other recourse," she said, wondering why she felt so defensive. "I didn't invent the game. And the game is called Grimdark Adventures Online for a reason."
            She wiped her blade off on the duke's robes, and then began searching his body. She took his heavy purse along with the key to the door. You never know when you might find yourself in need of some extra coin. Hurrying to the door, she put the stolen purse in her inventory, quickly exited the room, and relocked it. Then she started down the stairs, while pushing the enchanted bracelet close to her elbow so her long sleeve would hide it.
            Tania passed a dozen knights on their way up. They nodded at each other. She remained outwardly calm, yet her heart really started racing.
            Where are they headed, Pjecha? She silently asked. To see the duke? Or do they have rooms in the keep?
            Forget them, you must hurry and leave before they discover the duke dead, Pjecha said.
            "I have to worry about them," she grumbled. "Because you don't worry about me nearly enough."
            As she slipped through the front door, she heard one of the knights start pounding on the duke's door and shouting his name. Tossing the key in a water trough, she headed for her dragon at a brisk stride. She spotted Daran and his wing arguing by her dragon as she approached.
            "Tania," Daran called out. "What happened?"
            "That bastard of a father of yours tried to make me one of his whores and add me to his harem, that's what," she said, letting her anger come out. "Whether I wanted it or not."
            "What did you do?"
            "Put up one damn good fight, I'd say," she said and climbed into her saddle. "Then some knights showed up. They were mad as hell and began shouting at the duke, so I slipped out."
            "Knights? Who?" he asked as she strapped herself into the saddle. "Did any of them mention a wife or daughter?"
            Tania paused and looked at him. He knows about his father?
            Yes. Everyone does.
            "Maybe, but I wasn't paying a lot of attention. I just saw it as my way out of there," she said. "I'm sorry, Daran, but I can't stay here with that man in charge. Good-bye." Then to Savage Wind, "Fly."
            Daran and his wing didn't hang around to watch her fly away. They took off running towards the Central Keep. Tania glanced at them, feeling a pang of regret. Despite his father's odious behavior, she was sure Daran loved his father.
            Why should you care how a simple Non Player Character feels?
            "Shut up."
            Tania headed northeast until well out of sight, then dropped low and headed due south. She flew the rest of the day and well into the night before making a cold camp. 
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 23
 
            Tania looked apprehensively at the distant black pyramid. She had seen similar pyramids in the game, but none had been of black rock, or radiated such evil. It was the step pyramid temple of a terrible god. She could just barely make out the columns atop it.
            "It looks like we found it," she muttered. "Somehow, I have a bad feeling about this."
            It is an evil place.
            "Of course, the Destroyer is an evil god," she said. "I'll fly in, land atop the temple, grab the Shield of the Dread, and fly out. Should go fast."
            It won't be that easy.
            "It never is," she said. "But I thought you said it was an abandoned temple."
            It is, but the shield is a powerful talisman that has been able to protect itself from theft for millennia. And also, there is a goblin village that worships and protects the temple.
            "I see." She looked around at the cypress swamp forest below. Goblin country. They might be stone-age savages, but goblins were vicious fighters. And they ate people. Rumor said they liked to eat their enemies alive. "Will my sword's magic at least protect me from the effects of the shield's magic?"
            Not entirely, he said. But it will keep you alive long enough to neutralize the shield's power.
            "Me? I don't know any magic that can neutralize a god's magic," she said. "Surely you're going to do the spellcasting, aren't you?"
            I will do what I can, but I will also be effected. Do not worry, the shield will be easy for you to render harmless.
            "Why don't you break with tradition and tell me well ahead of time," she said. "How will I neutralize this talisman?"
            You will place the shield into your inventory.
            "That's all?"
            Yes. Light is what feeds the talisman. Cut off the light and it is harmless.
            "Why don't we wait for night then?"
            Even starlight is enough to energize it. It must be in absolute darkness.
            "Fine," she said. "Seems strange, though."
            What?
            "The Destroyer is a god of darkness," she said. "It seems illogical for them to make a talisman that doesn't work in the dark."
            It doesn't unless you know all the facts, the demon said. The Shield of Dread was created for men, not gods, to use. Now, whoever is wielding it is protected from its power, but no one else. Therefore, so it could be transported from battle to battle without striking down the Destroyer's own army, he devised this method.
            "But still, darkness?"
            This is a method that even the simple minds of humans could comprehend and accomplish. Therefore, any warrior chosen could easily transport and wield it.
            "Simple minds?"
            Yes, you are rather primitive.
            "But you need me and my simple mind," she said. "Must be terribly humiliating for such a powerful, superior computer-generated demon like yourself."
            No more than you are embarrassed by using this dragon, or a horse, or an ox.
            "So that's all I am to you, a beast of burden?"
            Yes.
            Tania clenched her teeth and held her tongue. Insulting the demon or cursing him wouldn't do any good. Instead, she tried to think of something else to take her mind off her predicament.
            It had been nine days since her departure from Castle Graven. Pjecha had warned her of the pursuit of the Castle Graven riders. It hadn't taken them long to figure out the truth and begin their search. She had been forced to hide inside the thick forest south of the duchy for several days. That was followed by several more days of slow, cautious flying. But they hadn't seen or sensed any pursuit in two days.
            She'd earned just seven more experience points getting the Bracelet of Ratibor. Kind of pissed her off. Just the fight with Duke Nathan should've earned her five to ten points. But she'd earned more points with all of her evasive maneuvering, hunting, and foraging for food.
            You need to stop worrying about the game, and concentrate on my quest.
            "You only say that because you can't level up," she muttered. "Besides the only good thing to come out of this shit-fest is earning enough points to reach Level 13."
            Tania pulled up her HUD and grinned. XP 998. Two more points. Then she'd get five points to distribute, and maybe some bonus points. After all the crap she went through, there better be some bonus points.
            As she neared the temple, Tania noticed the perfect circle around it where nothing appeared to grow. Pjecha referred to it as the circle of desolation. It fit.
            The closer they got to the pyramid temple, the more agitated Savage Wind became. She changed course and set them on a great circle around it while she examined the pyramid from every angle.
            "Savage Wind doesn't care for the temple," Tania said.
            Animals are more attuned to its magic.
            "How close can I get him to it?"
            Try the clearing southeast of the temple.
            "The clearing north of it is closer and bigger."
            Look closer, he said. It's a small plot of farmland for the village on its edge.
            Tania squinted and noticed the conical thatch roofs for the first time. There were easily two dozen huts, a powerful goblin tribe by local standards.
            "Lord, give me strength," she cried. "You know goblins are cannibals, right?"
            Yes, they are.
            "And you want me to land down there," she said, nervously eyeing the village.
            Do it right, and they will never know you were there.
            "But you can sense them and can warn me if they discover us, right?"
            Maybe. The Shield of Dread is powerful and might take all my concentration to hold it back enough for you to succeed.
            "How encouraging."
            Tania gave the village a wide berth so as not to alert them to her presence. She had more than enough trouble controlling Savage Wind. Only Pjecha's calming influence over the dragon allowed her to land in the clearing. Once on the ground, she tied his leg securely to a stout tree before heading towards the imposing black pyramid.
            As she neared it, she felt a great weight slowly settle on her. It was a deep sense of dread, soul numbing dread. She noticed that the thick forest was quiet, no birds or insects were singing or chirping.
            She stopped just outside the circle of desolation and looked the massive structure over thoroughly. It was pitch black and seemed in an excellent state of repair. There were steep stairs up the center of each side. Statues of hideous creatures lined the stairways, seemingly ready to pounce on anyone foolish enough to ascend.
            Tania stepped into the circle and gasped. It was as if some great power had physically struck her. Her knees buckled and she fell to one knee. She struggled to her feet and staggered towards the pyramid.
            "Help me, Pjecha," she croaked out as she leaned against the stairway and looked up. Her face was drenched in hot tears and she fought back sobs of despair. "I can't...too powerful..." She dropped to her knees and began crying pitifully.
            Hurry, you must hurry, he said. She felt a great weight lifted off her soul. I am putting everything I have into fighting it now, but you have to hurry.
            Tania looked up. She wiped her face and stared up the stairs. The incline was astonishingly steep and treacherous. So on all fours, she scrambled up the steep stairs as fast as she could. It felt like she'd fall backwards off those stairs at any second, and she realized the descent would be twice as hard. Her ascent seemed to take forever as the sense of dread grew stronger again as Pjecha weakened and they neared its source.
            Finally she crawled atop the summit. It was flat and about the size of an average temple. A tall colonnade of the same black stone encircling an altar of the purest white marble. The huge red marble statue of the Destroyer overlooked the altar. The wooden roof had long since collapsed and now littered the temple floor.
            "That is one ugly son of a bitch," Tania muttered, giving the statue a wary look. There were stories of gods possessing their statues in temples to mete divine justice on would-be temple thieves. "A creature out of nightmare."
            The statue was ten feet tall and massive. The Destroyer had legs like a dragon's, thick torso with a heavy paunch, and long arms, thick with bulging muscles. Even his thick scales were carved in intricate detail. But what caught her attention, and disturbed her the most, were the large ram-horned head and the exposed genitals obscenely hanging between its legs.
            Tania shuttered violently and turned away. She wanted to run and cry and attack all at the same time. Turning away from the temple, she felt panic welling up and a desire to run consumed her.
            Get control of yourself, female! Pjecha screamed in her mind. He seized control of her limps, freezing her in place for a long moment. Feel sorry for yourself later. The shield is hanging on the side of the altar facing the statue.
            A flicker of anger ignited. Not at herself, or her weakness, but for that god-forsaken demon. She dreamed of doing unspeakable things to him.
            "If I ever discover your dungeon, demon, I'm going to kill you a thousand times."
            Taking a deep breath, she strode towards the altar with a look of grim determination. As she got closer, it was almost as if the air became thicker and thicker. As if some physical force was trying to push her away.
            Rounding the corner of the altar, she looked down and finally saw it. The Shield of Dread looked like a hundred thousand other round shields in the game. Painted a dark, dusky red, it had the Destroyer's face painted upon it in black.
            Actually looking upon the shield made its radiating menace a hundred times worse. Her fingers became stiff and her mind numb. She found concentration difficult and breathing even harder.
            I can't hold it, Pjecha said.
            Gasping, Tania dropped to her hands and knees. She could barely stay balanced on all fours, much less control her hands well enough to hold the shield.
            We're doomed!
            "No," she sobbed and started crawling towards the shield.
            Unable to even lift her arms, Tania used her body to knock the shield off the bracket holding it up. It fell face down and she crawled on top of it. Then with the last of her strength, she slipped her arm through the forearm piece and grabbed the handle.
            You did it!

            "Yes, I did."
            She lay atop the shield several minutes resting from her ordeal. Keeping a tight grip, Tania rose up on her knees and breathed a sigh of relief. Her strength returned quickly and the deep feelings of dread and doom evaporated. She looked up at the towering statue of the Destroyer as she wiped the tears from her face.
            "I beat you, bastard," she half-growled and half-sobbed. She glared at the hated god a few minutes while her strength returned. Pulling her sword as she stood, she stalked over to the statue and started hacking at it with the sword's spine, not the edge. Soon she started concentrating her attentions on its dangling genitals. Then as they broke loose, "Ha! Take that, god of pigs!"
            Feel better?

            "Much better, thank you," Tania said, a big smile spreading across her face.
            Sheathing the sword, Tania then opened her inventory. After placing the enchanted shield inside, she quickly closed it. A deep sense of relief overwhelmed her, tears rolling down her cheeks.
            Why are you crying?
            "I'm so fucking happy to be alive," she said. Then looking around, "Well, virtually alive anyway."
            That made her wonder how her RL body was holding out. The doctors and nurses must be frantic with her staying in the game so long. She'd never stayed in the game longer that three days before, and they were not happy about that. Game time was a strain on her body, and especially her cancer-ridden brain. Dangerous. And since game days and nights, even the seasons, were synced with the real world, every day in the game was a day in RL.
            "Pjecha, how is my real life body holding out?" she asked. "This is my fifteenth day in the game. That's five times longer than any of my previous sessions."
            If she died while playing Tania, then she'd be stuck in that character forever. If she wasn't playing at the time of her death, she still had an option of which character to be permanently. Her essence, her psyche would be uploaded to the place where she chose which character to play. In that case, it would be her final choice, and forever.
            I can barely sense your mortal body. It feels weak, but I don't have a baseline to determine how weak.
            "But you can warn me before my body dies, right?"
            No.
            Tania's blood ran cold. Had she further weakened and endangered her life by staying in the game too long? If so, it was the demon's fault. Even though the prospect of living forever in the game had its appeal, the idea of her imminent death was terrifying.
            "Now we return to Haven, right?" 
            Yes.
            "Awesome. I have to finish this before you kill me in real life."
 
            Congratulations, Rogue Tania! You've reached level 13! You have five points to distribute as you wish. In addition, you have earned an additional five bonus points. Well played, Rogue. Well played.
 
            "Holy crap! I've never earned more than two bonus points before," she cried, eyes huge as she stared up at the alert floating in the air. Then it faded away. Tania pulled up her HUD and saw the added line with her available points to distribute. "I can't do that now. I need to think about exactly where to put those points."
            Good. You need to leave before the goblins realize something is wrong.
            She studied the surrounding woods thoroughly before starting down the south stairs. Ending up in some goblin's belly was not in her plans. As she descended, her mind was already tackling the problem of breaking into the palace where the High Mage would be waiting. There was no doubt in her mind now that the talismans would give her the edge, even against such a powerful wizard as Leonitas.
            The forest was still quiet, the small creatures hadn't yet returned. She hurried back to the clearing. The dragon was waiting impatiently and turned to watch her return.
            "Mount," she said, after untying his leg.
            Savage Wind dropped to his belly and waited. Tania settled into the saddle. As the huge dragon rose, she reached for the restraining strap. Feeling a sharp pain, she slapped at the insect she thought bit her arm.
            "Oh no."
            She felt her body going limp. Tania's eyes rolled back in her head and she toppled out of the saddle. She lay motionless at the dragon's feet, but unable to move a muscle as she fought to remain conscious. 
            Pjecha, what the hell is wrong with me? I can't move or anything.
            You've been poisoned.
            Before she could ask how that happened, she spotted the answer emerging cautiously from the surrounding underbrush. He was a short muscular goblin, with long black hair pulled back in a braid. The greenish-gray brute kept a wary eye on Savage Wind as he inched closer to her. He only wore a ratty leather loincloth, barefooted, and covered in scars and tattoos. His only visible weapon was the blowgun.
            Fuck me! Pjecha, do something.
            The demon remained silent.
            "Hello, human," the goblin whispered when he reached her side. She felt him grab her hair and start pulling her away, even as her vision went dark. "You are defeated by Biru, greatest warrior of the Ungari Tribe. Tonight, I will eat your heart."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 24
 
            Soft chanting pulled at Tania's consciousness. She moaned and squirmed, discomfort making itself known. Her shoulders ached. But the darkness didn't want to release her yet, so Tania fought her way back. Her eyes fluttered open to a fire lit chamber.
            "What?" she said softly as she realized she was tied. She tugged at bound wrists, before realizing her ankles were also tied. "Where am I?" Then seeing a goblin across the fire, "Who are you?" 
            "I am Tegel, Shaman of the Ungari," he said dramatically. "And just who are you, human?"
            "I'm Tania," she said and began straining at her bonds. "Release me now or else."
            "Spare me your idle threats," he said, with a wave of the hand. "Why are you here? Did you enter the temple?"
            "I stopped to rest and feed my dragon," she lied and prayed Savage Wind was alright. "And if you mean that big black pyramid, no I didn't go into it."
            "You lie," he spat. "What did you do to the Dread One?"
            Dread One? she thought. Doesn't he know about the shield?
            Calm down, Pjecha said. He only knows that deep, powerful sense of dread emanating from the temple is gone, so thinks you did something to his god.
            Tania took a second to look around and access her predicament. She found herself inside a round, thatch hut, so assumed she was in the goblin village she'd spotted from the air. The fire pit sat in the middle, with a smoke hole at the ceiling's peak. The fire made it uncomfortably hot. She noticed a single pallet of piled furs to one side. She saw no furniture, but personal effects and household items lined the perimeter.
            The goblin before her was not the one that captured her. Biru was his name if her drug befuddled mind hadn't lied to her, and he was a warrior. Like Biru, the shaman's only garment was a ratty looking loincloth, but she noticed four different and very elaborate headdresses in the hut, along with some very colorful feather and fur robes.
            Pjecha, she thought. What went wrong? Why didn't you warn me?
            I was still weak from protecting you in the temple, he said.
            Her breath caught when the shaman stood and glared daggers at her.
            "Biru saw you returning from the direction of the temple," Tegel said. "What did you do?"
            I think they're mad because I disfigured the statue of the Destroyer.
            Tegel started around the fire. Tania tried to scoot away.
            No. They haven't gone up there. They don't believe it's possible to go up there, Pjecha said. But the shaman has realized something is wrong. He thinks you have either killed or stolen his god.
            The shaman held her own belt knife in hand. He rushed her, dropping to one knee and grabbing a fistful of hair. She felt his hand trembling, saw desperation in his fierce eyes.
            So they can't feel it anymore and think I might have killed it or something.
            "Speak to me! I will not be ignored by you, woman," Tegel snarled. He pressed the edge of the knife to her throat, "Tell me, or die."
            Exactly. What are you going to do? he asked. I am still weak and can't do anything for you for several more hours.
            "I'm not sure what you want to know," she cried. "Ask me specific questions."
            Pjecha! Can you read his mind? Tell me something to say that'll keep me from killing me. Now.
            "There is a presence in you," Tegel said. "Is it the Dread One?"
            "No," she said. "It's my own personal demon, Pjecha."
            "I do not believe you."
            You're not helping, demon! Talk to me!
            "Does it feel like your god? I felt the Dread One's presence when I landed, and I can assure you, I didn't want to go near him or his thrice damned temple."
            You're doing fine without me, Pjecha said. Besides, you keep telling me to shut up when you are fighting for your life.
            Tegel jerked the knife away and stormed around the small hut for several minutes. Tania watched with wary eyes. She noticed her unsheathed sword on the other side of the fire. The shaman was a mob, so had no way of knowing she was a player with an inventory to hide other things. But if he killed her, then she would drop the Necklace of Passage, Bracelet of Ratibor, and Shield of Dread for him to take.
            He would believe the shield to be his god, Pjecha said. We can't let him have my talismans.
            "Duh," she accidently said out loud, drawing the shaman's undivided attention again.
            "That talisman blade," he indicated her Elven Steel sword. "What does it do?"
            "I'm not real sure," she lied. "The demon inside me made me travel very far to get it for some Havenite wizard. He promises to release me from the demon's control once it is delivered."
            "Not likely," he snorted.
            "That's my biggest fear," she admitted.
            "You have nothing to fear from the demon," Tegel said. "For on the full moon, you will be sacrificed to the Dread One."
            "But you said he was gone?" 
            "He is angry with us," Tegel said. "Your sacrifice will appease him, and then he will grant us his favor again."
            "But..."
            Tania was interrupted by a scream. Tegel ran to the door and disappeared. She strained to hear. It sounded like a riot outside the hut. Pjecha informed her that the villagers were in turmoil over the loss of their god. Many blamed her and wanted to sacrifice her right away. This didn't help her feel any better. She prayed the shaman could control them.
            Soon warriors entered. They stopped just inside the door and glared at her hatefully.
            "I have a bad feeling about this," she said.
            You should, Pjecha said. They are scared and want you dead. They have been ordered to take you to the shaman and chief to decide your fate.
            They grabbed Tania by both arms and dragged her outside. The Ungari fell silent at her appearance. They stared at her as she was dumped unceremoniously before an older looking goblin and a group of gray-haired males and females.
            "Who the hell are you?" she demanded.
            "I am Manosak, Chieftain of the Ungari," he said, puffing out his chest proudly. He indicated the elderly goblins. "These are our elders."
            "Pleased to meet you, I'm sure," she muttered, noticing the shaman sitting with the elders. He did look older than the chieftain, but much younger than the other elders.
            "You are called Tania?" Manosak asked.
            "Yes," she said. "I'm a very important person in the human world, so I demand you release me immediately."
            "Silence!" Manosak shouted. "It is believed that you killed our god. What do you have to say?"
            "Mortals can't kill gods, any imbecile knows that," she said. "Is it my fault your god deserted you? Maybe he didn't care for your human sacrifices? Maybe you should try animal sacrifices like we do in the rest of the world. Our gods have never deserted us."
            "Sacrilege," Tegel cried. "She must be sacrificed."
            "If you say so," Manosak said. "But if there's no god, why bother sacrificing her? She will serve us better as food."
            "The Dread One is angry with our loss of the Pak girl and is showing us his disfavor," he said, looking at the chief and his warriors narrowly. "We must sacrifice this woman to appease him."
            "Like I say," Tania called out. "Humans only sacrifice animals, and our gods never abandon us. I suggest you start sacrificing animals. Sacrificing me will just anger the Dread One even more."
            Both the elders and common goblins gathered around murmured among themselves. The shaman didn't look pleased.
            "The Dread One's presence disappeared about the same time as this human was captured," Tegel said. "Perhaps she is not the sacrifice he wants, but Carsa. She was to be sacrificed if we had failed to secure another sacrifice."
            "Nonsense," Manosak said as the villagers all began talking excitedly among themselves again. "Tania is a human and highly prized as a sacrifice, only an enemy chief's daughter is more prized. Maybe the Dread One abandoned us for your honorless insistence on sacrificing my daughter, Tegel?"
            That caused even more whispered speculation among the goblin villagers. Tania got the impression she'd arrived during some sort of drama in the village. The shaman wanted to sacrifice the chieftain's daughter, while her father tried to protect her.
            "The Dread One is not pleased," Tegel said. "I will sacrifice this woman right now, but it that fails to win the Dread One's favor..."
            "Very well," Manosak snapped. "Prepare the human, Tegel."
            "No!" Tania screamed and tried to break free.
            The two warriors grabbed her again and held her fast. She struggled, but couldn't break their grasp as Tegel walked up to her. 
            "I will sacrifice you and your demon, human," Tegel said. Then to the warriors, "Follow me."
            The entire village followed him to the circle of desolation. They silently watched as Tania was chained between two thick totem poles. Her wrists were locked within wide bronze wrist cuffs. She took stock of her situation. The shaman was doing some strange and violent dance around her while chanting loudly. The bronze chains holding her were attached to two ten foot tall totem poles. The faces on the totem poles were all similar to the monsters lining the pyramid's stairways.
            Suddenly, Tegel turned on her and threw something at her feet. There was a bright flash and Tania was engulfed in yellow smoke that slowly dispersed in the gentle breeze. The shaman was leading the villagers away by the time the cloud cleared. She stared after them, baffled.
            "Pjecha," she asked. "Is that all there is to their sacrifice? I expected to have my heart cut out, or something."
            When the Shield of Dread was still present that was all they needed, he said. You would have been killed by the shield's power before dawn.
            "So what will happen when they find me still alive in the morning?"
            I don't know. They will undoubtedly sacrifice the girl called Carsa.
            "I don't care about some goblin girl," she said. "Will they set me free?"
            No, I don't think so. I suspect they will eat you.
            Yeah. There was that aspect of goblins.
            "Then I need to escape," she said. "Can you do anything to open these cuffs?"
            No, he said. You will have to escape on your own. Someone's coming.
            A young female goblin emerged from the forest. She walked over to Tania confidently and looked her over carefully. 
            "Who are you?" Tania asked. "Are you going to free me?"
            "I am Carsa," she said. "Without you, I'd be the one being sacrificed right now."
            Squeezing Tania's arms and thighs firmly, she flashed a pointed tooth smile. Tania lashed out at her with a foot. The goblin girl avoided it easily, and then pressed up close and personal. Her hands began to explore Tania's body.
            "Lean meat, that's good," Carsa said and laughed at Tania's look of utter shock and revulsion. Pulling open Tania's shirt, "My favorite is the breast though. I just love the taste of that fatty tissue."
            "You're sick," Tania cried.
            "Big firm teats," she said, copping a feel. "I'll share one with my future husband, Biru."
            "Oh yeah?" Tania snarled and brought her knee up between the goblin's legs.
            Carsa screamed in pain as she doubled over. Tania lifted herself up on both chains and kicked Carsa hard with both feet to the chest. Carsa stumbled halfway to the pyramid before falling. Climbing to her wobbly feet, she snarled threats of revenge while stumbling away into the surrounding forest.
            A few minutes later, she heard someone else returning through the now darkening woods. Sunset was near. Soon Biru and Carsa stepped in front of her. Neither looked happy.
            "Biru," she said pleasantly. "Long time no see."
            "You hurt Carsa," he said and punched her in the gut. "I don't like anyone who hurts my Carsa."
            Tania gasped and coughed. That punch hurt all the way into her bones, and drove the wind out of her lungs. No game should hurt that much, virtual reality or not.
            "You're a tough man with a chained woman," Tania croaked out once she got a little wind back in her lungs. "Coward."
            "I'm a tough man, period," he said and punched her in the face.
            Tania slumped in the chains, barely conscious and head spinning. Carsa looked at her triumphantly. 
            "Let's go," Biru said
            "But she's still alive," Carsa said. "You have to kill her."
            "Why?"
            "If she is still alive in the morning, Tegel will sacrifice me," she said.
            "Nonsense," he said. "The Dread One will take her tonight. I am confident, she is an excellent sacrifice."
            Tania feigned unconsciousness until they departed. She staggered to her feet and looked around. The first stars were just coming out and moonrise was less than an hour away.
            Sometimes you are brilliant, Pjecha said, and sometimes you are incredibly stupid.
            "Shut up," she said. "Tell me how to get out of this."
            Pick the lock.
            "I need to be able to reach the cuffs with my hands to do that," she said. "You mean a powerful demon like you can't open a simple lock like this?"
            No.
            Tania spent the rest of the night struggling in the chains. As dawn neared, she became more and more desperate. The thought of being eaten alive was terrifying. Pjecha tried to assure her by informing her that it was a lie goblins told to frighten their enemies. They didn't eat raw meat any more than humans. So the goblins would kill and cook her before eating her flesh. She was not consoled with that revelation.
            The entire village returned to find her still alive just before dawn. They looked stunned and terrified. All Tania could do was look over her shoulder at them and smile. Carsa began to cry.
            Tania was unchained and her wrists bound together behind her back. The warriors then led her back through the silent Ungari and to the shaman's hut. She was pushed through the door and left alone.
            Tegel returned to his hut after many hours. Tania was surprised to see him looking so happy.
            "I'm glad someone is happy to see me survive the night," she said.
            "Yes, I am. Now Carsa will be sacrificed," he said.
            "Can I go? It’s obvious that your Dreaded One isn't interested in me," she said.
            "Dread One, not Dreaded One," he corrected her. "You will be kept for the next sacrifice. I will deal with you after I get my revenge off that bitch, Carsa."
            Both turned at a small knock at the door. Carsa's voice asked to enter. Tegel smiled.
            "Enter, Carsa," he said. "Has your father sent you to be prepared for the sacrifice?"
            "No," she said nervously, looking around. "I felt it important we talk."
            "Talk? You've already said all you need say to me," he said. "Begone."
            "But I think we can work out our differences," she said, sliding up close. "Perhaps I was wrong about you."
            "Perhaps, but it's too late now," he said. "The sacrifice has been rejected."
            The two goblins scowled at Tania. She stared back defiantly.
            "I think the human bewitched the Dread One," Carsa offered. "Biru said she was coming away from the temple when he first saw her. Maybe she really is a powerful sorceress and cast a spell on our god. If she died, maybe the spell would be broken and the Dread One set free."
            Tania remained outwardly calm, but Carsa was kind of right. If they killed her, Tania would drop the three talismans. They would think she released their god, but how they would get the shield back atop the pyramid was beyond her.
            Tegel just snorted.
            "Maybe," she said, running a small hand over his dirty chest, "I could be yours if she was sacrificed again."
            "But your father?"
            "He will let me choose my husband, and I will choose you, if you sacrifice the human," she said.
            "It is a trick," he said. "You will never give yourself to me."
            Swallowing hard, Carsa pulled the knot tying her loin cloth in place and let it fall to the floor. She walked over to the shaman's bed and knelt on the greasy firs. Then she gave him her most seductive look.
            Stop them, Pjecha, Tania said silently. I don't want to watch two goblins rutting.
            "Take me now," she said. "No other man will want me afterwards. I'll be yours forever."
            The shaman trembled with desire. He stripped off his loincloth as he walked over. Lying beside her, he didn't waste any time in mounting the girl. It was soon over and Carsa's fate decided.
            Thanks for nothing, demon. I'll never unsee that.
            "There is a problem," Tegel said. "The Dread One still is gone, and the human will still be alive tomorrow morning."
            "Other tribes cut the hearts out of their sacrifices," Carsa offered. "Perhaps that is what the Dread One wants."
            "Perhaps," he said. "There is a temple and alter at the top where such sacrifices were once done."
            "And so it shall again," she said. "Tomorrow."
            "Tomorrow," he said. "At moonrise I will cut out her heart and at sunrise, we will be married."
            "I will announce you as my choice as mate in the morning," she said, pleased. "Now I must go."
            "No. You will stay with me tonight," he said.
            "But you have already taken me," she said.
            "You have much to learn of pleasing men," he said. "I will start teaching you now."
            The look of shock and fear on Carsa's face as Tegel pushed her back into the furs amused Tania. It pleased her that the conniving bitch was getting hers. Tegel proved to be patient in his lessons, and thorough. The Ungari girl was forced to do things she had never imagined.
            While Tegel indulged himself with Carsa, Tania struggled with her bonds. The thin straps of leather she was bound with proved more than capable of holding her securely. She eventually fell into a fitful sleep.
            The next morning, Tania listened from inside the hut as Tegel announced to the tribe that Carsa wouldn't have to be sacrificed. He explained that during the night, the Dread One came to him in a dream and instructed him to start a new method of sacrifice. From now on each sacrifice was to be taken to the altar atop the pyramid and have their hearts cut out at sunset.
            "Goblins are idiots," Tania said.
            Carsa acted as if she was thrilled with the revelation and declared she wanted the shaman as her husband. It sounded like a fight started, with lots of shouted accusations flung back and forth. Tania could only make out bits and pieces. 
            "I will marry the Shaman Tegel on the date and time he so declares," Carsa said defiantly to the hushed Ungari.
            "I choose tomorrow morning at sunrise," he said.
            "What kind of trickery is this? Shaman, if I find you have bewitched her..." Biru growled.
            "Carsa," Manosak interrupted the warrior. "Why this change of heart? Is it to ensure you don't get sacrificed?"
            "The Shaman Tegel has proven himself worthy while all the warriors have proven themselves unworthy," she said. "Fear not, Tegel has not cast any spells to gain my love."
            "Have the human taken to the sacrifice poles," Tegel ordered. "At sunset I will take her up to the altar and send her to the Dread One."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 25
 
            Tania struggled to break free of her bonds with renewed vigor while Tegel and Carsa made their announcements. Things were taking a nasty turn for the worse. So when two goblin warriors arrived to take her away at the end of the day, she was not in a very cooperative mood.
            The warriors made the mistake of cutting her legs free so she could walk to her doom. Like that was going to happen. Tania immediately kicked one of the goblins in the nuts. The other called for help, and three more goblin warriors charged into the hut. In all, eight warriors entered the hut to fetch her, and four had the wherewithal to carry the kicking and screaming rogue out the door. Once outside, two more joined the fight.
            It took two goblins on each leg to control her, and then only barely. Tania screamed threats, made promises she'd never keep. She even threatened to come back and haunt them.
            I can do that, she silently told the demon. Since I'll respawn after they sacrifice me and can come back.
            That would not be wise, Tania. They will just kill and eat you again.
            Not if I am dressed in all pale gray and wear lots of pale makeup to look like a ghost.
            The demon said nothing. She grinned, liking the idea even more.
            At the sacrifice poles, one warrior seized her around the knees and held tightly while the rest secured her wrists in the ancient bronze cuffs. They all jumped back as she screamed her rage and lashed out with her legs.
            "Come back and fight like men, you craven cowards!" Tania challenged them as they vanished into the surrounding woods. "I'll eat your hearts for this!"
            "No human, we'll eat yours," Tegel said calmly as he approached. "Tonight we will feast on your succulent flesh and celebrate my pending marriage."
            "You pig," she snarled. "I'll come back from the dead for you, I swear it."
            Tegel laughed. "I've heard it all before. Save your breath, woman. No spirit has ever returned to carry out his promised vengeance against me."
            "Have you ever sacrificed anyone possessed by a demon?"
            The shaman froze.
            "Personal demons change everything," she said. Eyes narrowing, "I will return."
            That spooked him for a moment, but Tegel's confidence quickly returned.
            "I know magic to keep vengeful spirits away. There's nothing you can say to stop your sacrifice to the Dread One."
            Tegel grinned at her, before turning toward the pyramid. He lifted a hand and began a soft chant. Tania guessed the goblin was casting spells to ensure it was safe. But she wasn't through with him.
            "I'll tell everyone how Carsa seduced you into this new plan," Tania said as casually as she could muster. He stiffened and turned back to face her. "That's right, I was there and heard everything. Worse, I saw everything. Nastier than two pigs rutting in mud."
            "No one will believe you."
            "I can prove it," she said with a wag of the brows.
            He became wary. "How?"
            "They can simply check Carsa's maidenhead," she said. "I suspect custom demands she remain intact."
            Tegel walked up close and looked deep into her eyes. Tania smiled smugly at him.
            Congratulations, female, you actually rattled the shaman. I feel fear radiating out of him.
            "That will not save your miserable life," Tegel said. "You will still be sacrificed."
            "But I won't die alone."
            "You are wrong," he said and touched her forehead.
            Tania gasped and her knees buckled. Her whole world spun wildly. For a long moment, she didn't know up from down, left from right. She was vaguely aware of the shaman stuffing cloth into her mouth and tied another strip around her mouth to secure it in place. Gagged, she wouldn't be able to say a thing.
            "You are a blasphemer, so I had to gag you to keep you from disrupting this all important ceremony," he said, smiling grimly. "We don't want to insult the Dread One."
            You miscalculated, Pjecha said. Too bad, now I will have to find another avatar.
            You're deserting me?
            They paused as the shaman departed, heading back toward the village. Tania looked at the western sky, judging how much time she had left. Pjecha wasn't threatening to kill and delete her characters because of her failure, but she still wasn't sure he wouldn't do it just because. He was a demon after all. But mostly, she felt frustrated at being killed before she finished her mission.
            I'll not abandon you yet. You have proven very resourceful in the past, the demon said. I will wait until you are dead before I start my search for a new avatar.
            I don't understand, she said. Won't you still possess me after I respawn? I can come back for the talismans. All three will be right here. Should be easy.
            I lied. Death will free you from me. That's why I threatened to delete your characters.
            She didn't know what to think. He didn't say if he'd still delete her characters or not, and she was afraid to ask. Maybe he would forget.
            I can't take that chance.
            Tania turned her attention to the pyramid. Even without the Shield of Dread, it was an ominous presence. She stared up at the temple atop it.
            An idea came to her, Pjecha, can you have any effect on someone else?
            Very limited, but yes, he admitted.
            I have a plan, she said. Is Savage Wind still in the area?
            Yes, he's still waiting in the clearing, Pjecha said. He is growing impatient and hungry. I fear he will soon depart.
            You have influence over him, right?
            Yes, it is the only reason he has stayed. It hasn't been easy.
            Well done, she said. Here's my plan.
            Tania and Pjecha spent the rest of the afternoon debating the different aspects of her plan. He kept trying to drive home to her the limits to his powers, but she saw no other way and insisted he at least try. 
            I'm your best chance to get revenge on the wizard, with all three talismans in my inventory.
            Pjecha had no argument for that.
            Now, I need to distribute the points I earned leveling up.
            Don't worry about the game, Pjecha chided. You'll have plenty of time for that later.
            No.  I need to boost some Skills and Attributes to ensure I pull this plan off, she said.
            Tania had ten points to distribute.  Five points for leveling up in the game, and five bonus points.  First, she needed to be stronger and faster atop the temple pyramid, so put four points in Strength and gave two points to Quickness.
            Her HUD now showed:  Strength 9.  Quickness 9.
            She had four more points to distribute, and put them all on the Skill of Hand-to-hand combat.  That Skill flashed red:  Hand-to-hand 9.
            Now I'm a faster, stronger, and a much better weaponless fighter, Tania said.  I doubt any of the goblins are a Level 9 equivalent on any skill. I'll kick their butts, big time.
            As the daylight began to dim and the western sky began to turn crimson and purple, Tegel led the tribe into the clearing. He was dressed in black ceremonial robes and headdress. The headdress was the head of an alligator with its mouth open wide, the shaman's face showing in the back of the gaping maul. He came in chanting while doing a shuffling dance. And again he danced around her in the same dance as the night before.
            Tania watched the shaman calmly. She had a plan now. Besides, Grandpa Resnik always said: Never let your enemies see you sweat. The villagers looked somber, and maybe a little skeptical.
            Warriors came forward and held her fast while others removed the bronze manacles. She didn't even try to resist. Her plan required her to be on top of the pyramid. The eight Ungari warriors carried her feet first up the pyramid behind Tegel, Manosak, and the entire Council of Elders.
            The warriors' inexperience on those steep steps almost proved her undoing a few times, when one of them would stumble and the others came close to releasing her to save themselves. But they struggled on, and huffing and puffing, they achieved the top.
            Now Pjecha, she said.
            The Elders made a circle around the altar, with the shaman and chief in the middle. The warriors carried Tania to and placed her face up atop the altar, head towards the statue. Tegel stood to her right and Manosak to the left. Four goblin warriors continued to hold her arms and legs spread-eagle for the ceremony since they didn't have any other way to secure her.
            Shaman Tegel began a loud sing-song chant, his arms lifted high beseechingly. He held her belt knife in his right hand and a stick, with feathers, bones, and human teeth hanging from it, in his left. When his chant ended, he looked down at her and smiled with cruel satisfaction.
            Concentrating on the one simple magic spell she knew, Tania snapped the fingers of her right hand and Tegel's greasy hair and furry robe burst into flames. As the shaman screamed in pain and terror, everyone in the temple jumped back in superstitious fear.
            Tania wrenched her arms and legs free and scrambled off the altar. Several of the warriors pursued. That's when Savage Wind swooped down and roared at the top of his lungs. That thunderous roar startled the goblins atop the pyramid as well as the assembled villagers below.
            Running past the towering statue, she cut left and headed for the huge dragon hovering at the edge of the pyramid. With two warriors just one step behind her, she leaped off the pyramid and caught hold of the saddle's large buckle in the middle of the dragon's chest. The two Ungari goblins were caught unaware and fell to their death.
            "Climb!" she cried at the top of her lungs after ripping off the gag with one hand.
            Savage Wind beat the air savagely, blowing several of the Ungari Elders off the pyramid, including the Shaman Tegel. Tania watched his still burning body bounce down the side of the step pyramid with satisfaction. She didn't feel he deserved any better since he had no honor.
            Holding onto the buckle tightly, Tania guided the dragon to the center of the Ungari village. Once on the ground, she darted into the shaman's hut. She found her weapons and personal effects in a pile, minus her belt knife Tegel took. She quickly sheathed the daggers, tied the purses back to her belt, and slung her sword across her back. Running back outside, she saw the Ungari warriors running up.
            "Savage Wind," she shouted in her most commanding voice. "Defend!"
            The dragon's training proved excellent. Even though she'd never given him that command, Savage Wind turned on the goblin warriors with a soul numbing roar, and then charged them. The goblins screamed in terror and scattered. In a flash, every one of them vanished into the surrounding forest.
            "Well done, Savage Wind. You are a great warrior," Tania called. She rushed over to the dragon, "Saddle."
            He dropped to his belly and she climbed into the saddle. She ordered him to fly as she strapped herself in. As they ascended, she took inventory of herself and the saddle. All she lost was some time and her belt knife. All in all, a fair trade for her life and the final talisman of the demon's quest.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 26
 
            It was late afternoon when the tall whitewashed walls of Haven come into view. Tania looked upon them with both relief and apprehension. Relief that the demon's quest was all but over after three weeks; apprehension at what awaited her in the palace.
            Have you decided?
            "Decided what?"
            Which plan will you try? You have been comparing the merits and disadvantages of two very different strategies, Pjecha said.
            "No, I haven't decided," she said. "My first concern is landing and getting into Castle Crest before they close the gates for the night."
            The gates of both the city and Castle Crest opened at sunrise and closed at sunset daily. The guards didn't allow anyone to pass in either direction until the next day.
            Tania planned on making her move on Leonitas after dark. If she arrived too late, she'd have to wait another day. And that was unacceptable. She wanted the demon out and her freedom back. She didn't want to think about what that three weeks in-game session had done to her RL body and medical condition. Pjecha wouldn't even talk about it, which frightened her even more and added additional urgency to her quest.
            Glancing back at the sun, she figured there was about an hour until sunset. She would have to rush it a bit, but there shouldn't be any problem making it to that safe haven of nobility by then.
            Before she knew it the city's dragon cote was below her. Tania didn't have to give the dragon a single command, he knew where to go. As they descended into the cote, she noticed several saddled dragons next to the landing area. A rider could generally come and go anytime day or night in most cities.
            "Hey, that's my dragon! Savage Wind!" a voice cried out just as Savage Wind came to a rest on the ground.
            Tania scanned the cote. A group of riders headed toward her at a run, while several others reached for bows. Not the reception she had been hoping for.
            "Shit! Fly!" she cried and kicked.
            Savage Wind obeyed, but voiced his frustration and displeasure loudly.
            "After her!" she heard as she rose up above the city again.
            "Lousy rotten luck," she said, watching three dragons take off after her.
            This time Tania stayed low. She wasn't trying to escape the city, just the other riders. Heading east, she studied her pursuit. They were indistinguishable from each other. All three dragons were black with bright yellow saddles.
            "Black Dragon Squadron," she mumbled to herself. "Colonel Isobel's unit. Nasty reputation."
            The Black Dragon Squadron was one of the most famous, or infamous, mercenary dragon companies around. They were all players, like herself. She'd fought with them, and against them, as her main character Tater. They rode black dragons and dyed their saddles a bright golden yellow. Their commander, Colonel Isobel, only hired out for specific missions. Otherwise, her squadron would raid the countryside for fun and provisions.
            Shortly, three more black dragons took off. Tania was pleased to note that there weren't any more black dragons in the cote. One under-strength wing of air cavalry was difficult enough to deal with, but an entire squadron would have been impossible to defeat even with the talismans. The Shield of Dread would be enough to defend herself against any force of any size, but it would also affect her dragon. Therefore, she couldn't utilize it until after she dismounted.
            Tania pulled the short recurved bow out of its case. It had cost her a small fortune after losing the other bow. The short powerful bow was a favorite with both horse and dragon riders. It was easy to wield in the saddle and had remarkable range and hitting power.
            As the first three riders closed on her, she ordered her dragon into a steep climb and then looped over. At the top of the loop, Tania looked down on the other riders. Apparently, they had heard of her maneuver earlier or had quicker minds than the last group. They peeled off in different directions. It wasn't easy hanging upside down, but she took a bead on the closest and let loose an arrow. The arrow found its mark in the rider's right thigh.
            Use the Bracelet of Ratibor, Pjecha said. It shoots a ball of energy a lot faster and further than you can shoot an arrow.
            After stowing the still strung bow, Tania opened her inventory and pulled out the Bracelet of Ratibor. It appeared on her wrist in a flash, and she felt the weight of it. Wide and heavy, it didn't look particularly impressive, other than the sheer value of that much silver.
            "Let's see what this thing can do," she muttered.
            You can control the power of the shots, Pjecha said. Point a finger to send a small energy ball. Point your fist to send the most powerful ball of energy.
            She spotted two riders coming up from below in an intercept vector. They were hard to see, much less fire down upon.
            "Savage Wind," she called to get the dragon's attention. "One barrel roll! Now!"
            Savage Wing twisted, and gave a last hard flap. His wings folded to his flanks, and they spun upside down in flight.
            "Perfect!"
            Tania aimed her right fist at the first of two dragons coming up below her. The warriors on their backs were preparing to shoot arrows at her dragon's vulnerable belly. She concentrated on what she wanted, and an intense black bolt ripped the lead dragon and rider apart. The intense ball of energy had the added effect of scaring all of the other dragons, too. Indeed, the dragon following the one killed was so surprised it gave out a squawk and braked in midair.
            Savage Wind veered sharply to the right and dropped down below the rooftops. He flew up a relatively wide, straight street, his wingtips striking the buildings on both sides.
            I wouldn't do that again if I were you, Pjecha warned. It terrified your dragon.
            "I see that," she said. "Why? It isn't loud or particularly spectacular."
            The dragons are more attuned to magic than humans. Also, its sound is at a much higher frequency and very disturbing to dragons, he said. And they are like humans in that what they don't understand frightens them.
            She allowed her dragon to climb up above the city once again. They passed over another rider, who shot an arrow that passed through Savage Wind's right wind. Fortunately, though, it only left a small hole. Tania twisted around and shot an arrow at him that ricocheted off his steel helmet.
            Savage Wind was still heading west, only fifty feet above the rooftops. Tania could see the people all over stopping to watch the air battle being fought above the city. She couldn't blame them, she would have loved to watch just such a spectacle herself. Indeed, she felt thrilled to be the center of attention. It would only enhance her reputation.
            "Savage Wind, veer right," she commanded, then, "Now straight. Faster."
            Four of the remaining five dragons converged on her. She looked around, wondering if she'd have to abandon the fight and go find a place to hide in the forest. 
            I don't think that will work. Their dragons are all rested, while Savage Wind is close to his limit.
            "You are a fountain of good news, Pjecha."
            She turned Savage Wind westward, out over the sea. Dragons had an aversion to flying out to sea if they couldn't see an island or any kind of land. Savage Wind didn't balk, but he did slow and dropped lower. The other riders wheeled around to pursue. So she had her dragon angle upward to gain some height. The other riders turned into intercept courses.
            "Savage Wind. Listen closely, my beauty," she called. After a quick glance back at the closing riders, "When I say 'now,' I want you to wheel around as sharply as you can and head back to the city. We'll find a place to land and rest."
            Tania hoped that promise of rest would shore up the dragon's resolve, and he'd be willing to put in more effort knowing rest was coming. Her hand wrapped around the enchanted bracelet on her wrist. She so wanted to use it in the fight.
            "I could clear the skies with this bracelet," she muttered.
            Don't.
            An arrow flew past. "Now!"   
            The sharp turn caused Savage Wind to lose far more altitude than anticipated. His wing tips swatted the water as he struggled to keep aflight. They gradually gained altitude as Tania aimed for Castle Crest Hill, and the palace with Leonitas inside. 
            "How's he holding out?" Tania asked.
            Savage Wind is tiring fast. He is strong and has a great deal of endurance, but that last maneuver took a lot out of him, Pjecha said. I think you should land and abandon him in the city.
            "What do you think I've been…" she snapped. They flew over the docks, just a few feet above the tall masts. "Never mind."
            They were over the dock quarter, which was the largest of them all. It was divided up into large squares by a grid work of canals. Merchant houses and warehouses lined the canals, and it was the main reason for the city's wealth and prosperity.
            Tania slowed her dragon down just enough to make the turn and dip down into one of many canals, just above the water. She hoped the maneuver would confuse her pursuit and give her some breathing room. The pursuing riders didn't fly down the canal like her, but remained above the rooftops and hidden from view.
            "Shit! Watch out!" she cried, spotting two merchant ships passing each other up ahead. Savage Wind kept up his relentless flapping until the last second before folding his wings back the instant it took to pass between the two masts. "Wahoo! You're the best, Savage Wind!"
            The dragon acknowledged her compliment with a nod.
            An odd feeling passed through her at that time. Both extreme cold and heat, leaving her disoriented for a moment. It was an ominous feeling, and chilled her to the bones.
            "Did you do something, Pjecha?"
            No, he said after a pregnant pause. She started to question him on it. That odd sensation left behind a feeling of doom and despair, but he warned her, Pay attention, female! The fight isn't over.
            They continued at the same reckless pace until she spotted the other riders searching for her up ahead. A dozen scenarios played out in her head. None of them ended well for her. Well, one gave her a chance…
            With Pjecha's help in keeping tabs on their location, Tania was able to guide her dragon into a side canal and spring up out of the canal behind and between a pair them. Her first arrow pierced the heart of a startled lead rider as he looked back. His wingman tried to escape by dropping low into the canal. Tania followed.
            He flew in and out of several canals trying to shake her. Tania refused to give up. She cried for more speed as she pumped arrow after arrow at the fleeing rider.
            Savage Wind is about to have a heart attack. He's not a machine, Pjecha shouted into her mind. You will die in the resultant crash.
            "Fine. Slow down, Savage Wind. Good job," she said. Tania gave the escaping wingman a hostile look. And then in a whisper, "Can Savage Wind handle the bracelet again?"
            No.
            The rider must've understood her beast's weariness. He wheeled around and came back very quickly. She looked around for a place to land, but there wasn't enough time.
            Tania nocked an arrow and took her time aiming this time. When she let it fly, she knew right away it would miss the rider and began cursing furiously. But then the dragon tried to avoid the shot, misjudged, and flew straight into the arrow's path. 
            The giant black dragon roared in pain when the arrow struck him in the throat. He lost his rhythm precariously close to the water. Panicking, the dragon struggled to climb, but slammed headlong into a warehouse. Tania and Savage Wind flew over them as the dragon fell into the water.
            Tania allowed Savage Wind to slow down and climb up above the rooftops. The citizens of Haven began cheering her once it dawned on them that there weren't any more opponents left. She had won a spectacular battle against superior forces.
            "Where are the other riders?"
            They were called back to the cote by their commander.
            Tania smiled with self-satisfaction. She beamed with pride as the crowds cheered. This was her best witnessed adventure to date, and the tale would be told and sung far and wide. Of course, she'd have to avoid all members of the Black Dragon Squadron.
            If you aren't careful, your pride will be your undoing, Pjecha warned. It might serve you better to keep your mouth shut and not tell anyone it was you fighting this battle.
            "Darma says my vanity will be my undoing," she said with a grin.
            Pride. Vanity. It's all the same with you, he said. You are strong, cunning, and have a bright future ahead, if you don't make a mistake. This is not the time to make powerful enemies.
            "You can see in the future?"
            No, but... I know things.
            That sounded portentous. Tania looked around, knowing there were more riders. Had they truly given up the fight? No telling what would happen once their commander discovered she'd killed three riders and two dragons.
            They will seek vengeance. Savage Wind cannot serve us any longer. Land and continue on foot.
            By this time the dragon cote came into view again. Tania saw a small crowd there. She brought the dragon down on the street between the cote and the Dragon Tavern. The people all scattered as she landed and Savage Wind let out a roar.
            She studied the situation a moment. There were several more black dragons being saddled. A group of men came rushing out of the cote towards her, while another group was stringing bows. She had to make a decision quickly.
            "I'll never escape on foot," she said. With a grimace, "Fly!"
            Tania had a plan. She steered the dragon eastwardly and flew over the walls and out of the city. But first Savage Wind would have to be watered and rested. She regretted he couldn't be fed, but there would be plenty of time tomorrow.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 27
 
            The whitewashed walls surrounding Castle Crest Hill shined almost as bright as the three-quarter moon on the horizon. Tania flew Savage Wind in low over the treetops to avoid silhouetting herself. She held the bow in her hand with an arrow dug out of the cantle. It was her only arrow.
            Men patrolled the outer walls, and defensive wards would alert them that someone flew into the city. It wouldn't take long for the City Guard's mages to pinpoint Savage Wind's landing site. But she had a plan.
            As she passed over the outer walls, Tania heard shouts from the soldiers on watch. Her eyes turned up to study the top of Castle Crest's walls only seconds away. There were only a few dark shapes moving about. She smiled as she had Savage Wind glide over them.
            "Did anyone atop the Castle Crest walls see us?" she asked softly.
            No. Most are very drowsy and aren't paying attention.
            "Excellent."
            Tania wanted to land on the palace itself, or at least next to it. But Pjecha had strongly warned her against it. There were powerful wards protecting the palace. Her next choice was to land on the walls around the hill. The crenellation atop them made even a daylight landing tricky, so she decided on another option.
            Ordering Savage Wind to hover just feet above the square, Tania then tied a rope to the pommel and dropped the other end down to the street below. Pjecha had warned that the wards on the outer walls would detect the first place the dragon landed. Quickly removing the restraining strap, she lowered herself down.
            "To the cote," she ordered just loud enough for the dragon to hear.
            Squatting, she watched the huge dragon fly away. She found herself saddened at his departure. It felt like she lost a friend or a beloved pet.
            "How about that for tricking the outer defense wards?" Tania whispered. "Pretty clever, right?"
            Maybe. I cannot guarantee the spell didn't follow you down to the ground, Pjecha said. I hope it followed the dragon, but you should be careful.
            "Can't give me credit for shit, can you?" she said.
            Tania had already moved the Bracelet of Ratibor to her right wrist, so she removed the Shield of Dread from inventory and slipped her arm into it. She hefted the surprisingly light shield and studied its face for the first time. The bestial face of the Destroyer radiated menace that she didn't feel behind it. Looking upon that face sent a shiver down her back. For a second, all she wanted to do was hurl that vile thing away and run.
            Taking a deep, steadying breath, Tania stood and turned towards the palace. "Let's get this over with."
            Castle Crest covered a rather steep hill, so most of the streets were switchbacks, with the wider streets encircling the hill like belts. There were also stone stairs that went straight up the side of the hill, between expensive shops, mansions, and palaces. That quarter also had the most trees, many of which were flowering fruit trees. She had only been to the island once before, but with Pjecha's help she was able to reach the palace undetected.
            The Royal Palace crowned the hill, complete with crenellated towers. The thick stone walls had been pieced and altered, turning a strong defensive castle into a palace with many large windows. Checking the stars, she figured it to be a little over an hour before daybreak. It was the perfect time for such an attack. Her target would doubtlessly be asleep and the guards on duty would be drowsy.
            She worked her way up to the spot Pjecha claimed was the most vulnerable entry point. From the nightshadows, Tania studied the situation. There were far more guards standing watch than the demon indicated would be present.
            "Now, demon, how do I get past all those guards without them calling the alarm?" she whispered, studying the palace from the shadows of an alley. "And I assume there is magic guarding the place as well. Magic never lowers its vigilance."
            The Shield of Dread will disable the perimeter guards, but at the same time its power is too powerful to hide, he said. Even now its presence is being sensed by two of the wizards inside.
            Tania tensed, "Do they understand what it means yet?"
            No, neither wizard realizes the danger. They are just curious so far, but once we enter the palace all the wizards will be alerted.
            "So I'll have to fight my way through an army of wizards?" she asked, anger rising. "How the hell am I supposed to reach Leonitas when he's surrounded by the rest?"
            Your sword will be more than enough to defend against their magic, Pjecha reminded her. And they have little defense against the Bracelet of Ratibor and the Shield of Dread.
            "I hope you're right," she said and steeled herself for the coming battle. "Anything I should watch out for?"
            Yes, Leonitas has a Patron God he can draw power from. If he has the time, he can neutralize both the shield and bracelet.
            "He's a cleric?"
            No, but some wizards have struck deals with gods.
            "Players?"
            Both players and mobs, Pjecha said. Most of the mages you will face tonight are mobs, since the players are mostly logged out of the game. Leonitas is a player, but is currently logged in.
            "Perfect," she said. Tania's skin tingled as she gazed upon that palace. Her long ordeal was about to end. It felt bitter sweet. Now that it was almost over, she found she rather enjoyed the adventure. It wasn't her usual game play as Tater. "So I have to strike fast and decisively."
            Exactly.
            "I'm going to miss you, demon."
            Without further ado, Tania ran across the cobblestone street and straight at the palace. The men standing guard whirled on her, but she held the Destroyer's Shield before her, and they cried out in horror. Almost as one, they curled up into fetal positions on the ground.
            "It wasn't that bad at the goblin temple."
            Its power is magnified when being wielded by someone. It feeds off your determination and rage.
            Like all the other buildings inside the royal enclave, the Royal Palace didn't have a wall surrounding it. She was able to run right up to one of the tall lead glass windows and dive through behind the shield.
            Not very subtle.
            "One of the most important things I've learned playing this game is if you can't sneak up on them, hit them fast, hard, and with as much violence as you can muster," she said, looking around. "Never give your enemy time to think."
            Shouts and footsteps got her attention. The sounds came from behind the interior door. The room was dark and she could barely make out the outline of expensive furniture as she rushed for the door. She couldn't allow herself to be trapped inside.
            The Palace Guard arrived at the door first and kicked it in. Tania came to a skidding halt as they charged in with raised swords. She lifted the shield defensively and reached for her sword. But the men all suddenly stiffened with a gasp and fell to the floor. It was a second before she realized the shield had stopped them again.
            The elite soldiers were all curled up on the floor in fetal positions, sobbing and shaking violently. Tania was sickened by the sight and the thought of so many strong men reduced so horribly with no possible way to defend themselves. It rankled her sense of honor to strike them down like that.
            Tania started wading through the stricken men. Pjecha ordered her to stop in the middle of them. Before she could ask why, an eerie light began to emanate from her. It engulfed all the men and she heard several startled gasps. During this time, she saw another Palace Guard step into the doorway across the room.
            He was tall and handsome in his uniform. His long blonde hair was just a shade lighter than his gold surcoat with its black serpent emblazon. The red stripe up the outside seam of his white pants indicated he was an officer. And the white-knuckle grip on his sword said that he wasn't immune to the effects of the shield either.
            Now you can go, Pjecha said, sounding remarkably stronger.
            "What did you do?" she asked in a whisper.
            I was weak and drained their strength, he said. I guess you could say I have eaten.
            "Halt! Hold your ground, woman!" the officer shouted.
            Tania pointed her fist at the officer. The black bolt struck him full in the chest. He exploded, staining the walls and carpets for thirty feet.
            "Which way to Leonitas?" she asked as she strode across the dark room and through the door where the officer had died.
            Everyone thinks you are after the King, the demon said. Take the stairs up toward the King's Chambers. Leonitas is waiting there.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 28
 
            Tania glanced around the kitchen as she entered. Her first instinct had been to charge up the main staircase, but figured the defenders would be prepared for that. The demon told of her each of the stairways and the defenders assigned to each. The kitchen stairs were only defended by a platoon of Palace Guard and one sorceress.
            Pjecha had informed her that her sword's protective spell against magic was scrambling the information the wizards could divine about her location. They couldn't tell much more than what level she was on as long as she kept moving. Indeed, if not for the powerful talismans she carried, they couldn't track her at all.
            The kitchen was deserted and dark at that late hour. She couldn't really make out much detail. Rushing towards the door the demon indicated opened to the stairs, she questioned him on the deployment of it defenses. He warned her that the sorceress was powerful, but wasn't aware they were about to attack her position. The troops were excellent, but no match for the talismans.
            "How long before the others discover the route I'm taking?" she asked as she neared the door at a run. 
            They will all know as soon as you engage anyone, he said. It's a small palace.
            "Right," she said and flung the door open.
            A cry immediately went up at the head of the stairs. She aimed the bracelet up and let loose a bolt. After clearing the second floor door, she charged up with a wild battle cry. As she neared the top, a figure stepped into view and a bright eldritch bolt struck her. The bolt dissipated harmlessly, which was greeted by a woman's scream of rage.
            "Throw that table down the stairs!" 
            Tania's heart began to race as she charged up the stairs in a blind panic. She heard booted feet running toward the head of the stairs as she neared. Then the exit darkened with them, and she dropped flat just short of the top. The soldiers grunted as she watched them throw a large, heavy table into the stairwell.
            "Ugh!" Tania grunted when the upside-down table landed on her back, but then momentum slid it down the stairs at a remarkable speed.
            A beautiful redhead stepped back into the doorway with a lazy grin. Tania was already back on her feet and charging up, so hit the sorceress full in the face with the Destroyer's shield. The soldiers all began to sink to their knees with looks of despair twisting their faces. At the moment she didn't care about their suffering. She had almost been taken out by the table.
            Kill the sorceress, Pjecha ordered.
            "I don't kill defenseless people, not even a sorceress." 
            She's a player, so she'll respawn, he said. Otherwise, she will soon recover and follow.
            "No she won't."
            With all her strength, Tania kicked the sorceress in the chin. She refused to lower herself to coldblooded murder. Killing may be an integral part of the game, but those she killed generally were playing similar characters and classes, so expected the danger. The sorceress was fair game by Tania's standards, but not while she was unconscious.
            As she strode purposely through the room and the soldiers rolled up into fetal positions, she noticed the vase and flowers that had been atop the table lying on the floor. The flowers and leaves were turning black and wilting as she watched.
            "I didn't realize the shield was that powerful," she said.
            I can magnify its power momentarily. Hold a second, the demon said. A second later, There, now you only have to deal with the wizards. Most everyone else in the palace is unconscious.
            "You can't take out the wizards, too?"
            No, their personal protective wards are powerful.
            A red-orange bolt struck the Destroyer's Shield so hard the force slammed her back against the wall. She landed on her rear end and stared down the wide hallway at a small group of men. All but one were mobs and in their bedclothes, but there was no mistaking them for anything but wizards. The lone player, a tall blonde wizard, held an arm out at her and uttered a single word. Tania jerked the shield before her as another bolt shot out. It hit her with incredible force.
            Rolling back behind around the corner, "Shit! Why didn't my sword protect me?"
            It did, you're still alive. But Judan is using God Magic. Like Leonitas, Judan has a pact with a minor goddess.
            "Bloody great! Now what? I can't go that way," she said and peeked around the corner.
            Another bolt tore away part of the wall as she jumped back. Snarling, she jumped out and shot a bolt of her own down the hallway. The leader, Judan, was hit full in the chest and fell back into the others. She could hear his curses as she darted back behind the wall.
            "What's behind this wall?" she asked, indicating the wall to her right.
            The Royal Harem.
            "I've always wanted to see the king's harem," she said and aimed the bracelet. A single black bolt ripped a sizable hole in the stone wall. Tania charged through to find the blast pushed most of the furnishings across the room, and plaster was falling from the ceiling. "Gods, it's dirty in here."
            As she ran through, she noticed bodies lying all over the floor. Both the female harem guards and young, beautiful residents had been affected by the Shield of Dread's demon enhanced pulse earlier. 
            Tania shot a hole through each wall she came to, not bothering to even try and find a door. Frequently, she would blow several holes in different walls to confuse her pursuit. And any wizard that was fool enough to catch her was likewise blasted.
            "Am I going in the right direction?"
            Yes. But there are limits on your mana. Ease up using the Bracelet of Ratibor.
            "Mana? I'm not a spellcaster of any type, so I've never had any mana."
            Tania paused to pull up her HUD. And there it was. Mana 324.
            "Where the hell did that come from?"
            You gained mana when you acquired the Bracelet of Ratibor. And I've been able to give you some more, but I have my limits, too.
            "Stupid demon," she muttered. "You need to tell me shit like this ahead of time."
            You would have noticed the mana if you checked your stats more often.
            "Fine. It's my fault."
            She blasted a hole in the wall before her and leapt through the dust and falling plaster. Still hunched over, she took off running straight ahead and ran into the balustrade. She flipped over and barely caught hold of the rail before falling to the courtyard below.
            "You stupid son of a bitch," she cried angrily as she hung by one hand. "Why didn't you warn me about this?"
            I was busy trying to repair the shield.
            "What?"
            Drop!
            Tania let go and fell into a rose bed. The sharp thorns ripped at her clothes and flesh. Cursing, she used her sword to hack her way out and jumped through a window back into the palace. A blue bolt destroyed the bed of roses just as she left.
            Running down a dark hallway, "What's wrong with the shield?"
            The two bolts of God Magic that knocked you about earlier partly unraveled the enchantment.
            "Great, that's all we need now is for our main weapon to poop out on us."
            We're alright for now, but a few more of those bolts and it will be nothing but dead weight.
            "At least we have the bracelet," Tania said as she entered the main entrance hall and started up the stairway.
            The vast foyer was breathtakingly beautiful. The floor and staircase was a gleaming white marble and the walls were covered by exquisite frescos of major events in the city's past. The most massive crystal chandelier she had ever seen lit the room. And the same gold rugs in the hallways ran up the center of the stairs.
            Tania charged up those stairs, taking two and three steps at a time. Hearing footsteps coming her way, she darted up to the third level. She waited at the head of the stairs for the wizards to come up from the second floor. She turned down the hallway as the wizards ran down the stairs instead.
            "What the hell?"
            They think you are still downstairs, Pjecha said. Thanks to your enchanted sword, and a little help from me.
            Pjecha guided her to a service stairwell in the back of the palace. But he warned her upon arrival that two wizards were on the way up it. She opened the door and aimed at the steps. They exploded, leaving a good fifteen foot gap. Then a blue bolt struck the door jamb beside her and she ducked back in.
            Turning, she ran back the way she had come. At the intersection to the main hallway, another wizard stepped before her and shot a fire ball at her. She hid behind the shield as it dissipated, but kept running. When she reached him, she swung the shield and struck him full in the face with its edge.
            "Now which way," she gasped out breathlessly.
            It doesn't matter. You are surrounded.
            "I don't like the sound of that."

            Tania lifted her arm and blew a hole in the wall. She stepped into the room and blasted another hole in the outer wall. After looking out on the deserted streets, she darted back out of the room. She quickly found a door across the hallway and entered.
            "Now make them think I left the building," she whispered.
            Inventory the shield so they can't feel it, and then be very quiet.
            She quickly put the Shield of Dread in her inventory. Even though she carried it, and supposedly not affected by his dire power, she felt a sense of relief when it vanished in that electronic ether.
            Tania sat in the middle of the pitch black room for what seemed an eternity. She could clearly hear the wizards debating heatedly across the hallway. Some thought she had made a run for it, others thought it was a ploy and she would return at another location, and one female voice felt she was still in the palace and this was a ruse to throw them off. But they all agreed that she wasn't there and departed.
            "You earned your pay on that one," she said as she peeked out the door. "Are any of them still up here?"
            No, but they are still guarding the second floor stairways.
            "How am I supposed to get down to the next level?"
            I don't know, but you had better hurry, he said urgently. I can't fool them for long.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 29
 
            Tania hurried down the hallway with Pjecha guiding her to the stairs closest to Leonitas' location. He stood guard at the king's bedchamber. Upon arrival, she found Judan guarding the stairs. The two wizards had line of sight of each other, so no taking one out secretly.
            "I have an idea," she whispered and backtracked. Entering an empty room, "The king's bedchamber is below us?" 
            Yes.
            Smiling, Tania blasted a large hole in the floor. Jumping through feet first, she landed on a large bed. Springing off the bed, she hit the floor and was promptly hit by a red-orange bolt. It knocked her halfway across the room, but she managed to keep her feet.
            "Shit!" The blast shredded her shirt on her left side. The exposed skin was bright red and burned like crazy. "That hurt!"
            That's him! Leonitas!
            So she immediately pulled the Shield of Dread out of inventory. No reason to hide it anymore.
            "Bastard!" she cried and shot her own bolt in answer.
            Leonitas ducked beneath the black bolt and sent another bolt of his own back. This bolt hit the shield hard and forced her up against the wall. Then he hit her again before she could return fire. When the next bolt came, she dived for cover to protect the shield.
            Tania dropped to the floor behind the bed, inventoried the shield, and scrambled under the bed. She heard him running toward the bed, so paused. All she could see were his feet, and they were headed to the place she dropped to the floor. She scrambled toward the other side, and knew the race was on.
            As he bent over to look under the bed, Tania stood on the other side and shot a bolt at his rear end sticking up. The wizard let out a cry of surprise and pain as her blast spun him around and to the floor. Tania jumped on top of the bed as she pulled the shield back out of inventory, and charged the sprawled wizard.
            As she jumped off the bed, Tania was struck by another red-orange bolt from the chamber door. She slammed against the wall and fell to her hands and knees, stunned by the impact. Wearily, she looked toward the door, Judan was standing there with a terrible look of rage in his eyes.
            "He looks pissed."
            The Shield of Dread is useless now, Pjecha warned.
            She noticed Leonitas sitting up and looking at her with a look that mirrored Judan's. He aimed a finger at her even as she jerked the shield between them. The bolt hit harder than any of the previous shots and slammed her against the wall with incredible force. She collapsed, gasping for breath. The Shield of Dread was now twisted and ripped apart.
            Tania! Pjecha shouted in her head. Defend yourself! Tania!
            She sat there, back against the wall. Her head spun out of control, and every bone in her body ached like crazy. Her only thought was the game needed to be adjusted, so players didn't feel that much pain. And then nausea began welling up, which her dizziness wasn't helping.
            "Who the hell are you?" Leonitas asked, jaw clenched.
            She tried to answer, but nothing came out. All Tania could do was stare dumbly at the two wizards. He asked again, and she managed to lick her lips, but that was all she could muster.
            Judan stomped over to her.
            Uh oh, she thought.
            He jerked Tania to her feet with a snarl. She braced herself, but the room didn't spin as badly as she feared it would. Pulling the Bracelet of Ratibor off her arm, the player looked it over a second before pushing it under his belt. Then pushing her against the wall, he laid his forearm across her shoulders.
            "Answer him!" Judan said between clenched teeth.
            "Tania," she managed to gasp out.
            "Tania?" both men repeated and looked at each other.
            "Heey, players," she said as sexily as she could in her condition. "I'm just a gamer girl grinding away and trying to level up."
            Keep stalling, Tania. I'm healing you as fast as I can.
            Tania could feel her body healing fast. Her HP points were ticking up at a remarkable rate. That demon had to be the best healer she'd ever had. So she graced the two wizards with a roguish smile.
            "You guys are some kind of bad ass bosses," she purred. "You want to party after this is over?"
            Leonitas and Judan stared at her as if she were crazy. She felt a little crazy. Kind of giddy. Was that from the pain, or Pjecha's healing magic? Tania found herself feeling more than healthy, and kind of juiced.
            "The palace is not a fucking dungeon!" Judan cried, face so close she could kiss him.
            You better hurry up, demon boy, or our little date with destiny is going to come to an abrupt and unsatisfying end.
            She covertly glanced around, trying to find her dropped sword. As Tater, she almost never lost her sword, or any other weapon. Tania's weaker female body lost hold of it way too often in fights. Oh well, that was probably the last time she'd play the sexy rogue anyway.
            Hmmm.
            What did that mean?
            "You're not some simple player. There's more to you," Leonitas said, eyeing her suspiciously. "Don't you feel it, Judan?"
            Leonitas stepped up close, head tilted to the side. Judan placed his splayed hand on her chest, right between her boobs. She sucked in a breath, ready to strike back if he copped a feel. But the wizard closed his eyes and chanted softly.
            "Yes, now that you mention it. There is another presence within her. Controlling her?"
            "How's that possible?" Leonitas asked. "She's a player. Could it be a new kind of curse?"
            Tania checked her HUD while the wizards tried to figure her out. HP 187/200.
Mana 239. 
            Good enough. She smiled at the two wizards, which surprised them. 
            "That is Pjecha you sense," Tania said. She held Leonitas' eyes. "A friend of yours, I believe."
            The High Mage stiffened, eyes huge. He placed his hand on her chest and chanted something.
            "Pjecha? Yes, it is the demon within her," Leonitas said. "Stand back, Judan. She and the demon must die now!"
            The High Mage lifted his arm to blast her into oblivion as Judan jumped back. Tania screamed and grabbed Judan by the arm that had just held her to the wall. She jerked with all her strength as the crack of the bolt filled the room. She pulled Leonitas' friend before her to take the full brunt of the attack.
            Judan exploded in a cloud of blood and flesh, leaving nothing but his limbs. Drenched in the vanquished wizard's blood and gore, Tania rushed the stunned wizard. She drove into his belly head first. Rolling over him to her feet, she turned and stomped down on his upturned face. 
            We did it! Quick, put the Necklace of Passage around his neck.
            "We?" Tania asked. "You are definitely male, because I did all the work and you took credit."
            "Die!" King Krom cried as he charged into the room.
            Tania dodged aside, again looking for her dropped sword. Krom was a nearly legendary warrior in the game. He led the guild that conquered Haven. If the palace was a dungeon, Krom would be the perfect big boss to fight at the end.
            Killing the king was definitely not in her plans. The act would outlaw her in Haven forever. She backpedaled away as Krom swung his blade at her.
            You have to stop him quickly, Pjecha said. He has not completely recovered from the effect of the Destroyer's shield, but is recovering fast. You cannot defeat him when he's at a hundred percent.
            "Duh," she said, finally spotting her Elven Steel sword.
            Tania ducked under an attempt to decapitate, and then scrambled toward her sword. She snatched it up as she ran, with the king fast on her heels.
            "I'm not here to injure you are any of your family," she cried. "Leave me be, and I will leave now."
            "Liar," he snapped. "You are attacking me this very instant."
            "Actually, it's the other way around."
            She spotted something silver on the floor. Well, silver covered in blood and guts. Tania spun to face the king, who stopped to engage her. They traded blows for a long moment, before she ducked under a savage swing and raced over to the Bracelet of Ratibor. And then she spun on him and shot a black bolt in the floor between them.
            "Stop!"
            He froze. Big badass boss or not, that enchanted bracelet trumped Skills, Level, everything. That was one of the things she loved about the game. It had magical equalizers.
            King Krom stood his ground, both hands on the hilt of his oversized sword. That's when she noticed he was naked.
            "Holy crap, that's a mightily impressive, um, sword you're playing with, your Majesty."
            But silently, Pjecha, is there a way to hit the king with a bolt that will only stun him? I don't want to kill him if I don't have to.
            No. Kill him. He's a player, so will respawn.
            She shook her head. The demon didn't understand. Yeah, that might complicate things.
            "I'm possessed by a demon who is forcing me to do its bidding," she said. The king froze. His eyes glazed over as he mulled that revelation over. Was he worried a demon might possess him? "The demon escaped after Leonitas summoned him and is using me as an instrument to force Leonitas to send him back."
            You lie very well under pressure.
            Thanks, I think.
            "How do I know that?"
            "I could have already killed you with this magic bracelet, but I didn't."
            While he digested that, she noticed Leonitas struggling to all fours. The evil wizard would be up and attacking her any second now. Time was up. 
            Hurry, place the Necklace of Passage around his neck, Pjecha cried.
            Tania pulled the enchanted necklace out of inventory. King Krom's eyes flashed, and he surged at her, sword held high. She shot a bolt into the floor, which he stepped into and tripped. Before he could recover, the rogue rushed up to the still stunned wizard. She fell to her knees beside Leonitas and placed the necklace around his neck.
            "Now what?" Tania cried.
            Good-bye, Tania, and thank you, Pjecha said. I'm sorry. You died in real life during the battle with the Black Dragon Squadron. I'm afraid you have to remain playing Tania forever.
            "What? Wait!"
            Tania screamed in pain and surprise as the demon super-heated within her head and chest. She felled to her back gasping as a bright cloudlike entity emerged from her chest. King Krom rolled to his own knees and drew a protective symbol in the air as he watched.
            Pjecha plunged into the wizard, whose eyes grew even wider. Leonitas started shaking, his shoulders bunched up and arms flailing. He started a hacking sound which gradually turned into attempts to say a strange word.
            Then after a gasped, "Marootika," Leonitas vanished.
            Tania snatched up the Necklace of Ratibor, put it into her inventory, and struggled to her feet, only to promptly fall back to her knees. The pain was quickly evaporating. Crawling to the wall, she pulled herself up and looked back at the now standing king. She was well aware of her own vulnerability now that she didn't have the Shield of Dread to hide behind.
            "What happened to Leonitas? Did the demon kill him?"
            "Yes," she said. Tania didn't have the energy or inclination to explain. "He's not coming back, either. The demon said he would delete Leonitas' character permanently."
            King Krom looked at her in horror. 
            "Who are you?" King Krom asked as he eased closer, sword ready.
            "Just a victim of circumstances," she said, starting to back toward the door. "Let's leave it at that."
            "I can't allow you to leave, rogue," he snarled, eyes narrowing. "You broke into my house, killed my Court Mages, so you must die as an example to others."
            She pointed her fist at him. "Or, I can blast you to oblivion."
            "I'll respawn."
            "Maybe. Maybe this talisman will delete your character."
            "It doesn't," he said, but she heard the uncertainty in his voice.
            Soldiers came rushing in, distracting the king. Tania blasted a large hole in the floor, which made the king dive behind cover. Then she jumped down through the hole to the ground floor. And after a few more well-placed black bolts of energy, she scattered the Palace Guards and escaped through the shattered window she entered the palace through.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 30
 
            "Oh, crap," Tania groaned. Her eyes fluttered open to find bright sunlight streaming in through her small window overlooking Haven. Sitting up, she swung her legs over the side and spent a long minute rubbing the sleep out of her eyes. "I overslept."
            From the sunlight, she guessed it was late morning.
            "My life sucks."
            The previous night she'd finally rid herself of the demon, and even escaped the palace. Getting over the walls protecting Castle Crest Hill was a bit tricky, what with the alert to look for her. She got over on the fifth try, and made her way through the mean streets of Haven as the sun rose. Heck, she even managed to find a magic shop and bought some healing potions.
            "I can't believe I died in real life while possessed."
            She'd always known that if she died while playing the game that she'd be stuck in that character. That hadn't been a problem, since ninety percent of her game time was as Tater. And she started that last session confident she had several more months of life left.
            "Stupid demon stressed me out too much and killed me," she muttered, casting dark looks at the window.
            Running her fingers straight back through her hair, pushing it out of her face, Tania finally stood up and looked around. She traded a small, sterile, white room for a decided dustier, hotter, even smaller room. At least in the hospital there was a bathroom, with a flush toilet and shower. Of course, all Tater had was a bunk in the barracks.
            Moving over to the window, she looked out upon the city of Haven. Her eyes went straight to the castle-like palace atop Castle Crest Hill. Was the City Guard looking for her? Some mages could produce a pretty accurate picture of criminals.
            "I better check with Darma before I take any chances out in the streets."
            A commotion down on the street drew her eyes down. Men were gathering, looking up and pointing toward her. Was it for the bounty on her head? Then she noticed the lecherous grins on their upturned faces, and realized she was standing there stark ass naked.
            "Pigs," she said, stepping away from the window.
            Tania had a clean shirt, but her leather pants and boots were damaged beyond repair. She'd have to buy more clothes.
            "I still have the loot from mine and Darma's last adventure, plus some," she said, pulling the Bracelet of Ratibor out of inventory and slipping it over her left wrist. "You know, it's not such a bad piece of jewelry. A girl could do worse in this god-forsaken game."
            That bracelet was also the most powerful talisman she'd ever owned in the game. It was her equalizer. Paired with her enchanted Elven Steel sword, Tania could take on the most powerful wizards in the city.
            She also still had both Sorceress Sithona's and Duke Nathan's purses, and could live many months off them.  The Necklace of Passage would bring her a tidy sum, too.  She planned to keep the enchanted bracelet.
            Once dressed, Tania headed downstairs. Darma had just logged in, and was eating breakfast. She told the beautiful elven rogue everything, and her friend promised to check the situation out. If they were indeed looking for her, then the two of them would pick up and move to another city. That would be a shame. Haven was the perfect city for a pair of hot little rogues.
            After Darma left to check out the situation, Tania ordered a mug and nursed it until her friend returned. Darma returned before noon.
            "Hey, babe," Darma called, giving her a wink.
            Tania shook her head, but smiled at the blonde, blue-eyed beauty. Sometimes that damned elfmaid was just too cheerful. She also got Tania into a lot of trouble. But, damn, she was a lot of fun. She was also drop-dead gorgeous. What elf wasn't? 
            "And?"
            "You're good," Darma said, snatching up Tania's mug and draining it. "Order another round and I'll tell you what I found out."
            "Just tell me if King Krom is after me."
            "Nope. You are golden, girl. There's talk of a big dustup in the palace last night, but word is the intruders were all slaughtered. Emphasis on slaughtered. So no wanted dead or alive posters with your pretty face upon them. No orders to find anyone. No problemo," she said with a big smile. "But…"
            Tania tensed up. Time for the hammer to fall.
            Darma's voice dropped to a whisper. "I found out that the gemstone merchant Ekkar has acquired a ruby called the Kiss of Atherah. It's worth a king's ransom." She smiled, nodding. "We can take it from that fat merchant and live like queens."
            Tania gawked at the beautiful elfmaid. Was that her life now? Her eternity? One adventure after another. Robbing, stealing, barely escaping death night after night? But if it all went south, and her life became a living hell, she could always blame Pjecha. It was good to have someone to blame.
            "So be it," she said. A big smile spread across Tania's face as she locked eyes with her friend. "So, when and how do we get into Ekkar's house?"
 
THE END
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