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Grinding It Hard
A Gamer Girl Erotic GameLit Adventure #1
 
            Just before the pod closed, I tensed and asked, "Wait! Where does this center drop me?"
            "Ravenna, miss. I highly suggest you stay away from the Raging Bull tavern. Nothing but bad characters go there."
            The game center attendant might have smiled when he said it; I had no idea. Even if I could see, the shock left me unaware of anything else. Ravenna? People like me died in Ravenna. I wanted to abort, but the pod closed and engaged, and a wormhole of spinning light and darkness sucked me down.
            I wouldn't say my life flashed before my eyes, but the last few hours did.
            Earlier that evening, the elevator doors had opened on my floor and Laramie stood inside, looking gorgeously adorable in her futuristic blue, white, and pink D. Va costume. She looked me up and down.
            "Say, girlfriend, don't you think you're a little overdressed for the occasion?"
            I laughed as the doors closed. "They pay me for the way I fill out my costumes."
            "You mean by the way you barely get covered by said costume." She laughed, then sighed. "Well we could wish for pay, but at least we get a hotel room free of charge."
            True, AllComicCon didn't pay us, but it lay a mere hour's drive from home, and I could earn enough to make it worthwhile by selling photos. Besides, I got more than money from this kind of event.
            The elevator doors opened to reveal two Stormtroopers, a bright red Twi'lek Sith Lord, and three people in Star Trek uniforms. I smiled when I saw jaws drop, as their owners' eyes devoured my feminine charms. Like I said, I got more than money from it. I graced them with a bright smile.
            "I have a booth where you can get a sighed photo of me in this costume, and many others," I said, giving them a wink. "Come see me sometime."
            I strode away with a sassy strut, arm-in-arm with Laramie. We couldn't contain our giggles. Guys were so easy, and so much fun. After hooking up with Cassandra and JoJo, cosplaying Power Girl and the Pink Power Ranger respectively, we wandered through the convention to be seen. Men, women, and children asked for selfies, to which I gladly agreed.
            Cosplaying even a Viking Valkyrie garnered me wonderful attention. The rest of the evening went quickly, before I steered us toward the elevators.
            "Hey, Isobelle, you want to join us for a session of Battle for Glory?" Laramie asked. "The hotel provides a single four-hour session for free to cosplayers for attending."
            I stopped, mouth open. My first instinct when asked to play my absolutely favorite virtual reality MMORPG was an enthusiastic, YES. But I'd been on my feet, in five inch stilettos, for hours. All my poor body wanted was a nice soft bed. Besides, in Battle for Glory your location in the game world was determined by the gaming center you played at, so the hotel's small gaming center would put me in an unfamiliar city.
            "Come on," Cassandra said. "It'll be fun. No fighting, just lots of drinking and flirting with other players."
            "Getting drunk in VR means no hangover in the morning," JoJo said. She leaned over, voice dropping to a whisper. "And the sex is ten times better."
            Scandalized squeals and laughter met that comment. Again, I almost begged out in favor of a hot shower and bed. But I'd actually brought my gaming suit.
            "Everything's better in virtual reality," I said. 
            I knew from brochures in my room that the hotel's gaming center only had ten pods, so the chance of them having four pods available had to be slim. The hotel was packed with nerds and geeks, most of whom probably played one of the VR MMORPG games.
            "The hotel's center only has ten pods," I said. "So, what are the chances?"
            "I've already reserved four," Laramie said, and grinned brightly. "Our launch time is 11 PM sharp. At 11:10 PM, if we haven't checked in, they'll give our pods away. So let's get a move on, girl."
            "Okay, you twisted my arm. Let's go break some online hearts."
            We divided up at the elevators, all staying on different floors. I hurried to my room and stripped out of my costume. Taking those killer heels off felt divine. Again, I reconsidered just taking a shower and going to bed. But the allure of Battle for Glory proved too strong.
            "I love that game too much," I muttered as I struggled into my gaming suit. "I wonder if I'm addicted?"
            I worried about that a lot. Life was so much better in that game. If someone pissed me off, I didn't have to be a nice girl and brush it off. I was actually allowed to kill them. Or at least try. In fact, a violent response to insults was pretty much expected in Battle for Glory. I won most of my fights in-game, but avoided confrontations in real life. Still, real life treated me pretty good, too. Some of my gaming friends played to escape their reality.
            The dark gray gaming suit covered me from head to toe, including gloves and socks. It fit like a second skin, with countless sensors built in. The suit cost me a little over a thousand dollars. I pulled some loose sweats over it before heading downstairs. Laramie and Cassandra waited in the elevator lobby. It took JoJo another five minutes to join us.
            "Where did you find a D. Va gaming suit?" I asked Laramie as we made our way to the basement gaming center.
            "There's a new store online," she said. "I'll email you the link."
            Would-be players filled the gaming center's small lobby. Laramie led the way through them to the check-in. Three young men worked there, including the guy at the monitoring console. They passed us through to a small changing room with lockers to stow our sweats, so we soon lay reclining in our pods. The attendant came to hook me up last.
            He plugged cables in all over my body, including one on each of my breasts, and one to a connector over my most private place. I always felt weirded out when guys connected me up in those places, and most of the guys seemed uncomfortable, too.
            The helmet came with the pod, and was permanently connected. I put it on. It was all encompassing, covering my eyes. Only my nose and mouth remained exposed after completing the process, and I felt a little vulnerable. And then I remembered to ask the question – too late. Ravenna. Oh, well, nothing to do but ride the game down to initiation.
            I snapped back into existence in a tiny room with my main avatar standing perfectly still atop a short pedestal. The usual warning pop-up appeared before my eyes in big red letters, flashing three times to get my undivided attention. Everything else remained slightly blurred out.
 
* * PLAYER BEWARE * *


Battle for Glory is not for the faint of heart. This is a Player versus Everything game, where ANYTHING GOES. Bad things can and will happen to the unwary. This is your last chance to back out and choose a safer game to play.


Continue? Exit?


 
            "Like I can get this far and not play," I said. "Besides, I'm only going to hang out in a tavern a few hours. Artimus and his goons will never know I was in town." 
            I reached out and tapped "Continue." 
            I glanced at the two buttons to the right of my main character: Play Character and Edit Character. Was there anything I wanted to change first? I regarded my beloved namesake avatar: Isobelle D'Arcy. That character looked so much like me, yet with amped up sex appeal. Bigger boobs. Tinier waist. Thicker blonde hair, pulled back in long pigtail-braids to her waist. Shiny steel armor protected her upper body from neck to waist. She wore a white sleeveless tunic under the armor that only dropped down to mid-thigh. Studded, two-inch wide leather strips hung from the bottom edge of her armor, protecting her somewhat down to her tunic's hemline. Over-the-knee boots, with steel grieves strapped over them protected her legs, and wrist-to-elbow steel bracers protected her arms. A straight sword rode on her left hip. A silver-cased steel helmet finished off her outfit. The helmet was open-faced, with white wings attached to the sides.
            It was as Valkyrie-like as I could build an avatar in Battle for Glory.
            The Head's Up Display (HUD) floated next to the avatar. My avatar's face was displayed in the upper left corner. It looked similar to my real face, but maybe a little fiercer. My character's name, race, and class were displayed on the bar to the right. Isobelle D'Arcy (Lvl 28). Human. Battle-maid. Her attributes and skills were listed highest to lowest below the picture.
            My HUD showed my Player Level stood at 28. Health and Stamina both displayed 100 since my last session ended with my death, and they reset to default. Mana showed N/A. I smiled at XP 7. I got my butt slain because I leveled up, paused half a second to look at the pop up, and my foe took advantage of my distraction. Stupid goblins. 
 
Name: Isobelle D'Arcy Race: Human Class: Battle-maid

Level: 28

XP: 7 

SKILLS & ATTRIBUTES:

Health: 100%




Stamina: 100%




Charisma: 12




Mana: N/A




Swordfighter (Lvl 25) 




Horseback riding (Lvl 24) 




Hand-to-hand (Lvl 23) 




Pillage & Plunder (Lvl 20) 




Shield fighting (Lvl 18) 




Spear fighting (Lvl 15) 




Cooking (Lvl 15) 




Archery (Lvl 10) 




Wrestling (Lvl 8) 




Haggling (Lvl 6) 




 
            "Looks good," I said, but frowned.
            Did I really want to play in Ravenna? Artimus, and quite a lot of his officers and soldiers, knew me on sight. If captured, I either had to endure what they planned for me, or log out and abandon that avatar forever. I had an alt-character, but she was purely for very naughty fun runs. My "Ava" character was an erotic dancer, only a level 5, and only played when I really, really, really needed to get laid. I did not want any of my friends to know about her.
            The thought of getting caught by Artimus scared the bejesus out of me. He did a terrible thing to Carly, trapping her inside the game. And then he turned her into his minion. I still couldn't believe she willingly served him against us. But then, Laramie, JoJo, and Cassandra only wanted to get drunk and flirt with male players. Well, other things could happen, too.
            "Oh, hell. Screw Artimus. I'm not afraid of him," I said to pump myself up. What were the chances I'd be discovered by bad guys if I stayed in one tavern? Nil to none. Ravenna's a big city. "He's not going to keep me from having some fun."
            I reached out and tapped "Play Character." Everything instantly blurred and I heard the familiar whoosh sound.
            I felt pressure on my feet, then my weight settled on my legs, and I looked around. It was dark and dingy, and very cramped quarters. And the place reeked of rotting wood and feces.
            "An alley?" I grumbled. "This is a first."
            When returning to the game, I always reappeared in the exact same place that I logged out. Except when playing in different gaming centers. Technically, that alley was my official respawning site until I designated another spot, or returned to my normal gaming center. I didn't appreciate being designated such a muddy, filthy, stinky respawn site.
            Pulling up my HUD, I checked the respawn site setting. It gave me the option to change it to my regular site, which I did. So if I got killed that night, I'd respawn back in Ankor with my friends.
            I spotted Laramie out on the street talking up two strangers: an elfmaid and a thief. It took a second to realize the strangers were Cassandra and JoJo. But before I could leave the alley and join them, a PM started flashing. It was from Jax, one of my best friends in the Red Death Warrior's Guild. I concentrated on it, and the message popped up in a small window before me.
            "Isobelle! You're in Ravenna, too? I'm here with Ogge. We're going to ambush and kill Artimus. Want to join us?"
            My jaw dropped. Kill Artimus? I did want to join them, but I kind of promised to hang out with the girls. I quickly checked my HUD map, locating Jax and Ogge just two blocks away.
            I replied to Jax, "Will it take long? I don't have a lot of time."
            His reply, "Less than an hour."
            I grinned. I could help assassinate Ravenna's evil overlord, and still have time for a couple beers with the girls afterwards. I loved Battle for Glory.
            "I'm in," I replied.
            I turned to head up the alley, away from Laramie and the girls. Hopefully, all would go well with Jax and Ogge, so I could end the night with something to celebrate. If not…
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 2
 
            Ravenna proved a much dirtier city than my "home" city of Ankor. The streets teemed with more than the sentient races: humans, elves, drow, minotaurs, dwarves, orcs, etc… Everywhere I looked I saw chickens, goats, cows, horses, pigs, and rats. Lots of rats. Worse, with all that livestock I had to watch where I stepped like never before.
            "This place smells like an outhouse."
            I wasn't even halfway to Jax and Ogge, and I already regretted not hanging out with Laramie and the girls. A tavern had to smell better than the streets and alleys. Right?
            Exiting an alley, I spotted a heavily armed minotaur petting a calf. Not a minotaur child, but an actual calf. They were both white with brown spots. I so wanted to make a joke, but minotaurs were notorious for their volatility. I didn't have time to fight him. I concentrated a second, and a script appeared above his head. Minotaur warrior.
            That told me he was a Non Player Character, a simple mob. I had no way of knowing his skill level until I fought him, and then it would be too late. Then I turned down a side street lined with goblins all just leaning back against the walls and staring at all passersby, like they were gang bangers or something.
            Goblin street gangs? I wondered. Thank God we don't have those in Ankor.
            It proved easy to ignore the goblin gangstas, since the smell on that street was nauseating. It took me a moment to realize it was dinner cooking. So disgusting. I noticed a few nods and smirks, so they knew.
            Two more crowded streets, and I turned a corner to find my friends in the entrance of an alley. A drow mage, my friend Jax stood tall in black leather, with twin curved drow swords crossed across his back. His snow white hair hung long and loose, and black eyes smiled back at me. Drow. Mage (Lvl 32) hovered over his head. 
            Ogge stood next to Jax. Half-ogre. Warrior (Lvl 26). He towered over Jax, everything about him massive. He had a two-handed great sword strapped across his back, and wielded it like a normal man held a regular straight sword. A gray chainmail vest protected his torso, with a battle axe and a mace hanging off his hips. He wasn't an attractive character in any way, shape, or manner, but I loved the guy to death.
            Both Jax and Ogge had recently become my full-time friends, and part-time lovers, in the game. It occurred to me that if we proved successful and actually assassinated the Wizard-King of Kali, then we'd probably get drunk and end up in bed together. We definitely knew how to celebrate a victory.
            Like JoJo said back at the convention, in-game sex was the best.
            I snuck up on them, a big grin on my face. Stopping just out of sword range, I spoke sharply.
            "Boo!"
            "Aaiiee!" Jax cried.
            My friends jumped and spun around, weapons in hand and ready to sell their lives at a terrible cost. I stood there and grinned at them. It took a second before recognition dawned on their fierce faces.
            "Isobelle!" Ogge cried.
            "Bitch," Jax snarled. His bluish-gray face had blanched to a light gray. "You scared me to death."
            "Well, on the positive, you guys pull steel faster than anyone I've ever seen," I said, wagging my brows. "Good job."
            Jax's brows furrowed, black eyes boring into me. "If you weren't – "
            "So beautiful?" I interrupted before he said something to tick me off.
            Ogge laughed, and then slapped me on the back. "Good one, Isobelle."
            That backslap knocked half my breath out. Jax grinned, but I think it was more due to losing my breath. He quickly moved up and hugged me tight. That hug lingered. Of the two, he lusted after me the most. Ogge was just as horny as any guy, but more laid back.
            "So, what makes you think you can kill Artimus in his seat of power?" I asked. "And does the boss know about this little adventure?"
            Jax's eyes lit up. "Yes, it was Duke Corvan's idea."
            "He wants to show Artimus that we can get to him," Ogge said. "The bastard is getting kinda cocky lately."
            That killed my good mood. Artimus became trapped in the game at the same time he entrapped our former friend, Carly. That "curse" caused a glitch that then trapped hundreds of players in the game. For a day or two, anyone killed in the game was trapped in it, cursed to play Battle for Glory forever. Indeed, every time he cursed someone like that, it caused the same glitch and trapped more players. And since Wizard-King Artimus was free of criminal punishment since he was exclusively inside the game, there wasn't anything the authorities could do.
            "His character should be deleted," I said.
            "That's a death sentence," Ogge said, and I could hear his disapproval.
            "I know, but the alternative seems to be letting him get away with everything."
            "And that's why we're here," Jax said. "The Duke wants to kill him repeatedly in an effort to get him back in line."
            "We're going to kill him in the streets of Ravenna this time," Ogge said. "And then in his castle next time. And then in his bed."
            "That's right, babe, we're going to put the fear of God, and the Red Death Warrior's Guild, in him," Jax said. "You still in?"
            "Of course! I'm always game for some good character assassination," I said, wagging my brows as they laughed. "But once we're done, I have to go party with my cosplaying friends."
            "Mind if we join you?" Jax asked, staring at her armored chest.
            I got all tingly inside. After the thrill of battle, and a few mugs, those two would join with me alright. Join with every orifice of my body. I knew their MO all too well, and I approved.
            I gave them a simmering look. "I would be sad if you didn't."
            Cheers erupted up the street. Jax and Ogge became all business.
            "Here he comes," Jax said. "Get behind us."
            I moved behind Ogge. "What's the plan?"
            "Artimus is a creature of habit," Ogge whispered. "Our spies discovered he takes this road every Friday night to visit a certain, very sexy, elven sorceress."
            "Carly?" I asked.
            "Carly hasn't been seen since we killed her," the half-ogre said, and paused to look uncomfortable. "But he visits a sorceress named Siane."
            "Spies say he only takes ten orc guards when visiting her," Jax said. "This is his most vulnerable moment."
            I watched the street intently. The denizens of Ravenna became more excited the closer their ruler got, until she spotted children jumping up and down and clapping their hands. Soon, the cheers and cries of praise reached a crescendo, and I finally caught of glimpse of the Wizard-King.
            "There he is," Jax whispered. "Get ready to pounce."
            Ogge turned back to me. "Oh, we forgot to tell you. We expect to be killed tonight, so if you don't want to get butchered…"
            "Ouch," I said, chilled to the bones by that revelation. Oddly enough, that outcome hadn't occurred to me. But he was right. It was unlikely any of us would survive the ambush. Jax and Ogge came to Ravenna to kill and be killed. The main thing was to kill Artimus. "I hate getting killed so much."
            Despite it being virtual reality, being hacked to death was a horrific experience. According to the online literature, in-game death felt exactly like RL. Every stab, jab, slice, and chop hurt with the same degree of pain and agony. I believed it.
            "At least I'll respawn back in Ankor," I replied, though bile scalded my throat.
            "We do have an advantage," Jax said, and pulled a spear out of inventory. "This spear is epic, and will kill anyone, or anything, in the game."
            I gave the spear a hard look. Godslayer. Epic spear allows anyone to kill anyone else, up to and including a god.
            "Godslayer? Really?" I asked. "Where did you get it?"
            "Duke Corvan acquired it," Jax said. "Best of all, it knocks the victim's Player Level and all skill levels down by half."

            "Holy Moses!" I cried. 
            Actually, it kind of scared me. Getting killed in the game was bad enough, but losing even a single level as a result was insult on top of injury. Artimus could lose more levels than I even had. So it was a fitting punishment.
            "And as soon as it kills anything, the spear fades away. So Artimus can't claim it after we die," Ogge said. "Unless we get our asses killed before we kill him with it."
            That was so reckless. There was a good chance Artimus and his orc bodyguards could kill us, and then the wizard would have that epic spear. 
            Men! They never think things out, I thought.
            As the spies said, ten big-ass orc warrior bodyguards escorted him. Five walked before Artimus in a V-formation to clear the way. Another walked to his left side, while the rest followed a few paces behind to defend his back. If we timed it right, and weren't spotted ahead of time, then we might reach the wizard and kill him before the orcs converged on us. Since we planned to attack their left flank, the one orc did stand between us and Artimus.
            "Jax, fall back," I commanded. Those two idiots were all about the glory, and not thinking about tactics. "Good thing I showed up. Ogge and I will charge out first. We'll kill his personal bodyguard first, and then split up to hold the other orcs off long enough for you to follow us in and spear the wizard."
            "Good idea, Isobelle," Ogge said. "As soon as we tie the orc up, charge around us and kill that bastard before he can call up his magic."
            "Now we're starting to think," I said, moving up in front of Ogge. He might be huge and super powerful, but I was faster. Speed was of the essence. The entire fight probably wouldn't last more than a minute, if that. Orcs were pretty fast. "Now, you two move back into the alley so no one spots you. I'll wave you up."
            I watched Artimus approach. Human. Wizard (Lvl 62).
            I hated watching that merciless bastard basking in the adoration of his subjects. He waved to them, a big smile on his face. A smile tugged at my lips, knowing I would help wipe the smile off his.
            I'd never felt so energized, so ready for anything. My skin tingled, and I suddenly had to pee so bad as the V-formation of orcs passed by our alley. I waved Jax and Ogge up. And suddenly it was open between us and Artimus and his lone bodyguard.
            "Die!" I screamed at the top of my lungs as I launched myself at them.
            The orc pulled his steel khopesh sword even as he spun to face us. He had to be over seven feet tall, with the thickest, broadest shoulders I'd ever seen on an orc. That's when I realized his cuirass wasn't hardened leather, dyed black, but steel. Orcs usually wore leather armor. Dammit.
            The clash of steel echoed up and down that street as I engaged him. His first stroke almost knocked the sword out of my hand. Hell, I couldn't feel my fingers anymore, but tightened my grip as I dropped low and kicked out at his feet. The orc leapt over my kick, only to have Ogge slam into him.
            Jax raced past me as Artimus summoned fireballs in both hands. He looked me straight in the eye, filling me with dread. Was his very gaze magical? Filled with enchanted malice? But he broke our gaze, turning toward Jax as the drow mage bore down upon him with that purple glowing spear. Fear flashed across his face.
            I turned right to engage the four orcs following Artimus. Ogge went the other way to hold off the other five orcs, but a powerful fireball stuck him in the belly. I froze, watching in horror as half of my friend's body vaporized.
            Who throws fireballs that hot?
            Jax thrust at the wizard's heart. Artimus blocked it aside with a forearm, and then hit Jax with a lightning bolt to the head. My friend's head exploded. I gawked, chilled to the bone. He slaughtered two of us so effortlessly. As he turned toward me, a look of exultation on his face, I sensed another presence bearing down upon me.
            Orcs!
            I ducked, parried a thrust, and stepped between two charging orcs. Artimus' next fireball slammed into one of them. His scream was blood-curdling, and I used everyone's moment of shock to reverse direction. Racing between the orcs, straight to Jax's headless corpse, I snatched up the spear.
            As the popup appeared, telling me I now owned Godslayer, I dropped low and spun. Artimus threw a fireball at my head, missing. He jumped up to avoid my kick, and then I lunged straight at him. Four orcs attacked me at the same time, their curved khopesh swords coming down straight at my head as I thrust Godslayer through Artimus' heart.
            "That's for Carly!" I shouted in his shocked face.
            Four razor sharp swords sliced down into my head and shoulders, and the lights went out.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 3
 
            "Oh! Shit, that hurt!" I cried as I sat up.
            I sat atop my bed within the respawning inn. My respawning site. I shook uncontrollably for a moment, as my faced heated up. So embarrassing. I'd seen a few of my fellow Red Death Warriors respawn, and they didn't react so badly to being killed. Thank God I rented a room there so I could respawn alone in my misery.
            "I hate being killed," I whispered hoarsely. Then I managed a weak smile. "At least I killed Artimus. Ha!"
            I felt all warm inside knowing that Artimus was respawning at the same time, only to discover he'd been double smited. Assassinated and all skills reduced by half. I reduced him from a Level 62 wizard down to Level 31.
            "Couldn't happen to a more deserving jackwad," I muttered. "Time to find Jax and Ogge and celebrate our victory."
            Our guild had three respawning inns in Ankor, all on the same street. Both Ogge and I respawned in the same inn. Jax came back in a different one, but since he died first I suspected he was already waiting for us down in our common room.
            I always respawned in full costume. Everything was pristine after death, too. Even better, attributes like Health and Stamina returned to 100 percent. I checked my stats by pulling up my HUD.
 
Name: Isobelle D'Arcy   Race: Human   Class: Battle-maid

Level: 28

XP: 401 

SKILLS & ATTRIBUTES:

Health: 100%




Stamina: 100%




Charisma: 12




Mana: N/A




Swordfighter (Lvl 25) 




Horseback riding (Lvl 24) 




Hand-to-hand (Lvl 23) 




Pillage & Plunder (Lvl 20) 




Shield fighting (Lvl 18) 




Spear fighting (Lvl 15) 




Cooking (Lvl 15) 




Archery (Lvl 10) 




Wrestling (Lvl 8) 




Haggling (Lvl 6) 




 
            I earned a few XP, but didn't level up anywhere. You'd think the game would give me a butt-load of XP for killing a big boss like Artimus. But the whole thing did go down pretty fast, and using the epic spear probably negated some possible XP. The game had always frustrated me on how stingy it could be with XP. And it became progressively stingier as players rose in level.
            Standing, I looked around. I paid a little extra for a nicer room than most. The bed was queen-sized, and I had a small round table with four chairs. Best of all, I had a corner room with a large window on each wall, giving me a nice cross breeze.
            Since we were just going to party, I inventoried my armor. That left me in the white tunic and boots. The tunic was snug enough to show off my curves. I added a black leather cincher to highlight my waist and hips even more, before unraveling my braids. After fluffing my waist-length blonde hair, I headed down to the common room.
            I paused in the doorway, glancing back at my large bed. "Yeah, we'll end up there tonight."
            I giggled as I strode down the hallway, heading for the stairs. My insides became all hot and fluttery. Ever since I finally agreed to sleep with Jax, he'd found a way to get me in bed every single time we met in-game. Ogge was almost as bad. And sessions frequently ended with all three of us naked in my bed.
            "I really need to get a love life in real life," I said. "All work and no play, makes me an in-game easy lay."
            I giggled. 
            "I'm a poet."
            I loved to go wild while playing as much as anyone. Alcohol IRL made me maudlin, but in-game it stripped me of inhibitions. I became a lot more fun drunk in Battle for Glory. Ask Jax and Ogge.
            I heard the party going on in the common room before I reached the stairs. Most of the patrons were my guildmates. We fought hard, played hard, and made the innkeeper rich in doing so.
            I found over fifty men and women in the common room, most already drunk. The innkeep hired a three man group of musicians: fiddle, guitar, and drums. The lively music lifted spirits, so I spotted three small groups dancing. Atop another table, I saw a serving wench dancing topless. And then I spotted my cohorts in crime.
            "Jax! Ogge!" I cried, wading through the crowd toward them.
            "There she is!" Ogge cried. "Isobelle! Well…?"
            Everyone fell silent and stared at me breathlessly. I frowned, noticing how some faces started to fall, and then I shouted, "Ding dong, the WIZARD IS GONE!"
            The room exploded with cheers and laughter.
            Ogge swept me up, lifted me high, and spun around. "You did it!"
            "I killed Artimus!" I smiled down at him and Jax. "Let's do it again."
            Duke Corvan stood up, getting everyone's attention. "Isobelle, Jax, and Ogge killed the Wicked Wizard Artimus. They have earned the one thousand crown bounty!"
            A small wooded treasure casket appeared before each of us. 
            Congratulations, you have been awarded a bounty of 333 gold crowns. Spend it wisely!
            I froze. I'd forgotten about the bounty Duke Corvan and other leaders had put on Artimus' head after he killed Carly and trapped her in the game. One third of it was mine. And the bounty was for GOLD crowns, not silver or copper.
            Well, it only listed the gold crowns in the alert. We also split a gold crown three ways, with added some silver and copper coins to our purses. Jax and Ogge greedily opened theirs to see their riches, while I just inventoried mine.
            "We're rich!" I cried. Someone pressed a mug into my hand, which I lifted high. "To Artimus! May he die a thousand deaths by our hands!"
            The music started up, and we returned to serious drinking. I sat with Jax and Ogge, sharing a pitcher of beer. We talked about what happened, and made crude jokes about each other, the orcs, and Artimus. And then after we polished off the second pitcher, I stood up and wandered away. 
            I wanted to dance the night away.
            Joining a trio of female guildmates, we started dancing for the men. It wasn't anything too suggestive. At first. It quickly turned sexy, and the musicians used their song choices to encourage us. That and all of the beer the men bought us. After my beer buzz leveled up to full-blown drunk, I crawled up atop a table to dance. It didn't take long, or much encouragement from my friends, before my tunic hit the floor. And though I lamented the fact my boots weren't stiletto-heeled, the truth was I could barely stand in flats at the time.
            The four of us danced naked for our friends. I'm not sure how long that lasted, but I noticed the two elfmaids, Caitlin and Niamh, were pulled down first. I could hear their squeals of delight, which called to something deep in my belly. And then Ogge wrapped his arms around my knees, buried his face in my crotch, and… Motorboated it.
            "What the…?" I cried, and broke up in giggles.
            I squealed when he threw me over his shoulder and started forcing his way toward the stairs. Jax followed in his wake, an eager look on his gray drow face. I beat on Ogge's back, kicked my feet, and pretended distress. My laughter and squeals of delight ruined the effect, though. That wasn’t the first time one of my guildmates carried my drunken self off to bed, and lots of naughty delights. During in-game sex, I'd do anything. Real life sex, not so much.
            Ogge carried me to my respawn room, throwing me across the bed. His clothes vanished into inventory as he knelt between my wide-spread knees. I bit my lip, watching his mouth press against my sex. I sighed contentedly when he started licking and sucking, sending the most amazing sensations rippling through my overheated body.
            Jax stripped manually, leaving his clothes on the floor like in real life. I watched him crawl up on the bed beside me through hooded eyes, while writhing in the throes of delight. The drow claimed my lips in a deep, passionate kiss.  He combed one hand deep into my hair, while the other pinched, pulled, and rolled my sensitive nipples.
            "You guys are my best friends," I whispered, voice low and husky. "You do me so well."
            Jax shifted his full attention to my boobs.  I giggled when he started off motorboating me. I wasn't sure why, but I always enjoyed it when a guy did that. Then he smothered my tits with kisses, before starting to suck on my erect nipples.
            "Oooooh," I cried out when Ogge also changed his emphasis, and attacked my hyper-sensitive clit with lips and tongue.
            Seconds later, my body erupted with pure, unadulterated pleasure.  Orgasmic waves washed through me from head to toe, energizing my body, my soul. I bucked and writhed, and basked in the glory of it all. Ogge and Jax held me down and continued their wonderful work making me feel so special.
            Once my body settled down, though my belly still quivered delightfully, my lovers flipped me over to all fours atop the bed.  Jax sprawled out below me, while Ogge pressed up close behind me.  I felt his ginormous ogre cock sliding up and down my butt crack, while Jax's big grayish-blue cock stood at attention below my face.
            Yeah, I figured out what they wanted.
            "Mmmmm," I moaned as I took the drow's cock in to the back of my tongue. His back bowed up, and then he thrust up in a vain attempt to push deeper. I giggled, pushed his body back down, and started bobbing my head up and down his shaft.  "Mmmm, you taste like licorice." 
            "Really?"
            "No," I said, and giggled. That's when Ogge thrust, penetrating my sex. He stretched me out to the max.  "Aaaiiee.  Ooooh.  Come on, baby, I've told you a hundred times to give me a little warning."
            "I like to surprise you."
            The half-ogre thrust into me with wild abandon, slowly forcing his cock deeper and deeper. It was hard to suck Jax's cock with that other dick rocking my boat like that, but I sucked it up and did my best. Together, they quickly pushed me right back up to the brink again.
            I moaned and groaned, savoring every long, deep stroke from Ogge, while giving Jax my very best effort.  I felt first Ogge, and then Jax, start to swell inside me. Knowing they were about to come pushed me over the top, and that sexy rush to climax started.  It became a race to see who came first.  I thought it would be Jax, but it was me.
            "Huugggh," I grunted as pure pleasure consumed by body and mind, and then Ogge came.  Jax took a bit longer, but I finally got him off, too.  "Wow. That was amazing. Let's do it again."
            "Hell yes. Do you want us to DP you?" Jax asked, nodding.
            "I don't know," I said hesitantly. Those two had introduced me to a few kinks I'd never heard of, and I wasn't going to agree to anything until I understood what it entailed. "What is DP? It's not anything disgusting, is it?"
            "We've done it before," Ogge said. "It's when – "
            The door crashed open. Artimus stood there, glaring daggers at us.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 4
 
            I gawked. Okay, I knew he respawned immediately, but how did he get to Ankor so fast? And how did he do it with his orc warriors?
            Human. Wizard (Lvl 31) floated above his head.
            We did it! His level had dropped by half. I stripped him down to a level 31. I felt so proud. And then it went downhill.
            "Shit," Ogge said, and seized me.
            Before I realized what he intended, my friend threw me at Artimus. If I'd known he was going to do that, I'd have pulled my sword out of inventory. Or at least a knife or dagger. As it stood, I smashed into the wizard at a high rate of speed. The impact drove him back out and into the wall across the hallway. We knocked down a few of his orcs, too.
            All hell broke loose.
            Artimus shoved me aside before I regained my wits. I started regretting all that beer I drank. For one, I had to pee like a Russian race horse. And I was a little dizzy. Even so, I pulled my sword and round shield out of inventory and rolled into a defensive stance.
            Jax hit the orcs with everything he had magically. Mostly fireballs. Ogge had his great two-handed sword swinging red-death. All three of us fought naked as the day we were born. Artimus and his orcs wore steel cuirasses, and the orcs wore helmets, too. 
            Artimus lifted his hand, and an epic sword appeared. It glowed with purple fire, and made whoosh sounds like a light saber when he swung it at Ogge. My friend parried his blade, but his great sword broke the third time their swords crossed. Or maybe Artimus' sword sliced his in half. I don't know, but Ogge's eyes were huge.
            "Not this time!" I cried when Artimus thrust his sword at Ogge's heart.
            I lunged, bringing my sword down upon the wizard's. That drove his point into the floor, while I spun backwards. Swinging my shield, I struck an orc coming up behind me in the face. He fell back with a grunt of pain, while my shield and I continued to move. I tried to smash in the back of Artimus' head with the edge of the shield, but he ducked and punched me three times in the ribs.
            Oh, it hurt.
            Artimus grinned cruelly at me, and threw an uppercut. Before it connected with my chin, Ogge's massive fist crashed into the side of the wizard's head and sent him reeling away.
            "Thanks for the save," I said as we moved past each other.
            Ogge went after a pair of orcs. I noticed Jax still in my room, backed in a corner by three orcs. He was too hard-pressed to use his magic, so defended himself with his twin swords. Barely defended himself. He appeared pretty badly cut up, and weakening fast. So I plowed into the back of those three orcs.
            "Red Death Warriors forever!" I screamed.
            I kicked, bit, stabbed, and pounded the orcs with my shield. My attack inspired Jax to greater effort, and between us we slaughtered those three orcs. Then we charged back out into the hallway to find four orcs holding Ogge, and Artimus' sword thrust through our friend's heart.
            Ogge looked so embarrassed.
            "You bastard!" I screamed, and attacked.
            Jax and I slammed into them. The orcs rushed to meet us, putting themselves between us and Artimus. While we all fought desperately, the wizard was left free to work his magic. Not a good thing.
            "Jax, take care of Artimus," I gasped out. "I'll deal with the orcs."
            "And I'll help!" Ogge shouted as he came charging back into the fray. "I love this game!" 
            The half-ogre hit the orc line at a full run. They held, but barely. Jax and I split up, moving out of Ogge's range, since he started swinging with wild abandon. That gave me renewed hope, since if Artimus killed us, we'd just respawn feet away and back at one hundred percent health.
            And then I heard the running men coming up the stairs. The Red Death Warrior's Guild to the rescue! Their boots on the stairs sounded like thunder. Even the wizard and his orcs cast wary looks back at it.
            "Here comes the cavalry!" I shouted. "Duke Corvan is still a level 62, Artimus!"
            "Red death for Artimus!" Ogge shouted. "Kill them all!"
            Jax dropped back and threw a fireball at Artimus. That snapped the wizard's full focus back on us. He snarled, and hit Jax with a lightning bolt that cracked with such powerful thunder I fell to my knees. Jax exploded.
            I heard my friend scream in frustration in my room, just seconds later. Did he change his respawn site during the fight? Then I noticed Artimus frown. He obviously hadn't considered the problem of attacking us in our respawn inn. And then Duke Corvan led the guild onto our floor.
            "Artimus!" Duke Corvan cried, looking surprised. "You fool. One hundred gold to the man that kills the wizard! A thousand if you capture him!"
            Artimus blanched. Then he darted toward my room.
            In my mind I saw him escaping through a window. I couldn't allow that to happen, so I moved to block him. Artimus didn't even slow down. He just threw out a hand and shouted an arcane command.
            "Ugh!" I grunted when an unseen force slammed into my chest.
            It blasted me straight back through the door. I flew through the air until I hit the wall above my bed, and bounced off the wall. At least the bed cushioned my fall, though I lost all of my breath upon the impact above.
            Artimus quickly locked the door, dropping the security bar across it. My friends immediately pounded on the door, chopping at it with battle axes.
            Gasping, sobbing, desperate for air, I still managed to drag myself off the bed and stand between the wizard and the closest window. My shield never felt so heavy, and the bicep of my sword arm throbbed like never before. I checked my HP bar. HP 56. On the positive, I was a level 28 Battle-maid to his level 31 wizard.
            Close enough for Battle for Glory.
            "That's not going to save you," I gasped out.
            Artimus stiffened, and then slanted an annoyed look over his shoulder. His eyes looked me up and down, contempt spreading across his face.
            "Remember, wizard, you're only a level 31 prick now," I taunted.
            "You're the bitch that killed me earlier," he snarled. He paused, and grinned. "Didn't you say something about it being payback for what I did to Carly?"
            "That's right," I replied. "What you did to Carly was beyond the pale. It was beyond evil."
            "What do you know about it?"
            His epic sword reappeared in his hand. I kept my eye on it as he slowly moved toward me. His eyes kept darting to the window behind me. I silently vowed to keep him from it long enough for my guildmates to smash through the door.
            "I know enough," I sneered. "You cursed her to be trapped in the game."
            "Yes, I cursed her," he said. "I could curse you the same way." He chuckled. "I wonder, will you end up being my minion, my pet, my lover, too?"
            I stared in horror. Could a level 31 wizard cast the spell that trapped Carly in the game, and turned her into a Wench of easy virtue? Suddenly, I wanted him to escape through the window.
            "No," I cried, my resolve returning. "Here you die again. You will not pass!"
            "My martial skills are higher than yours, and I'm a wizard on top of that, wench," he sneered. "No stupid slut can stop me from doing anything."
            For a second I saw red. But I calmed myself down. Going berserker wasn't going to help me, and was probably what he wanted.
            "This 'stupid slut' is a level 28 Battle-maid," I snarled. "A Valkyrie."
            He grinned, eyes dropping to my blood-splattered naked boobs. Hell, I was completely naked and blood smeared. It was disgusting, but not as much as his eyes seeing me naked.
            "Your body is even more spectacular than Carly's," he said. "You'll make an excellent wench of easy virtue in some dockside brothel."
            I felt the blood draining from my face.
            "Yes, that was Carly's ultimate fate," he sneered. "On the other side of the world, too. Do you want to join her?"
            "I'm going to kill you a thousand times," I growled. "I will avenge my friend, and ensure you regret the day you cursed her."
            "Sweet tits, I don't regret anything," he said. "But you will regret messing with me."
            The first axe head smashed through the door. Artimus gave the door an annoyed look, and then turned back to me. He looked vicious, fierce, and eager. That didn't make me feel better.
            I shifted into another defensive position, behind my shield. At least he couldn't ogle my boobs.
            "Let's play," I taunted. "I can't wait to kill you, and claim all you have to drop. That epic sword will be sweet."
            His eyes cropped to the purple glowing sword. That was all I needed. Lunging, I thrust my point into his chest. Artimus cried out, falling back as one hand covered the bleeding wound. I caught and held his gaze, loving the look of surprise.
            "You may have a slightly higher level as a swordfighter, but you are basically a wizard," I said. "So I still have the advantage. Watch me prove it."
            I lunged again, thrusting at his lower belly. Artimus parried, by bringing his sword down across my blade. And sliced my sword in two.
            "What the hell?" I cried, lifting my sword to stare at the deeply angled cut through fine steel.
            Artimus struck in my moment of distraction. His sword pierced my body, right through my heart. The blade came out my back. I gawked up into his triumphant eyes, and then blackness pulled me down.
            "Holy shit!" I cried, sitting up in bed. "That hurt like hell."
            Artimus spun around in surprise. I wagged my brows at him.
            "Surprise. This is my respawn site," I said, and rolled off the bed. "Thanks, moron. By killing me, you restored me to one hundred percent health. And now I'm fully armed and armored."
            I pointed my naked sword at him, also restored by my death and resurrection.
            "Die!" he screamed in rage, and thrust a splayed hand at me.
            It felt like a truck hit me. His spell sent me flying across the room to slam into the wall. Once again, I lost all of my breath. On all fours, I struggled desperately to suck in air as he strode towards me with blood in his eyes. I glanced at the door, and my comrades were almost through, still chopping frantically.
            I tried to stand, but Artimus kicked me in the face. That left me sprawled back against the wall. He dropped to one knee between my spread legs, brutally seized my chin in one hand, and pressed the index finger of his other hand in the bleeding chest wound I gave him.
            "With my own blood, I curse you," Artimus sneered, using the blood to draw something on my forehead. Then he kissed me. "Bye-bye, bitch."
            Artimus thrust his sword through my heart.
            Blackness began collapsing upon me. Anger flashed. Almost without thinking, I pulled my belt knife and thrust it up under his chin, through his mouth, and into his brain. And everything went black.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 5
 
            "Son of a bitch!" I cried.
            I stiffened, realizing I'd respawned outdoors. Was I back in that alley in Ravenna? Then I remembered Artimus drawing something on my face with his own blood. Was that the same curse he hit Carly with? The thought chilled me to the bone.
            Sitting up warily, I looked around and realized I'd respawned in a trash-strewn alley. I hoped and prayed it Ravenna or Ankor, but I didn't recognize that particular spot. Not like I hung out in alleys or anything.
            Heart racing, panting despite not being tired in the least, I checked my body for any changes. I respawned in my full costume. My armor was pristine, the damage from Artimus' epic sword 'repaired' by dying and respawning. My round shield, with the white and gold face lay beside me. That only happened when I had it out of inventory when I died, but like the armor and sword it was part of my costume. I never dropped that sword and shield.
            Standing, I brushed myself off. Then I took a deep breath, and pulled up my HUD to check my stats. My eyes went straight to Player Level. It showed, PL 1. Every skill level was also reset to 1.
            "Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!"
            So wrong! Why did the game let that sick-ass bastard do shit like that? I wanted to kill him, and everyone who worked for the gaming company. I wanted to gouge their eyes out. I wanted to piss on their graves. And then my eyes lifted to my name, race, and class.
            Name: Isobelle D'Arcy Race: Human Class: Battle-maid of easy virtue.
            "Battle-maid of easy virtue?  Of easy virtue?" I cried. "Artimus, you sleazy misogynistic bastard!"
            My EXIT button was gone. I looked for and couldn't find my PM button, so I couldn't contact anyone in the game. Even the Help button was gone. I couldn't contact customer support or any of my friends.
            "I'm so fucked."
            Then I noticed my XP was zeroed out. Not one single experience point to my name.
            Yeah, I spent a few minutes cussing like a sailor, and calling out curses on Artimus left and right. Unfortunately, I didn't have any magic so couldn't actually put a curse on anyone. Then I remembered he said something about sending Carly to a brothel on the other side of the world. Was that a threat to do the same to me?
            I worked my way out of the alley, and realized it wasn't evening, but pre-dawn. Did that mean I really was on the other side of the world? I checked my HUD again, but the clock was also missing.
            "I am so going to hunt Artimus down and kill him a thousand times. A million times!"
            The streets were mostly deserted, but lots of chickens filled the street. I mean, I'd never seen so many chickens, and the roosters had already begun to crow. Talk about loud. Some goats wandered about, as well, with two cows visible. Some of the city's early risers were also out and about; people like bakers hurried through the street to begin their work days. I heard a wagon rumbling along on the next street over.
            Mostly, I just smelled the dung and rotting trash in the streets and alleys. I remembered visitors complaining about how bad Ankor stank, while I thought it smelled fine. Duke Corvan said every town and city had its own smell, and residents never noticed their own stink. I realized the truth in those words, and wondered how long it would take me to become nose-blind to my new home city.
            "Not too long, I hope."
            My stomach gurgled, and extreme thirst and hunger hit me. I checked my purse. Empty. My Inventory. Empty. I just wanted to cry.
            "I've lost everything," I whispered, eyes burning. "He stole my real life from me, and then reduced me to nothing in-game."
            Then I remembered all the hoopla about Carly's entrapment in the game. That incident caused a glitch that trapped everyone who died in-game until they fixed it. Did Artimus just cause a second glitch? But those memories brought hope. I'd learned that being trapped in the game didn't kill the players in real life, but it did mess up their heads. So I was still alive IRL, but would suffer mentally for at least a little while.
            "Artimus split me in two," I muttered. "I hate that bastard."
            Water was easy. I spotted a fountain in the middle of a small plaza to my left. I headed that way. Water wasn't food, but it would fill my belly. While walking, I wondered if I could get away with catching and eating one of those chickens. But where would I cook it? I'd never plucked feathers, or cleaned a chicken to ready it for cooking. My hunting and cooking skills were down to 1 as well, so I might not be able to catch one.
            "I need to find a job, so I can pay for food," I said, looking around at all of the shops lining the street. The shop owners lived above their shops, and light came out of most of their upper story windows. "I might be reduced to thievery."
            The last thing I wanted to be was a thief. I was a warrior. Even IRL I was drawn toward the warrior life, or at least drawn toward strong, warrior women. I cosplayed all of my favorites. It wasn't the same as being a real warrior, but I still got to live my fantasies. Virtual Reality MMORPG games in general, and Battle for Glory in particular, gave me the opportunity to BE a real warrior.
            "I have to grind away morning, noon, and night until I'm back," I said as I reached the fountain. After I took my fill of that cool, clear water, I looked around. Nothing familiar. "Once I level back up to where I'd been, I'll hunt Artimus down and kill him again and again. I'm going to dedicate my immortal life to killing him every chance I get."
            First, I had to get some food in my body so I'd have the health and energy to fight, and thus earn the experience points needed to level up. Everything I did gave me XP, but only the points I earned by fighting earned me martial XP. 
            I checked, and frowned to see I sat at XP 12.
            Though no manual said it, I'd paid a lot of attention to when and how I'd earned XP in the past. The game gave points for almost everything during a player's first 10 levels. Then it became just a little harder to earn points. It got harder and harder at levels 20, 30, etc… Even so, if I spent all day sparring and fighting monsters, I'd earn a lot of XP toward my character and skills.
            "A player," I whispered, spotting him entering the small plaza. Half-elf. Ranger (Lvl 42). He wore brown elven leathers, with sword, daggers, and bow to exude danger. "Perfect."
            My skin tingled with excitement. A ranger was a well-rounded warrior type character, and he could help me level up most of my skills. Heck, he could teach me a few new skills, too. Since he was tall, muscular, and with long blonde hair, I could think of a few things I'd like him to teach me.
            Our eyes met, and he veered straight at me. Men. He looked mighty confident. And then I remembered he could see that I was a player, and above my head was displayed: Battle-maid of easy virtue. Dammit.
            "Hi, beautiful," he said, his voice a deep bedroom growl. His eyes raked my body a few times, and then locked onto my chest. "I'm Ronan."
            "I'm Isobelle," I replied. "My eyes are up here." He blushed, and finally looked me in the eyes. "Besides, you can't see my boobs through steel plate."
            He laughed. "That was kind of stupid of me, wasn't it?"
            My cuirass was well-designed, functional armor. It wasn't parade armor, designed to mimic the body underneath. No steel boobs or ripped abs, it was nothing but smooth, hard steel. I did have body forming parade armor, but it was dropped when Artimus slayed me.
            "Are you a resident?" I asked. "I'm new to town. In fact, I don't even know what town this is."
            My HUD map would tell me, but I hadn't thought to check until that moment.
            "You're in Jeddia," he said. "How'd you get here without knowing that?"
            "I was sent here by a powerful wizard," I said, and shrugged. I pointed to the script above my head. "He cursed me at the same time, while stripping away all my skill levels down to 1."
            A predatory look flashed across his handsome face. It vanished so fast, I wondered if I'd mistaken seeing it. My heart rate increased. I was trying to garner sympathy, but did I just condemn myself instead? A level 42 Ranger could easily overpower me, and then sell me into slavery. Yeah, they had slavery in Battle for Glory. Like the warning said, bad things can and will happen to the unwary in that game.
            I smiled at him, hoping to stay on friendly terms. "So, why don't we get to know each other better over breakfast?"
            "I'm buying?" 
            "I'm afraid so, sweetie," I purred, pressing up to him and stroking his chest. Oh, he was muscular all right. Rock hard chest and abs. "I'd really appreciate it."
            He faltered. Ronan looked past me, eyes glazing over. "I'm heading out of the city right now. I'm supposed to meet up with some friends down in Pinecrest in three days."
            "But I'd be so grateful," I purred. "And I'm so hungry."
            I felt his penis stiffen against my left hip. My stomach sank. I poured it on too thick, and aroused his snake. If I didn't walk away right then, I'd get to know Little Ronan intimately.
            "I know just the place," he said. Ronan kissed me. It was just a peck on the lips, but I felt it in my bones. Dread filled me, though not for what he'd expect for that bit of generosity, but for the way my body reacted. My libido stirred, taking my breath away. "The Haven Inn serves a proper breakfast, made just for American players. Bacon and eggs, hash browns, and biscuits and gravy."
            "All washed down with…?"
            "Beer. Duh. No one drinks water or milk in this game."
            Before I could decide if that was really what I wanted, or was willing to do for food, Ronan got me moving with a hand at the small of my back. Yep, he was already getting all possessive with me. My face heated up, because I didn't protest and set any boundaries. I let him guide me to the Haven Inn.
            Like every other building I'd seen so far in that city, the inn was a stone structure with a dark gray slate roof. It stood three stories, with lots of large open windows to let in the cool mountain air. Yes, during the short trip to the inn, I spotted towering mountains outside the city. Ronan confirmed my guess. 
            "Yes, Jeddia rules over a high mountain valley," he said. "We're in the middle of the Backbone, or the Wykar Mountains as the locals call them. It is dead center on the continent, running north to south."
            "Do you know where the city of Ankor, or the Razorback Mountains are in relationship to here?"
            "Never heard of them."
            All of my concerns and misgivings vanished the moment I passed into the inn's common room. The smell of fresh bread and frying bacon filled the air. I breathed in that heady scent, mouth already watering. My stomach rumbled and complained.
            "Ronan!" a robust innkeep called. He had friend, ruddy face. "Back already?"
            Human innkeeper.
            "Yes. Isobelle, this is Ernest. Ernest this is Isobelle, who is a poor vagrant traveler," he said. I stiffened. Most cities arrested vagrants, and some even sold them into slavery. Better a fruitful, hard working slave than a lazy vagrant seemed to be the ruling philosophy. When the innkeep frowned at me, Ronan handed me a single copper coin. That coin, called a crown, lifted me out of vagrancy. "Or she was." He laughed and tossed the innkeep a few coins. "I'm also paying for her room and board, so bring this starving wench some food."
            I quickly slipped the copper crown into my purse, before it occurred to him to take it back. Ronan guided me to a long table and benches, sitting next to me. Sitting very close indeed. Seven others shared that table with us. One was an elderly cleric, while another looked like a warrior or mercenary. Both were mobs, with all their possessions bagged behind them. The others included a dwarven husband and wife, dressed for travel so I couldn't determine their class. The last three were goblin traders in fine silk robes. That was only the second time ever I'd seen goblins wearing anything but ragged fur.
            No introductions were made. Indeed, I got the distinct impression no one wanted to interact with us at all. I hoped communal conversation would help dispel Ronan's ardor, but it wasn't to be. Ernest arrived with my plate piled high with scrambled eggs, sizzling bacon, and a slice of fresh bread. 
            "There is another batch of biscuits in the oven," he said, acting all apologetic. "And I have Mab peeling potatoes to make hash browns."
            "Thank you," I said. "But I think this will fill me up."
            A harried looking serving wench hurried over to give me, Ronan, and the dwarven couple mugs of beer. She shared a knowing smile with Ronan, and I noticed she had the script Human wench of easy virtue floating over her head. Then Ronan glanced above my head and smiled.
            I just started eating. I had a feeling Ronan wouldn't give me long to eat, and he proved me right a moment later. He gave my thigh a squeeze under the table, before starting to caress it. His hand got closer and closer to my crotch with every stroke. I just ate faster.
            "Has anyone ever told you how beautiful you are, Isobelle?" Ronan whispered into my ear after removing my helmet. "You shouldn't cover that magnificent mane."
            He sat the helmet on the table, but I reached over and tapped it. That sent the helmet into my inventory, and caused everyone else at the table to pause and scowl at me. Some mobs didn't like players, or displays of our "magic." 
            "That's sweet of you to say," I said, mouth half-full of eggs.
            I thought speaking with my mouth full would be disgusting, and repel him. At least a little. Instead, Ronan wrapped an arm around my shoulders and nuzzled my ear. Then that hand slipped down off my shoulder, and around toward my boob. Thank god for good armor.
            "Hey, don't leave greasy fingerprints on my breastplate," I teased, trying to lighten the mood. His other hand slipped under my tunic, and stroked my nether region. I gasped, almost choking on my eggs. "Jeeze, Ronan. That's not appropriate for a respectable common room."
            "Good point," he said, his voice low and sexy. He picked up my plate. "Let's finish this up in your room, which I so generously paid for."
            I went with him without protest. He did me right by paying for room and board, and even gave me a coin to keep me from being arrested for vagrancy. I was more than willing to give him a little shot of ass before he hit the road to go meet up with his friends. And then it hit me. By attacking "of easy virtue' to my class Artimus had loosened my morals, maybe super-charged my libido. Yeah, my insides were all a-flutter, so hot and mushy.
            The closer we go to my room, the hornier I became. Was there a way to control my libido? Then I realized I was staring at his butt the whole way up the stairs.
            I found myself panting by the time we stopped before a door. And it wasn't from the climb up the stairs.
            My room was on the second floor, at the end of the hallway. It overlooked what my map labeled as Goblin Alley. I found a small, battered table inside, with a single rickety chair. The bed lay beneath the open window, and was only a pallet of straw and blankets. And I quickly discovered it was just as uncomfortable as it looked, when Ronan swept me off my feet and carried me to it. 
            I barely had time to set my plate on the floor before he was on top of me, kissing, hands everywhere. You'd think I'd be offended, but my libido went crazy. I writhed beneath him, giving as good as I got. Hell, I actually tried to prove I was a better lover.
            I inventoried my armor and boots, appearing to vanish into thin air. That left me in nothing but the white tunic. Before I inventoried that, Ronan pulled it up and off, tossing it aside. Then he inventoried his clothes and weapons.
            "I love inventories," I gasped out between kisses. "We need them in the real world."
            Ronan laughed, and started kissing his way down to my boobs. He spent a long time kissing, sucking, fondling my tits. I enjoyed it, but there was so much more to the female body than a pair of tits. So when I tried to push his head lower, to get a little something-something down there, he started tickling me.
            I squealed and screamed, wiggled and giggled. And I fought back. He proved just as ticklish, but a lot stronger and faster. I received ninety percent of the tickling, which left me a gasping, panting mess.
            "You are so fine," he growled sexily, and grabbed a fistful of hair. He forced me to all fours, and moved behind me. "You really are the most beautiful women I've ever had."
            "Aww," I said, face heating up and so pleased. And then he thrust into me. "Uggh! Son of a bitch!"
            It didn't hurt, but I hadn't realized just how big that bastard was down there. He spread my vagina out to the max. I'm talking orc big. Ogre big. Then he yanked my hair again, and started thrusting like a maniac.
            Holy shit!
            Sex in-game was a hundred times better, but no one had ever banged me like that. He was a machine. Magic may have been involved. He took me to the brink faster than anyone ever. I bucked and cried out, and before long I was begging more, more, more.
            "Yes! Yes!" I cried. "You're the best, baby!"
            My insides erupted with insane pleasure. I cried out, incredulous. And he didn't even slow down. Ronan pounded relentlessly into me until I came two more times. Only then did he shove it all the way in and hold it, ejaculating deep within.
            The half-elf Ranger released my hair, and I fell forward. I lay face-down on the pallet, huffing and puffing, body quivering like never before. I knew then and there, if magic wasn't involved, and that was how my body now responded to sex, I'd be having a lot more sex in that world.
            "That was wonderful," I gasped out. Slanting a look back over my shoulders, I caught and held his eyes. "Do it again."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 6
 
            Pain. I groaned, and flipped over. My eyes fluttered open a fraction of a second, and then nothing. The pain returned, now in my other hip. It took a moment, but my sleeping mind figured it out.
            "Stupid piece of crap bed," I grumbled, back fully awake. I flipped over onto my back, which relieved the stabbing pain. "It's too early for this crap."
            The window above me was open, pre-dawn light and a cold breeze coming in. So cold. But my blanket kept me warm. The blanket covering my straw pallet was equally as warm, but the straw beneath it gave no joy. Whether it was my tossing and turning, or mine and Ronan's amorous activities, the bed came part. Basically, I was lying on hard flooring under the blanket. And there seemed to be a sharp stick involved, too.
            "Oooh, what a day," I moaned. That's when I realized another problem. "Ronan?"
            He wasn't in bed, keeping me warm. Sitting up, I looked around the small, dark room. I lay there all alone. Then I remembered he was a player. Since the city gates wouldn't open until sunrise, he probably just logged out once he'd enjoyed my company. Also, most states had laws and regulations about how much time someone could stay in a VR MMORPG per session.
            "Well, that sucks," I said.
            Ronan banged me all day, with only short breaks at lunch and dinner. And then he stayed well into the night. I swear, that bastard had to have a charm or something to screw that much. That was the first time a man wore me out. And I mean passed out from exhaustion.
            Yeah, it was amazing.
            "Bet I earned some XP for all that," I said with a grin as I pulled up my HUD.
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            "I leveled up!" I cried. Then I noticed XP. "That sucks."
            Health was down five percent, but I earned one point toward Health every hour, so I'd be one hundred percent well before noon. Then I scanned my Skills, all still at 1. Except one.
            "Sex? Since when is sex a skill?"
            My top Skill was sex, with two points? I stared at it for the longest time. Sex might be a Skill for someone playing a courtesan or common prostitute, if those were even options. 
            "I have a warrior class, and I…" I stopped as my eyes settled on my displayed Class. Battle-maid of easy virtue. Easy virtue, which was game code for SLUT. An easy lay. For some it was synonymous with prostitute. "Fuck me."
            I realized those three extra words attached to my Class was part of Artimus' curse. The game would "influence" me to act according to my class, too. I never was a paladin of virtue in the game, but now would every Tom, Dick, and hairy son-of-a-bitch seduce me effortlessly?
            "Oh my god, that's how Artimus seduced Carly into being his minion," I said, eyes huge. "He literally seduced her! That bastard!"
            Figuring out how and why Carly betrayed our guild didn't help me in my situation. Apparently, the wizard sent me to the other side of the world with a super-charged libido. Men, both players and mobs, would take advantage of me unless I was very careful. If the innkeep figured out my vulnerability, I could easily end up one of his serving wenches and lover.
            Since my session was only four hours, the hotel gaming center probably disconnected me from the game. And if Artimus caused another glitch, then the game and authorities knew there was a problem. Not that it helped me any.
            Despite the cold, I threw off the blanket and struggled to my wobbly feet. It took a second to catch my balance. Yeah, it was totally weird getting up off the floor instead of having a proper bed. Then I found my tunic in the dark. It being white helped. I felt a lot better once I slipped the sleeveless garment on, but I was still freezing, so I pulled my boots and armor out of inventory. They instantly appeared on my body.
            "That's better," I muttered, still rubbing my bare arms. The steel bracers didn't help in the least. "I need to buy a cloak."
            That wasn't going to happen right away. All I had was that single copper crown Ronan gave me. It might look like an oversized penny, but it bought a lot more in that world. Yet, it wouldn't get me through one day. I needed to earn some money. I had no marketable skills, but I had experience dungeon diving, despite being level 2. Experience had to account for something, right?
            "I need to assemble a team to go out and win some loot," I whispered, smiling at the thought after removing my helmet. I started braiding my hair, to keep it out of my face while fighting. "If I'm stuck in this game, then I might as well do what I do best."
            That's all I did up until I joined the guild, and then it was just battle, drunken celebration, battle, drunken celebration, ad nauseam. Okay, most of my time in-game involved beer and "good times." Fun, but not necessarily the best way to level up quickly.
            Then realization struck.
            "Nobody will follow a level 2 Battle-maid," I said. "I doubt anyone will allow me to join their company until I level up."
            That meant just going out and challenging myself, all alone. I had to go fight monsters, earn XP, and level up. But where could I find monsters someone of my diminished level could fight and win? So I expanded the HUD map. It showed my location, in the Haven Inn, on the corner of Cobblers Street and Goblin Alley.
            "Goblins! Even a level 2 Battle-maid can kill the hell out of goblins."
            I had a plan. Kill the goblins! Even better, the game was generous with XP through the first ten levels. I could very easily reach level 10 in a day or two of goblin slaying. Of course, that course of action would only help me in a handful of Skills. Better than nothing.
            But first, Ernest owed me another breakfast.
            I heard the common room as I neared the stairs. People got up early in that medieval game world. Only lazy-ass players and nobles slept past sunrise. I joined some traders and travelers at the long table. To one side of me sat a family of elves, all platinum blonde, blue-eyed, and gorgeous. They all wore dirty yellow travel cloaks. I figured the three kids, two boys and a girl, to be around ten, eight, and five. The little girl sat on her daddy's lap, giggling while he hand fed her. Mother had her hands full keeping the two boys focus on their food, and not fighting with each other.
            On my other side sat a bevy of elderly witches. They whispered among themselves, passing magical items back and forth as they ate, and mostly drank beer. I did my best to keep my eyes averted, since I could really use a few magical items. They cast frequent wary looks my way, like they could sense my desire for their property.
            A drunken dwarf sat across the table from me, mostly burping and farting.
            The dwarf leaned forward, catching my eyes. "You got pretty lips."
            I froze, while others snickered. I waited for the banjo music, but heard nothing but the clatter and murmur of the common room crowd. I smiled and thanked him, and returned to shoving food into my mouth. The faster I got out of there, the sooner I could start grinding away and leveling up.
            Winged helmet back on my head, I headed out onto the mean streets of Jeddia. It was full daylight when I turned off Cobblers Street and onto Goblin Alley. It wasn't an alley by 21st Century American standards, but a much narrower street. It was also filled with trash, with poor, wretched looking goblins standing and squatting along the walls. More goblins watched the street from windows, and none of them looked happy.
            "What is this?" I muttered. "Some kind of goblin ghetto?"
            Predatory expressions filled every goblin's greenish-gray face as they studied me. I saw their dark eyes darting up and down my body, checking out my arms and armor. My empty purse drew few eyes, but my weapons could be pawned off for a tidy sum. A sword cost as much as a motorcycle in the real world. And my steel armor was worth as much as a horse in that world, which was the financial equivalent of buying a car IRL.
            I frowned. I wouldn't earn much loot fighting them. They, of course, thought they'd score big time by killing and robbing me. Unfortunately for them, all my arms and armor were part of my avatar, so I wouldn't drop them upon death. You know I paid a lot of money to make that possible.
            Spotting a rather large goblin with a short sword already drawn, I stopped and glared at him. He stared contemptuously at me. He stood about five feet even, but heavyset, not skin and bones like most of them. A goblin warrior, though he only wore a dirty blue, very tattered loincloth. 
            "What are you staring at, punk?" I asked.
            I might be there to slaughter them, but I couldn't bring myself to start the fight. Well, I had no problem flinging insults to ignite their ire. My conscience needed one of them to take that first swing. Then I would unleash hell on them.
            "Human," the goblin sneered. "I am feeling charitable this morning. Lay down your arms, strip off your armor, and I will allow you to leave unmolested."
            "Unmolested?" I repeated. "What a shame. I so enjoy a good, rousing goblin molestation."
            His jaw dropped, before anger spread across his sharp, ugly little face. He nodded, and goblins all around picked up knives, staffs, and cudgels. He remained the only one with an actual sword, though one elderly looking goblin had a rusty, broken saber.
            My HP bar showed me at 97 percent. I smiled and dropped into a defensive position behind my shield.
            "That's a mighty nice sword you have there, little fellow," I said to their leader. "It will pay for my room and board for a few months after I pry it out of your cold, dead fingers."
            A little bravado always shored up my resolve. I needed it, because a lot more goblins were coming out of doors to join their brethren. They outnumbered me fifty to one.
            I seriously need to rethink my strategy for leveling up.
            One of the little monsters behind me attacked first, swinging a cudgel at my back. It bounced harmlessly off my backplate, but that sharp crashing sound set everyone into action. Spinning around, I chopped him in two, head to crotch. Mobs didn’t fade away, or "drop" items per se. But after you killed them, you could loot their bodies, so I reached down and yanked off his purse. I had to fend off three more goblins before I had a chance to inventory it.
            "I'm a level 100 Battle-maid," I lied. "And I'm going to slaughter you all!"
            Only three of the goblins chose discretion over honor, and retreated into nearby doors. The rest continued to dance around me, constantly lunging and retreating. I kept moving, mostly turning around and around, to keep them all at bay. Then I caught their leader's eyes.
            "Look at you, all safe behind your poorly armed rabble," I taunted him. "Let's settle this, mano-a-mano. You and me. Winner takes all. When I win, you and all the others give me your purses. If you win, I'll submit to anything you want."
            I understood exactly how those male goblins would take that. If he agreed to my proposal, then I'd be committed to doing lots of unnatural acts with goblins if I lost. But, if I won the fight, then I'd be able to walk out of there with a shiny short sword to hock.
            He looked me over with lusty eyes. "After we finish playing with you, in a few weeks, I will sell you to slavers."
            Yeah, I cringed. Being trapped in the game meant I was much more susceptible to enslavement. I knew other female players that were captured, enslaved, and sold to brothels. They had to log out, delete that character, and start over with a new character. I didn't have that option.
            "Like I said, if you defeat me, I will be yours to do with as you please," I replied. "But I don't intend to lose, and I will take your sword."
            He shrugged. "If you win, then I'll be dead. What do I care what happens to the sword?"
            The goblins fell back to form a large circle. I watched the goblin warrior confidently push through them to face me in the circle.
            "I am Isobelle D'Arcy, a battle-maid from Ankor," I declared, and bowed to him.
            He returned my bow. "I am Paarcha, Champion of the Narka Tribe."
            Paarcha pulled his belt knife. I nodded, sticking with my shield. If I hadn't been dropped back down to Swordfighter (Lvl 1), I might've inventoried the shield and faced him with sword and knife as well. My objective wasn't to be fair, but to score XP and loot.
            Since he was a mob, I had no way to know his fighting skill. It just said Goblin warrior above his head. Likewise, as a NPC Paarcha couldn't see my pathetic level. I had to assume he knew how to use that sword, and fought at an above average level for goblins, since he was their Champion.
            All I had to do was win, or die trying. They couldn't enslave me if I vanished into thin air. And even if killed, I'd earn valuable XP.
            The goblin struck first, attacking my feet. That was a common tactic for those little guys, so he didn't surprise me. I danced out of the way, and swung my shield at his face. I hit him with a grazing blow, that made him look more wary.
            "Shields are not just for defense," I taunted.
            "You must be a player," he sneered. "Players talk too much to boost their own pathetic egos."
            That made me pause, and he attacked. Taking me by surprise, the goblin thrust his foot against the lower edge of my shield, driving its sharp edge into my knee. Pain lanced up my leg, and I fell back as Hit Points scrolled off before my eyes. Limping, I backed away as I glanced down at my HP bar: HP 94. Not too bad.
            Paarcha pressed his advantage, pounding on my shield with his sword. The little bastard proved fast and agile. I struggled to keep the shield between us. Then he caught the edge of my shield, and yanked it back to expose my left flank to attack.
            I swung my sword at his neck, forcing him back a step. Spinning on my heel, I hit him in the head with a reverse roundhouse. He fell to his back, but rolled to his feet before I could finish him off.
            Charging him, I pounded away at his defenses. Paarcha proved much more skilled, but I was still bigger, heavier, and stronger. My longer sword and arm gave me another advantage he struggled to overcome.
            "Time to die!" I cried, putting all I had into my attack.
            The goblin warrior retreated step by slow step, and I could tell he was starting to weaken. My size and strength were proving too much. I grinned at him.
            "Stupid human," he snarled. "I defy you!"
            He charged recklessly at me. I thrust at his heart, which he parried a second before slamming into my shield. Then he stabbed me in the thigh, his sword going all the way through. The pain was exquisite. I barely had the wherewithal to thrust my blade into his bare chest.
            I fell to one knee, huffing and puffing. My leg screamed with pain, but I won.
            I have to buy as many healing potions as I can afford first thing after I sell his sword.
            As I reached for the dropped short sword, another goblin moved up behind me and placed a rusty knife to my throat. I froze.
            "I won fair and square," I said. "Paarcha agreed to the conditions."
            "Yes," the goblin said. "But he was the only one to agree to it."
            And then he sliced my throat.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 7
 
            "Stupid honorless goblins!" I cried the second I respawned.
            I found myself back in the same alley that Artimus sent me. Jumping to my feet, I started to march back over to Goblin's Alley to claim Paarcha's sword and purse. They were mine by right of victory.
            "But I didn't do so well," I said, coming to a stop. "I can't believe I need to level up before I go fight goblins. So embarrassing."
            "That's funny," a tall, dark, and handsome man said and laughed. "You can't even beat a goblin? Haha!"
            I scowled at him. He was a player: Human. Rogue (Lvl 18). The rogue wore a nice red silk shirt, black leather pants, and riding boots. A straight sword rode his left hip, and two throwing daggers were sheathed on the right. I didn't see any armor.
            "I'm Isobelle."
            He stopped and bowed with a flourish. "I am Sir Xavier Cornwall, at your service, milady."
            He spoke with an English accent. It could've been Australian, because they all sounded the same to me. He was a devilishly handsome man, too. But pretty much all players, who didn't play monsters, were quite attractive. Heck, even young mobs tended toward very attractive. It was a fantasy world, after all.
            "Your name is Savior Cornholed?"
            He hesitated, a scowl slowly spreading across his face. I wagged my brows, and attacked. There was no way I could defeat a level 18 rogue, but I'd earn a lot more XP fighting him than I would fighting the goblins.
            The fight lasted all of two minutes. It ended thirty seconds after he finally got his sword drawn. Right through my throat, and then he kicked me contemptuously off his blade. As my life, and HPs, bled away, he cut off a strip of my tunic to clean his sword.
            "Stupid noob," he sneered as blackness pulled me down.
            A moment later, I respawned in the alley.
            "Ha!" I cried, rolling to my feet as I pulled my sword and called my shield out of inventory. 
            I caught him barely ten feet from where he killed me. The look on his face was priceless. Amazingly, he recovered fast and pulled steel before I slammed into him. Swinging sword and shield, I drove him across the street relentlessly. Everyone stopped to watch.
            "You're fucking crazy!" he cried.
            "Ha! I know," I cried. "I'm going to…" He thrust his sword deep into my lower belly, just below my armor. Darkness rushed in as my HP dropped to zero. "…be right back."
            I groaned when I respawned, and hesitated. Xavier would expect me back now. Maybe I should run the other way up the alley, circle around and attack from a different direction?
            "Aw, screw it," I said. I noticed my XP was up to 837. "Victory or death!"
            "Here she comes again!" a pigman shouted when I raced out of the alley.
            A lot of players had gathered to watch. It took me a second to notice the basement tavern's entrance behind them. The mobs started gathering to watch as well. Bets were being made.
            "What's the matter with you, Isobelle?" Xavier cried.
            "I'm a crazy, pathetic NOOB," I shouted. "Remember?"
            The clash of steel echoed through the street as I engaged him a third time. His sword skill was a thousand times superior, but he must not have ever fought anyone with a shield. My shield work kept him off-guard and cursing. If I could only deliver a solid hit with it.
            "I know your respawn site, bitch," he snarled. "I will stand over it and kill you over and over if you don't leave me alone."
            "Oh, baby, tell me again how you will thrust into me over and over."
            Just as I hoped, his eyes rose up to my displayed class. I rushed up to him, pushed him back against a wall with my shield. Then I prepared the thrust through his heart as I pulled the shield out of the way.
            He proved faster, and smashed my sword away.
            "Yikes!" I cried, backpedaling fast.
            Xavier kicked my feet away, and I fell with a loud grunt. A second later, he stood over me with his sword point at my throat.
            "I don't like to kill other players, bitch!" Xavier shouted. "But you deserve it."
            My breath caught, I locked eyes with him, and spread my legs. Then I winked and smiled sultrily. That got a gasp out of the crowd.
            "But, Sir, wouldn't you rather claim your prize for defeating me?"
            I made my helmet and cuirass vanish into inventory. Then I bowed my back to display my plump breasts better, and bit my lip. The air whooshed out of his lungs, and uncertainty filled his eyes. But, at the same time, I saw the growing bulge in his pants.
            "I'm just three points from leveling up in my sex skill," I purred.
            "Can I fight you next?" a pigman warrior asked.
            I glanced at him. The pigman stood six feet even, broad and powerful looking. Weren't they all? He had a battle axe in hand, and a sword on his hip. A heavy chainmail coat protected his body. His face was equally man and pig in appearance.
            "Shut up, Porky, she's mine," Xavier said.
            "Not after she sees your tiny pecker," Porky said.
            I laughed. Xavier didn't exactly appreciate that. He grabbed my hair, yanking me to my feet, and fast walked me over to "my" alley. Throwing me down, he sheathed his sword as I spread my legs and extended my arms to him.
            "To the victor go the spoils, milord," I purred, and sent my tunic into inventory. I lay naked before him. "Despoil me."
            He didn't even strip. Xavier only pushed his pants down to mid-thigh, dropped to his knees between my legs, and grinned lecherously at my boobs. Yeah, he grabbed them first. Me? I grabbed one of his daggers, and plunged it into his heart.
            "You devious bitch," he gasped, and died.
            I grinned as he fell over dead. "Look at me, leveling up on Devious Bitch."
            I paused to see to check my stats. Health 82. Stamina 88. XP 977.
            "Almost there!" 
            Standing, I recalled my tunic, arms, and armor from inventory while I watched him fade away. I almost laughed to see the little pile of goodies he dropped.
            "Three swords? A bow and arrows, knives, daggers, and a purse," I said, putting each in inventory as I picked them up. "Nothing magical? Not much of a rogue, were you?"
            He dropped a nice fat purse, full of silver and copper crowns. I even found a single gold coin. Yeah, it was a payday to call home about. Now I just had to get the hell out of Dodge before he respawned and came looking for me.
            "Where's Xavier?" Porky asked when I returned to the street.
            Actually, I didn't know if Porky was his name, or Xavier was insulting him.
            "I used my feminine charms to lure him in close, and then killed him," I said. That made everyone laugh. He clapped me on the back. Hard. Thank god for armor. "Hey, a girl's gotta do what a girl's gotta do. By the way, is Porky really your name?"
            "Yes, Xavier tagged me with that nickname and it stuck," Porky said, and shrugged. "I don't care. Call me Porky Pig, just don't forget to call me when the beer is served."
            The other warriors laughed, clapping him on the back. Then Porky clapped me on the back again. Then they all turned to head back down into the tavern. I thought about joining them, but Xavier would likely check there first. So I turned to go explore the city.
            "Not that way," Porky said. "Xavier's respawn site is about seven blocks in that direction."
            "Where should I go?"
            Porky grinned lecherously, staring at my chest. Yeah, I knew where he wanted me to go. I shook my head woefully, and headed in the other direction. Porky followed, along with another pigman warrior named Takkar. I slanted a look back at them.
            "Where are you going?" I demanded, hand on hilt.
            I didn't intimidate them in the least. Each of them outweighed me by a hundred pounds or more. And they were much higher levels. Pigman. Warrior (Lvl 23) floated above Porky's head. Pigman. Warrior (Lvl 21) above his friend.
            "I know a tavern where we can celebrate your amazingly naughty victory," he said. "And I never refuse an opportunity to get drunk."
            I thought about that a moment. "You're buying?"
            "Of course. I'm a gentleman. Gentle, um, pig."
            I laughed. I liked funny men, even if they weren't exactly all human. So I nodded and waved for them to catch up. He directed me down a side street on the other side of Goblin Alley.
            "Why exactly do you want to celebrate with me?" I asked. "Do you think getting me drunk will help you get lucky?"
            "That did cross my mind. But, you're only a level 2 Battle-maid and you defeated a level 18 rogue," Porky said. "By outwitting him. I want to be your friend."
            "Good answer."
            "Will I get lucky?"
            I glanced at him, and then his eager looking friend. "Maybe."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 8
 
            I checked out the city as we walked. Porky and Takkar kindly pointed out points of interest. Jeddia proved to be a much larger city than I thought. My new friends said the population was over one hundred and fifty thousand. That was a huge city in the game, especially since by population they meant mobs. Players weren't counted.
            "Where do you live in real life?" I asked.
            "We both live in Queens," Porky said. "But I was born and grew up in the St. Louis suburbs. I moved to New York for a job."
            "Queens? As in New York City?"
            I was supposedly on the other side of the world, so it made sense to be in a city played in by players from an East Coast city.
            "There's another Queens?"
            That explained why Jeddia's population was so large. NYC players needed a larger city to play in, otherwise the players would overwhelm the mob population. His pigman friend, Takkar, asked where I was from.
            "LA," I said, pointing at the white wings attached to my helmet. "The City of Angels, duh."
            They laughed. As much as I loved guys who made me laugh, I loved guys who laughed at my jokes even more.
            "That's the Colosseum," Takkar said, as we rounded a corner and stopped.
            Colosseum. This is the city of Jeddia's main coliseum. Major events are celebrated here, along with weekly gladiatorial games.
            Not all structures were named like that in the game, just the important ones.
            It was huge. Gigantic. One might say, colossal. The massive stone structure looked just like the one in Rome, only not in ruins. A boisterous crowd surrounded it, slowly passing into it. Street venders loudly called out what they offered, feeding the excited spectators.
            "Holy crap, that thing must be a hundred feet high," I said.
            "One hundred and sixty, actually. It's almost an exact copy of the original, but enhanced for the game," Porky said. "It covers more than six acres of prime real estate, too, and you only see half of it."
            "The other half is underground," Takkar said. "We know, since we fight as free gladiators most weekends."
            "How long have you been doing that?" I asked, looking at their levels.
            "Just the last three weekends," Porky said. "We've only been playing Battle for Glory about a month."
            According to Takkar, neither of them had much time to play, so were volunteering for the gladiatorial games as a way to get XP and level up. At their levels in the low 20s, I suspected they got their asses killed more often than not.
            I told them my tale of woe, and Porky promised to log out and check on my situation in real life once we reached the tavern. Since I was the one who checked on Carly when she was cursed and trapped in the game, I had a pretty good idea of my situation, but felt grateful for his help confirming it.
            They led me to a street of two-story rowhouses behind the Colosseum. The street was filled with all manner of monster races: pigmen, goblins, orcs, kobolds. Like the denizens of Goblin Alley, they stood along the walls, sat on the stoops, and glared at passersby. Porky and Takkar ignored them, but those hostile looks creeped me out.
            "Here it is," Porky said, pointing at a stone structure halfway down the street. "The Pig Sty."
            "What the hell?"
            "It's a lot cleaner than the name implies," Takkar said, while they both chuckled. "It's owned by Gusan Lo, a mob pigman and former gladiator. He's quite proud of his heritage, but he has a sense of humor, too." 
            A pair of drunks, goblin and drow, were passed out together next to the door. As we reached the door, I realized the drow was female, and they'd passed out while humping. That made me pause. Since when did drow sleep with anyone but another drow? They were more stuck up than elves. Both were mobs, as well.
            Inside, it proved dark, smoky, and muggy. The place was packed with everything but humanity. Yeah, I was the only human. The serving wenches were all mobs, mostly female pigmen. One serving girl was an orc, with an amazing body. She was only the second female orc I'd ever seen.
            There weren't any tables available, so we stood by the bar. Exotic music played, while the patrons sang, laughed, and played dice or cards. A large fireplace blazed away, centered on the back wall. Most of the patrons had a sheen of sweat. Did they like being too hot? I didn't, so inventoried my armor.
            Yeah, my armor vanishing got everyone's attention. My bad.
            They quickly forgot me. Thankfully.
            "Be careful and don't start a fight," Porky whispered to me. "You'll respawn back in that alley across town, and if I know Xavier he is standing there waiting for you."
            Good point.
            Our mugs arrived. Delivered by Gusan Lo himself, a massive pigman with just one eye, lots of scars, and missing a few fingers, too. But he proved a cheerful fellow, always smiling and laughing. His banter with the customers and serving wenches amused me.
            "So does this tavern operate twenty four seven?" I asked.
            "No, sunrise to midnight," Porky said. "No one waits until five in the afternoon to start drinking here." He chugged his beer down, slammed the pewter mug on the bar, and smacked his lips. "I swear, beer is so much better here." He winked at me. "I'll be right back."
            Porky blinked out of existence.
            Again, that drew a lot of eyes. It made me wonder what the ratio of players to mobs tended to be. At the moment, mobs outnumbered players in that tavern by ten to one. Really, besides me and Takkar, there were only two other players: a big, half-orc warrior and a jolly little dwarf mage.
            I watched the half-orc player for a few minutes. Studied him.
            "Don't even think about it," Takkar said. "He'll kill you so fast, you won't have time to earn a single point."
            I squinted at the half-orc, making his class appear over his head again. Half-orc. Warrior (Lvl 72).
            "Holy crap, I didn't notice his level before," I said, turning back to the bar. "Thanks for the save."
            "My pleasure," Takkar said, giving me another hard slap on the back.
            "Hey, why do you keep slapping me on the back?" I snapped. "I'm a woman. We don't do that crap. Don't hit me. I don't like it."
            "I know," he said, chuckling. "But your tits jiggle so sexily when I do it."
            "Oh my God! I'd kill you right now if I wasn't a stinking level 2," I said, giving him my best deadly glare. "But you'd just stab me in the heart, you pig."
            "I want to stab you, but not in the heart," Takkar said, wagging his brows. "But I'll buy you another beer. For now."
            I laughed, but knew he was serious.
            "You know, you'd get more women if you didn't play a pigman."
            "You'd be surprised," he said. "I'm hung like a boar."
            I shook my head, trying to get images of him naked out of my head. What did 'hung like a boar' even mean? Of course, players did have some control over how well they were hung, so you know they were all massive. Mobs, not so much. Weird thing is, I'd heard that goblins, and especially kobolds, had the longest, thickest members.
            We polished off two more mugs before Porky reappeared. Just popped in out of thin air. He scared the bejesus out of me, and then slapped my butt.
            "I'm back," he declared. "How many mugs did I miss?"
            "Three," I said. "Well?"
            "Not good, but not bad, either," he said, and shrugged. "They disconnected you after four hours, not realizing you were cursed and trapped. So they took you, or the other you, to the hospital for observations. You're expected to make a full recovery." He paused. "But they said there is nothing they can do for you here in the game. Unless you want them to delete you…"
            "No!" I cried. That never occurred to me. "Hell no."
            "Well then, my dear, you just have to make the best out of a bad situation" Porky said. "Speaking of which, time to get you drunk."
            It was official. I was trapped in the game forever. At least my physical self would continue on as before, though I'd heard rumors about emotional issues for people "split' like that in the game.
            I looked at Porky, then Takkar. Neither looked the least bit sad for my situation. In fact, they mostly just stared at me boobs. Pigs.
            "No, not this early. But I expect you to get me stupid drunk tonight. And I'm not paying for any of it." I paused, considering my options. "I can have one more mug, but then I have to go earn more XP and level up my skills."
            Tomorrow, I'd have to decide on what I'd do with my life. I had to earn a living. Did I really want my entire existence to be one long dungeon crawl? Or should I learn a trade? The thought of a soul-sucking day job inside a game was too depressing to contemplate. We played to forget about our stupid jobs. But there was definitely one job I had to perform.
            I'm going to find a way to kill Artimus permanently, I thought. That made me smile. 
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 9
 
            Those monster boys at the Pig Sty proved to be a blast. We drank. We sang. We even danced. I did manage to keep my beer consumption down, with my need to level up always in the back of my mind. I had so much fun, it was after midday before I pulled my arms and armor back out of inventory.
            "It's been fun, boys, but this girl's gotta go hit the grind," I said. "Leveling up is job one."
            "No, this way," Porky said when I turned toward the entrance.
            I followed him through the kitchen, and out the back door. Takkar tagged along. We emerged in a dark alley, pressed between two tenements and the rowhouses. That was the only door that opened into the alley, but there was a triangular courtyard of sorts, formed where the tenements and rowhouses came together at different angles.
            "Why did you bring me here?"
            "Two reasons, in a few hours me and Takkar have to go to the Colosseum to fight our matches, so we don't want to go too far away," Porky said. "And we decided to help you level up in a much safer way."
            "You're going to spar with me?"
            "It depends on what's in it for us," Takkar said.
            I hesitated. I knew what they wanted for their help. Duh. They might not be human men, but they were still men. Their littlest head still ruled.
            "The more experience points I earn, the more excited I get," I said. "If you help me level up at least two levels, then maybe we can have a threesome before you go to the arena and die ignoble deaths."
            "Ignoble?" Porky cried. "You're a piece of cake."
            I wagged my brows, and then looked around for the perfect place. The alley courtyard was pretty clean, so I found a spot opposite to the tavern door and pulled up my HUD, selected "Designate a New Spawn Site" and the prompt popped up.
Before designating a new respawn site, please ensure it is a secret location, hidden from casual observation, and safe. Have you done this? Yes? No?


            I mentally tapped "Yes."
You have successfully designated a new respawn site.


            That little hidden square became my respawn site. Just in case Porky or Takkar accidently killed me. None of us had wooden swords to practice with, after all.
            "You guys are the best, I don't care what Gusan Lo said about you," I replied, grinning. They chuckled, but Porky pulled his sword and his shield appeared out of thin air. I pulled my shield out of inventory, too. "Don't hold back. I get more points the tougher the fight."
            "I'm thinking we should spice it up a little," Porky said. "Shirts and skins. Takkar and I will fight with our shirts on, and – "
            "Not going to happen," I cried, but grinned at him. "Do you ever think of anything else but – "
            "No," Takkar replied. "We don't."
            Both pigmen gave me hopeful looks, nodding their heads eagerly. Not a good look on pigmen. I rolled my eyes, sighed dramatically, and finally agreed.
            "Okay, so you want a little spice to encourage you," I said. Part of me was disgusted, but my baser, primal self got a little excited as my heart rate ramped up. "Fine. If you defeat me, then I'll give you a little something-something each time."
            "When we defeat you," Porky said. He caught my eyes with a wicked grin. "Don't worry, babe, pigmen taste like bacon."
            Yeah, I screamed. I'd heard that joke way too many times.
            "He's not joking," Takkar said.
            Really? I'd never done it with a pigman before, and didn't know anyone who had. But his comment confirmed what they expected. Blow jobs.
            Porky saluted with a flourish of his sword. I returned it with considerably less flourish. Taking a deep, steadying breath, I dropped into a fighting stance and tried to take his measure. The pigman was taller, heavier…just stout. He reminded me of an offensive lineman. With a pig's head. His level was five higher than Xavier, too.
            I didn't expect to win any bouts.
            Closing the gap quickly, I tried to engage him before he was ready. I should've known better. The point of his sword tapped my armor over my heart, then he laid the side of his blade upside my helmet – hard. That forced me to stagger back, before he kicked my armored belly and sent me crashing into the wall.
            I earned only three points.
            Porky earned a BJ. Dammit.
            "It's gonna be a long day, Miss Isobelle," Takkar said with supreme amusement.
            Taking my helmet off, I struggled to my knees before the grinning pigman. Porky looked flushed with excitement. I felt small and vulnerable, but my mouth was already watering in anticipation. Fortunately, I really did enjoy giving blow jobs.
            I unlaced his pants, pulled them down to his boots, and regarded the one-eyed monster staring back at me. All male players were well hung, just like female characters tended toward big boobs. We all wanted what we didn't have in real life. It made for more interesting in-game sex, but sucking big honking dicks was also harder.
            "Why did I agree to this," I muttered, but wrapped my hand around his semi-flaccid cock. It was a little irksome he wasn't already rock hard. Didn't he think I was pretty? A nasty thought made me grin. "If you really do taste like bacon, I might lick your balls, too."
            He laughed, and started to rise a lot faster.
            Stroking him to rock hardness took all of ten seconds. Men can do amazing things with the right kind of motivation. But then, he swelled up a lot bigger than I anticipated, and I worried it would be even harder than I originally thought. 
            He moaned and started to squirm, and I was all in again. So I gave his cock head a little kiss, and then a lingering kiss. Porky gasped, buried his fingers deep in my hair, and tried to thrust into my mouth. I giggled and averted my face just to frustrate him.
            "Calm down," I said. "Just relax and let me do it my way."
            His hands stayed in my hair, massaging my scalp wonderfully. Leaning in, I tickled his pisshole with the tip of my tongue, pulling a gasp out of him, before I went down on him. I took half his erection into my mouth, to the back of my throat. Yeah, that big. I didn't have a gag reflex in-game, so it made BJs a lot easier than IRL. 
            "Oh my god, you do taste like bacon!" It wasn't as intense as actual bacon, but there was definitely a bacony taste to his cock. "I just developed a pigman fetish."
            I began bobbing my head up and down, letting him tap the back of my throat, for a long minute. I used all my hard won IRL BJ skills on him, working my tongue, lips, and amazing suction on his cock. Porky made desperate little sounds, rose up on his toes, and tightened his hands in my hair.
            "Oh, hell yeah!" Porky cried, erupting in my mouth. "Swallow it all, baby!"
            I pulled off with a mouthful, and spat it between his feet.
            "No," I said, and laughed at the expression on his face.
            "Come on, Takkar," I said. "Let's fight."
            With my helmet back on, I advanced to meet the other pigman in the middle of the little alley open space. He tried to end it fast by brutally slamming his shield into mine. That made me stagger back, but I managed to juke him, and avoid a crushing defeat like Porky delivered.
            I even managed to get a good hit in, striking his ribs with the flat of my blade.
            "Good one," Takkar said, and then swung his shield's edge at me. I ducked as I lifted my shield. The top edge of my shield smashed down on my armored head, but it still hurt. And then the pigman swept my feet away. "And down she goes!"
            I did go down, but surprised him by rolling back to my feet. He didn't hesitate, coming at me fast and furious. Pigmen might all be big, stout fellows, but they could be remarkably fast in a fight. Movies always portrayed them as strong, but slow and clumsy. Far from the truth.
            I took the fight to Takkar. Waiting for my foe's attack wasn't my style. I drove him back a few steps with a series of strikes, hitting him with both sword and shield. Then the big pig dodged aside when I thrust my shield at his head, making me overbalance.
            His sword came down on the back of my neck. "A mortal blow! I win."
            That last hit left me sprawled on my belly at his feet. I felt defeated. And disrespected. But then – Congratulations, you have achieved Battle-maid of easy virtue, level 3! flashed across the bottom of my vision in bright red. Followed by – Congratulations, you have leveled up in the Skill Swordfighter, level 2!
            "I leveled up," I said, struggling to my knees in all that armor. Then I noticed Takkar's pants were already around his boot tops. "So much for celebrations."
            Just to make it hard for him, I waved him over instead of crawling to him. It was worth it, and even Porky laughed at his shuffling friend. The poor thing looked so excited, tongue hanging out the side. I shook my head and suppressed my laugh. Men didn't appreciate it when a girl laughed while their penis was out.
            "Wow, you're a big boy," I purred, my own libido fired up. He arrived fully erect, hard as a rock. I appreciated that. I stroked him a few times, my other hand fondling his big, hairy balls. "Mmm, bacon."
            I went down on him like a boss. I owned that wiener. I attacked with a lot more enthusiasm than the previous time with Porky, pulling gasp after gasp out of him. Takkar rose up and down on his toes, squirmed, and stroked my hair. He enjoyed my efforts ten times more than Porky. So I tried extra hard to please.
            And then he pulled out at the last second and creamed my face.
            "You pig!" I screamed, surging to my feet and attacking with fists and feet.
            I chased him all around that little back-alley courtyard. At first, I thought he was squealing like a pig. Then I realized that's how he sounded giggling. Oh, that pissed me off.
            Porky came to his friend's rescue, and I had to pull my sword. My shield was left on the ground a dozen feet away. For the next few minutes it was thrust, parry, feign, and retreat. He pushed me all around that area, and then Takkar joined the fight.
            "Holy crap, give me a break!"
            They did relent enough for me to break free and recover my shield, and then both of them came at me again. Porky came at me from the right front, while Takkar moved to my left flank. They quickly backed me up against the wall, and really pressed me to my very limit.
            Those two pigman took turns attacking me, wearing me down. It didn't take long before my sword and shield felt like lead weights. They relented just enough so I could keep going, racking up XP. But it finally ended when Porky's sword point came to rest at my throat.
            "Yield!"
            I dropped my weapons and collapsed, leaning back against the wall. Huffing and puffing, I found some solace in the fact they were also exhausted and panting furiously. Once we rested, the fight was on again. We had another five two-against-one sessions before they requested their reward. And I managed to level up again overall, and in the Skills of Swordfighter and Shield fighting. 
            "We have to head over to the Colosseum after this," Porky said.
            Kneeling between them, I stroked them both to hardness. It took a little effort on my part. Yeah, we were all that tired. So I sent my arms, armor, and tunic into inventory. Kneeling there in my birthday suit piqued their enthusiasms, and both pigmen instantly became hard.
            I swear, it had to have taken a hundred hours of intense oral to get them both off. Maybe it was fifteen to twenty minutes, but it felt like a hundred hours. I was already tired, hot, and sweaty before we started.
            And then they both pulled out and shot their loads on my boobs. Bastards.
Congratulations, you have leveled up in the Skill Sex, level 3!


            "Oh man!" I cried. "No."
            "What's wrong?" Porky asked. "Don't you like getting creamed?"
            He couldn't see my individual skills, and the associated levels, so there was no way I would admit it. Before I could come up with a good answer, another person announced his presence.
            "I will join your sparring session," a ginormous black minotaur shouted. "I am Mundy, Champion of the Qooka Tribe!"
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 10
 
            Minotaur warrior.
            Since he wasn't a player, I had no idea what his skill level might be. Still, Mundy stood seven feet tall, broad shoulders, but relatively small, thick horns that curved inwardly. He kind of reminded me of a Spanish bull, the ones they use in the bull fights. Aside from being jet black, with blue highlights, his horns were highly decorated with carvings and inlays. Most of the inlays were gold and silver.
            "Hi, Mundy," I said and waved, trying to muster a smile. "I'm Isobelle D'Arcy, and these are my friends Porky and Takkar. We're just sparring to help me level up."
            Actually, he kind of scared me. Minotaurs all seem so angry and fierce all of the time. What if he killed me? I’d respawn, but being killed really hurt a lot. I could only take so much before I'd start curling up into the fetal position and crying.
            Mundy took another step closer, cocked his head, and regarded us with fierce eyes.
            "So you're renners?" 
            I didn't know what the hell he was talking about. Both Porky and Takkar stiffened ever so slightly. Did the minotaur just insult us?
            "Yes," Porky said.
            "We are? What's a 'renner'?" I asked.
            "That's what mobs call players around here," Porky said. "I think it comes from reincarnation or something."
            That made sense, though I thought it sounded more like someone who dressed up to attend a Renaissance Festival IRL. Mundy might be one of those NPCs that didn't like players. I suppose I'd be jealous of anyone who respawned as good as new every time they were killed, if I couldn't respawn.
            "It does," Mundy said, and then looked me up over again. And again. That's when I remembered I was naked. "Renner customs are odd, but I like this one."
            I stood and called up my tunic, armor, and weapons. Mundy cocked his head in the other direction when first my tunic reappeared on my body, then the armor and shield appear already in place, and finally my unsheathed sword appeared in hand.
            "Better?" I asked.
            "Not really," Mundy said.
            "Oh? Surely a massive, powerful minotaur warrior couldn't find a small, delicate human woman of interest," I said.
            Okay, maybe I said it in a flirty way. I knew minotaur men were like human men, and would stick it in the vagina of any sentient race. Men were all pigs, not just the pigmen.
            Mundy shrugged. "I love women. And I love fighting. You offer both, so I want to spar with you, too."
            "No, no," I cried when the minotaur started unbuckling his belt. All he wore was a pair of brown pants. Really, I'd call them clam-diggers, but a lot of the commoners wore them. Like most commoners, Mundy was barefooted. In fact, all he wore was those pants. That's when I noticed all of the scars on his arms, legs, and body. Some of the scars on his chest and arms were designs, so probably meant something to his tribe. "We don't fight naked, and you haven't defeated me yet, so…"
            I froze when his face lit up. That's when I realized what I'd said. Mundy took it as an invitation. Porky and Takkar glanced at me like I was crazy. Yeah, I felt stupid.
            Porky held up his hand, and then turned to me. "Takkar and I have to go. We're fighting in the Colosseum and have to check in. Are you sure you want to stay here alone with a stranger?"
            "What? I'm a warrior born and bred," Mundy cried. "My honor is unstained!"
            I looked back and forth between them. Porky and Takkar were strangers when I hooked up with them. As a rule, mobs were decent people. Even the warriors. But like IRL, there were lots and lots of bad apples. And not all players were good people.
            I checked my HUD. I stood at PL 3. HP 93. And more importantly, XP 201. Level wise, I was still a newb. I needed to level up, and the best way to do that was by fighting. Though, for some reason, sexual relations appeared to give me a lot more XP, a whole lot faster, too. I wasn't sure that was a good thing.
            "Awkward," I said. "I am willing to stay and spar with Mundy, but it's getting late and I'm getting tired. I'm not sure I could last three seconds against you, Mundy."
            All true. Death completely refreshed me, but Takkar and Porky weren't killing me, just defeating me. So my body ached, and my limbs felt heavier.
            Mundy remained quiet a long moment. I couldn't read his bovine face at all, which was worrisome. Then he shrugged. 
            "I'll be easy on you," he said. "I know any fighting time equals points or something for renners. I don't know why, but you renners seem to value what you call XP more than gold, and you're all pretty greedy for gold, too."
            He seemed sincere. I was pretty sure Mundy only wanted to spar so he could get a BJ. I'd never had relations with a minotaur, but then Porky was my first pigman. It was truly a day of firsts. And Mundy might have a bull's head, but he had the body of an Adonis. Those thoughts pulled my eyes to my class: Battle-maid of easy virtue. My new class had to be the reason I was willing to barter sex for help.
            "Fine. I'll spar with you, Mundy, but only for a short while," I said. "I'm tired, sore, and hungry. And after a bout or two, I have to go find an inn for the night."
            Mundy bellowed his joy to the gods. He pulled his sword, which for a human was a two-handed great sword. That sword was longer than I was tall.
            "We're striking with the flat of the blade," I said. "I might respawn, but I feel the pain. No BJ if you kill me. Understand?"
            "Yes." 
            I looked at Porky, who laughed and said, "You're so fucked."
            "Thanks for the encouragement, friend," I said, and gave him a playful shove. "You really know how to make a girl feel special."
            "We hang out at the Pig Sty most weekends," Takkar said. "Come find us, and we'll hang out."
            I hugged and kissed them, and watched the closest thing to friends I had in that city leave. Yeah, that made me sad. I had a whole guild full of friends back in Ankor, probably on the other side of the world. I didn't even know which direction to head. But I would find them, and Artimus. First though, I was going to find a way to permanently kill that evil wizard.
            "Just me and you, big boy," I said, looking at his arms. Those bastards were thicker than my legs! "Holy crap, you are so huge."
            "Yes, I am."
            At least he didn't grab his crotch when he replied. Mundy dropped into an aggressive fighting stance, and I fell back into a defensive one. He moved first, coming at me slowly.
            "Remember, the objective is not a BJ, but to help me earn XP, so the longer the sparring session lasts, the better."
            His answer was a thrust at my heart. It took all of my strength to parry his blade aside. I spun to my left, and moved up close to his right flank. Mundy slammed his elbow into my back before I could strike, sending me stumbling across the little courtyard. I managed to keep my feet, but he was immediately on me.
            Mundy proved his mettle. That warrior was fast. His blade a blur, it took everything I could muster to parry every blow. At first I thought he was going for a quick win, and the reward that came with it, but then I realized he was passing on easy shots. He pressed me just enough to challenge me, without defeating me.
            Unfortunately, I felt too besieged to really appreciate it. That minotaur kept me moving, mostly backpedaling. The fight lasted a good five minutes, and by that time I didn't care if he killed me or not. I was wiped out.
            And Mundy just stopped fighting and stepped back.
            "What?" I asked. "Is there something wrong?"
            "Honor doesn't allow me to take advantage of you."
            I just laughed and collapsed against the wall. All I could do was stare into space, huffing and puffing furiously. My body quivered, muscles burning.
            "I'm going to be so sore tomorrow."
            Mundy laughed, and then pulled something out of inventory. A small jug, only big enough to hold a single swallow. A healing potion.
            "Drink this," he said, handing it to me.
            I was too down and out to argue. I drank it gratefully. I felt the effect immediate. My HPs started ticking up. And the quivering stopped. I felt better and better, so pleased to feel my burning, leaden muscles slowly return to normal.
            "Thanks," I said as he helped me to stand. I reached for my purse. "Let me pay for that healing potion." 
            "I have a better idea," Mundy said. "I have a room at the inn around the corner. I did win our sparing match, after all."
            "Not what I was thinking," I said. I couldn't deny he'd come out on top. "But does dinner come with a night in your room?"
            "Food, beer, and merriment," he said. "But first, I'll show you my room."
            Yeah, he planned to show me more than just the room. I found his coyness amusing. We both knew what would happen in that room.
            "I'm cool with that," I said. After all, sex generated a lot of XP. "I'd rather do it in a bed than on the ground."
            Mundy took me by the hand. Was he afraid I'd make a run for it? I shook my head and grinned as he led me down the alley. We emerged on a busy street. A herd of bleating goats blocked us for a moment, and one of them butted Mundy in the leg three times before their shepherd pulled the little rascal away.
            "We almost had goat for dinner," Mundy grumbled, rubbing a spot on his leg.
            The inn sat across the street from the alley. It was a four-story stone building, looking pretty plain, except for being painted bright red. All of the windows were open, and I could hear laughter, singing, and music.
            Mundy ushered me through the door first, and shouts rose up the instant he entered.
            "Mundy!"
            "Everyone knows your name," I said. "Is this Cheers? Where's Sam?"
            He just stared at me. I'd forgotten he wasn't a player.
            I took a moment to survey the crowd. The common room was packed, but not with humanity. I saw drow, minotaur, pigmen, a female half-orc, and an ogre. All had a happy, besotted look in their faces. More important, the kitchen aroma filled the room. Roasting mutton. Some don't like mutton, but I loved it. My mother cooked it a dozen different ways, each better than the last.
            Smelled like home.
            Mundy grabbed my hand and headed for the stairs to our left. The shouted greetings changed to catcalls, rude suggestions, and some congratulations. I flipped them the bird, but preceded him up the stairs without hesitation. Yeah, my libido was stirring, eager for some fun.
            "Your friends are all pigs," I said.
            He just laughed.
            The room was on the top floor, halfway down. I felt relief to find a real bed. King-sized, in fact. 
            "That's the biggest bed I've seen in this world," I said.
            "I need a lot of room," he said. Mundy swept me up, carried me to the bed, and dumped me atop it. "I'm going to make you scream my name."
            "Oh, promises, promises," I purred, sending everything to inventory. "If you can make me scream your name, I'll spend tomorrow night with you, too."
            "Challenge accepted!"
            I rolled to my knees atop the bed, scooting to the edge. He disarmed the old-fashioned way, manually. Then he dropped his pants. I might've gasped. The man was hung like a bull. My heart rate ramped up, and I started panting. I licked my lips and waved him over. His penis grew larger and larger as it stiffened.
            "Now I'm a little scared."
            My back and shoulders goose-fleshed, as my belly fluttered all hot and mushy. Thoughts of that monster cock inside me left my sex throbbing and achy with need. I wanted to blame my curse, but it wasn't the first time I'd reacted like that in-game.
            "I'll be gentle."
            My breath caught. Images of wild and wicked things filled my head. I felt too hot and breathless. I caught and held his fierce gaze, loving the burning lust I saw.
            I gave him a sultry smile and lip bite. "I'd prefer you not. I like it rough. Trash me, baby."
            Mundy pressed up close, and his junk was right there in my face. Perfect. I wrapped both hands around his erection, stroked him a few time times, and then I kissed the bulbous, purple head. Looking up into his eyes, I swirled my tongue around his tip, before opening wide to go down on him. But Mundy had other ideas.
            "Hey!" I cried when he pushed me to my back. Then he spread my legs wide, and dropped to his knees. The ginormous minotaur buried his face between my legs, and started licking. "Hello!"
            I grabbed his horns and hung on. He nibbled and sucked on my nether lips, sending the most amazing sensations rippling through my overheated body. Oh, that felt so good. I started moaning, squirming. He had a wide, rough tongue. I tried to grind my sex against his mouth, but he held me down and had his way.
            "You're the best, baby!" I cried.
            He pulled my sex open, and put that tongue to wonderful use. Minotaur tongues were amazing! I had sex with a catman once, their tongues were even rougher, but minotaurs were close.
            "Just like that!" I cried. Mundy had a rhythm going that tipped the balance, and I felt that heady rise to climax begin. "Just like that!"
            He pressed his tongue a little hard, but maintained that action until my insides erupted with pure joy. Orgasmic waves washed through me, head to toe. My back bowed, and I flung my arms wide and clutched at the bedspread.
            "Yes!" 
            Mundy didn't let up. He licked me through my aftershocks, and then while I basked in the afterglow, he shifted his attention slightly higher. Yeah, he attacked my clit. My back instantly bowed up, and my oversexed body super-charged. I started crying out inarticulately, bucking and writhing. He struggled to hold me still, while continuing his amazing work.
            It didn't take long to push me over the top again, and I stared incredulously as I climaxed for a second time. I'd never climaxed without lots of foreplay before.
            "Marry me," I gasped out.
            He laughed, flipped me over, and crawled up atop the bed.
            "Uh oh," I said, on all fours and him pressed up to my butt.
            The huge minotaur grabbed a fistful of hair, yanked my head back, and guided his cock to my quivering sex. I sucked in a big breath, and he thrust into me.
            "Uggh!"
            Oh man, he was big. I froze, unable to move for a long moment. Mundy didn't pause, but continued to thrust into me over and over, forcing himself slowly deeper and deeper. All I could do was groan and grimace. But… Wow.
            Every thrust pulled a grunt out of me.
            His free hand came around to fondle my boobs. That felt so good. He sent incredible sensations spiraling through my overheated body, enhancing all the wonderful that insane cock was doing to me. He made my brain stop working, and filled me with the hot flutters.
            Soon, I started bucking and slinging my head back and forth, up and down. I felt out of control, totally crazy. And then I felt his big balls start to bounce off my clit, and just knowing he was fully sheathed sent a thrill rippling up my spine.
            And I lost it.
            That rush to climax consumed me, body and soul. I cried out, and then went over the top. Perfect pleasure pulsed through me. Consumed me. And I screamed.
            "MUNDY!" I cried. "You’re the king!"
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 11
 
            My eyes fluttered open to darkness. What woke me? A dream? Do I dream now that I'm trapped in the game? It was only my second night as permanent player.
            I heard a woman cry out, so lifted my head. The sound came from the window, so was out on the street. I could well imagine the dangers of the night in that city. Not safe for man, woman, or beast. But there was nothing I could do for her, so lowered my head to my pillow. Only it was an arm. A massive arm the size of…
            Mundy, I thought.
            I lay curled up beside him in bed, while he spooned me. It was a nice warm place to be, and I felt contentment. Or maybe my brain was starting to fall back to sleep. And then I remembered the previous evening. It started in bed, moved to the common room for a few hours of heavily drinking, singing, and dancing, and finally ended in bed for a whole lot more of what he did best.
            We must've done every position in the Kama Sutra, and invented a few others. Reaching down between my legs, I poked around that tender flesh. I spread my knees apart and a sharp pain lanced up into my lower belly. That monster man is insatiable.
            That little movement aroused an overly full bladder. And it demanded relief. The night air felt frigid, and I really didn't want to leave the comfort of my blanket and lover's embrace. But when nature calls…
            Gently slipping out of bed, I stood with my arms wrapped around me and shivered. Yeah, a lot colder than I thought. Being naked didn't help. Pulling the chamber pot out from under the bed, I squatted over it and let it go. Even that hurt.
            "Oh, man, I think he broke me."
            I surveyed the dark room, lit only by silvery moonlight flooding in through the open window, as I urinated an ocean. His pants and weapons lay strewn around, mixed with mine. At least I inventoried my weapons and armor, so only my boots and tunic lay scattered about. Staring at the bright white tunic against the far wall, practically glowing in the moonlight, it occurred to me that I only had the one set of clothes. I had to go shopping and spend some of Xavier's money.
            The thought amused me. I bet he's still pissed off.
            I stood up, sending another twitch of pain through my nether regions. Not as bad as the first. My HP bar showed XP 98, so the damage wasn't too bad.
            "But Mondays have never been this HARD before, or rough." I snickered at my joke, while watching Mundy sleep, and glad he wasn't awake to hear it.
            I heard sounds of a scuffle coming through the window. Then angry voices. I hurried to the window and stuck my head out. That's when I remembered we were on the top floor, a good thirty or forty feet above the street. And then I noticed what was going on below.
            Two men struggling with a young woman, forcing her toward a third. Her arms were tied behind her back, and then the third man stepped up and ripped her dress off. My hands curled into fists and rage boiled within. I saw another naked woman squirming on the ground beside them, and it took a moment for me to realize she was also bound hand and foot.
            "Help! Slavers!" the struggling woman cried, and I realized I knew that voice.
            "That's Odelle," I said, remembering the friendly, fun-loving serving wench from earlier. I turned, shook Mundy, and rushed over to my tunic. "Mundy, slavers are taking a couple women below. One of them is Odelle!"
            "So?" he grumbled. 
            "Screw you," I said, and stomped into my boots. Then I pulled my arms and armor from inventory while striding to the door. "I help my friends!"
            And I was out the door. I ran to the stairs, and took them two and three at a time on the way down. I found the common room dimly light with a single lantern turned down low. Patrons that had passed out were sprawled here and there, one snoring loudly. I went to the door, lifted the heavy bar, and charged through the door sword in hand.
            "Let them go!" 
            They released Odelle, but only to turn on me and pull their swords. I hadn't noticed they were all armed and armored from my window. Maybe I should've thought of that first. Still, my arrival gave Odelle the opportunity to escape and she raced straight into the open door behind me. Now I just had to save the other woman.
            That's when I discovered the three human men had company. I froze with goblins and kobolds to either side, their numbers hidden by the night shadows. Why were those little monsters always caught up in some evil enterprise?
            "Shit," I cried, and threw myself at the closest kobolds. "Die!"
            The trio of kobolds threw themselves at me fearlessly. I was twice the size of the biggest one, armored, and well armed, while one of them carried a knife, another cudgel, and the third had nothing but his clawed hands and feet. I caught the cudgel on my sword, kicked the unarmed kobold in the face, and then ducked behind the cudgel wielder. The little monster with the knife accidently slashed his companion trying to get me. I kicked the wounded kobold into his companion, before lunging forward and skewering the knife fighter.
            That's when a dozen goblins swarmed around me.
            I pulled my shield out of inventory at that time. Pressing my attack, I swung sword and shield to devastating effect. They had cudgels and sword swords, but none were as fast as me, or wore any armory. What strikes I couldn't block with my shield, I parried with my blade. Even so, they quickly got the upper hand, and backed me up against the wall.
            "You're a pretty little thing," one of the humans said as he approached. I hazarded a glance, noting he dressed more like a knight than a stinking slaver: silvery chainmail jacket under a white surcoat, with gold trim. He didn't have a helmet, but all I could tell about his appearance was he had long dark hair and a beard. "You'll make a good replacement for the wench you let escape."
            "I'd rather die," I spat. 
            "So be it," he said. "Kill her."
            "Not tonight," Mundy shouted. "Die!"
            The big minotaur plowed into the goblins flank. His great sword was a silvery blur in the bright moonlight, and he reaped goblin souls so savagely that the rest broke and ran. The three humans attacked at that time. I went for their leader, while Mundy fought the other two.
            My foe stood a head taller, at least twice my weight, and far more talented with a blade. My shield saved me, but I couldn't get past his guard either. So I did my best to keep his back to Mundy, which freaked him out. His distraction was all that saved me.
            I really need to level up faster.
            "One down!" Mundy cried.
            I glanced over to see a body on the ground. Mundy forced the other human to backpedal, desperately defending himself. That stinking slaver knew he couldn't win, and my friend pressed him too fiercely for him to break away and run. He was good as dead. I just prayed Mundy finished him before my foe finished me.
            "Halt!" a man shouted. "City Guard! Drop your weapons!"
            We all stepped back to disengage, and I looked left and right. Dark, shadowy men approached from both directions. They carried the kite shields of the City Guard, but I also noticed earlier that at least half of the shields I spotted in Jeddia were kite-shaped. It was too dark to see the images on the front of their shields.
            "I said drop your weapons!"
            My foe dropped his, as well as Mundy's foe. So I felt safe to inventory mine, and noticed Mundy hesitated a little longer, before inventorying his sword and standing up tall and proud.
            Mundy has an inventory? I thought.
            "My friend and I caught these men, and their goblin and kobold cohorts, kidnapping and enslaving women," I said, pointing at the two armored men.
            "Sergeant Varta," my foe called. "I am Captain Faris of the City Guard. And these two criminals are the actual slavers."
            My jaw dropped. I squinted just a little, and a dark red script appeared above his head: Human City Guard commander.
            Oh shit. We were in trouble if that was true. The newly arrived City Guard would believe one of their own over us. I knew how the game was played. 
            Sergeant Varta brought up a torch and illuminated Captain Faris' face. "Oh, hello, Captain. Sorry for the inconvenience."
            Mundy and I shared a disbelieving look. Then he gave a little head move, indicating we should run to our left. I gave the briefest of nods.
            I took off running first. I inventoried my armor as I ran to lighten my load. Mundy and I raced through the narrow, twisting streets of Jeddia, the sound of angry men following.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 12
 
            A bell started ringing. Yeah, I knew for whom that stupid belled tolled. Calling all guards and siccing them on my ass.
            I found myself in an unfamiliar situation. I'd never developed a relationship with a mob before, or ever cared what happened to them. Mundy kind of got under my skin.
            "We have to find a way out of the city," Mundy said.
            "Why? It's a big city, and they don't know who we are."
            We reached an intersection and turned in different directions. I stopped, threw my hands up, and then started after him. We passed each other at the intersection. I turned on him.
            "Make a decision. Which way are we going?" I demanded.
            "This way," he said, heading back the way he originally ran. "The wall is just up ahead."
            I decided to hang back a little, so I could follow him. Mundy seemed to know where he was going. And, well, he was a lot faster. It took all I had to keep up, and I wasn't in good enough shape to maintain that pace for long.
            "We have to get out of the city tonight," he said.
            "You keep saying that," I gasped out. "Why?"
            We rounded a corner, and he slowed to a stop before looking around warily. At least I wasn't the only one gasping for air. He pointed to our right.
            "The wall is that way," Mundy said. "We'll have to cross farmland, but there are dirt tracks there to escape down. The forest isn't too far away."
            "Why do we have to leave the city?" I demanded, yet again.
            "Because they know who we are," he said.
            I disagreed. "How? Do you know them?"
            He looked at me like I was dense or something. "Since we charged out of the inn, the City Guard will go  back and find out our names and descriptions. A bounty will be put on our heads."
            Okay, maybe I was dense. Shit. I thought Jeddia had possibilities. Like Porky and Takkar, I could use the weekly gladiatorial games as a way to level up.
            "Dead or alive?" I asked.
            "Probably."
            "Perfect!" I looked up at the uncaring heavens. "My life's not screwed up enough for you? Might as well put a bounty on my head and chase me out of the city in the middle of the night." I looked at Mundy. "I hate camping."
            "Camping? You mean traveling?"
            I nodded. Mobs didn't know the simplest things sometimes. Though, I'd never heard of anyone in the game just going out into the woods to spend a few days around a campfire for the fun of it. Mundy was correct, they camped while traveling.
            "Lead the way, my friend," I said. "By the way, do you happen to know where the city of Ravenna is?" He shook his head. "The Razorback Mountains?"
            "No," he said. "Why?"
            "There's a wizard there I have to kill a million times," I said. "He's the one that ruined my life."
            Mundy looked at me like I was crazy, and then took off up the street. He might've known the way to the wall, but that didn't keep us from getting lost. Three times. I heard the baying of the dogs after the second dead end street. We eventually reached the city walls, but the dogs sounded a lot closer. I felt a little underwhelmed.
            Twenty foot walls surrounded the city, and they weren't that thick as defensive works went. I spotted a dozen soldiers up on that stretch of wall. Moonlight gleamed off their polished steel helmets and they all carried a short spear and sword. None of them were moving, only staring out through the battlements. They'd spaced themselves a good twenty feet apart.
            Mundy brought us to a spot with wooden stairs up to the catwalk. A soldier stood at the top of the stairs, though looking outward. As the dogs got closer, the guards started looking back more. I could probably sneak up those stairs without any sound, but Mundy's weight would make them bitch and moan. 
            "I'll go up first and kill the guard," I whispered. "Come up as fast as you can when I signal the coast is clear."
            "Good idea, player of low level," he said. Oh, that ticked me off. "You go up nice and quietly like you planned, but I suspect he's going to prove a lot more difficult to kill than you think. The ensuing fight will draw in the other soldiers, so as soon as I hear you engage the soldier, I'll charge up and help you finish him off. Then we'll both jump off to the ground on the other side." 
            I scowled at him. It irked me to be at such a low level. I did level up again earlier that evening, so I was a Level 5 Battle-maid, with my highest Skill at 4. Unfortunately, that Skill was sex. Yeah, Mundy and I fucked that much. Thank God no one else could see my skill levels.
            "Thanks, lover," I said. "You know how to make a girl feel special."
            With a thought, my arms and armor reappeared on my body. I adjusted my helmet, quietly pulled my sword and a long dagger, and headed toward the stairs. If that wasn't stressful enough, the tenor of the pursuing search dogs changed, becoming more strident. Did that mean they increased their race to my death and destruction? It was hard to judge their distance away in the city.
            I went up the stairs quickly, but quietly. Yet, when my head rose high enough to see the guard, I found him looking back toward the sounds of our pursuit. He dropped his gaze as I stared up at him.
            "Halt!" he shouted, leveling his spear at me.
            His command made all of the other soldiers standing watch shout, and I noticed several of them in both directions started running our way. I cursed as I charged up, pulling my shield of inventory. Its sudden appearance didn't faze him, and he stabbed down at me instead. I took his strike on the shield, and then swept the shield around at ankle level. He jumped above the shield, and then came down upon it.
            "Son of a bitch," I cried.
            Yeah, that hurt. Wretched my shoulder something bad. So I thrust my sword at his legs, forcing him to move back. That gave me the opportunity to scramble up atop the catwalk. Mundy came up fast on my heels, and bellowed his war cry as he reached the top.
            A pack of barking dogs flooded out of the dark street we'd just vacated. City Guardsmen followed, shouting and pointing at us as they ran. There had to be a full platoon of them. That's when I heard the clashing of steel on steel, and knew Mundy was fighting another soldier.
            "Go over the side," I shouted.
            "You first."
            "Stupid, pig-headed, idiot," I snarled. "I'm a player! I respawn, so let me defend your back. Okay?"
            "I'm a superior warrior, so – "
            Dogs and armed men came charging up the stairs. We all stopped to gawk at them. Then the soldiers grinned, and moved in on us. Back to back, we fought a desperate battle.
            "Shut up and jump!" I cried.
            "At the same time?"
            "Now!"
            As one, we turned and each jumped up into side-by-side crenels, and leapt blindly into the dark. 
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 13
 
            I screamed all the way down, not able to see the ground well enough to judge anything. My landing unfolded as graceless as one would assume under the circumstances.
            Yeah, I kneed myself in the jaw. Knocked my breath out completely. It hurt my soul.
            Mundy fared better, so threw me over his shoulder and took off running as spears landed all around us. That didn't help my breathing situation at all. I made him put me down once we were well out of range of spears and arrows.
            "Just give me a sec," I rasped out.
            We stood there, hands on knees, watching the shadowy walls in the distance, while sucking in as much air as possible. I slowly recovered my wind and wits.
            "That was close," I said. Then I grinned at him. "And kinda fun, up until we jumped."
            "Yes, it was," he said. When I sent my armor back to inventory, he asked, "Why did you do that?"
            "It's easier to run without armor," I said. I wanted to add a "duh" at the end, but gallantly stopped myself. I wanted to be a better person now that I was trapped inside the game. "Also, armor is hot and uncomfortable."
            He put his hand to his ear, "Hear that?"
            Now that he mentioned it, there was an odd creaking sound off in the distance.
            "That's them raising the portcullis," Mundy said. "They are coming after us. Probably on horses."
            "That sucks," I said. "We're the good guys!"
            "Follow me. We'll have an advantage in the woods, especially at night."
            Deep cart ruts in the road made running impossible until we turned off it and crossed a tilled field. Medieval tilling wasn't anything like what you found in the real world. Honestly, I didn't see anything that showed it had been tilled. At most, they scratched a little line in the dirt, put seeds in and covered it over. So it was pretty flat and I didn't have much trouble keeping up with Mundy. He led me straight into the dark forest.
            "We'll be safe here," he said.
            I cocked my head. "I hear dogs."
            He cursed, and I agreed. We might not be able to outrun dogs, but we could still make it hard on the horsemen following them, so continued deeper into the woods. I thought we moved pretty fast, but the dogs were gaining on us extraordinarily fast.
            "I'm starting to not like dogs," Mundy grumbled.
            "You and me both," I said. "But I've always been a cat person."
            We crashed through the night forest like bulls in a china shop. I let Mundy lead, and I followed in the cleared path behind him. After only five or ten minutes, we burst out of the trees to charge across a sleeping encampment.
            "Monsters coming!" I cried. 
            To my surprise, orcs leapt up out of those blankets. A whole different kind of monster.
            I pulled my sword, and sliced a couple of them as we raced through. I didn't have time to count them, but estimated their number around twenty. Mundy lowered his head and gored a few more as well. You could say we riled them up.
            A deep gorge bordered the camp, with a creek below. I veered toward a fallen tree across it. I made it halfway before Mundy followed me, and it sagged so fast I almost fell off. I had to leap to get to the other side, and Mundy raced across with amazing balance, and just made it before it went crashing into the gully.
            "That being down won't stop them," he said.
            "Yeah, but maybe the dogs will lose our scent," I said, now leading the way. We didn't go far before we came to a road. "Shhh, I hear horsemen." 
            We crouched in the night-shadowed bushes next to the road. I pulled my armor out of inventory, and then pulled steel. Mundy dropped to one knee beside me, sword laid across his leg. We sucked in air as quietly as possible and watched five armored horsemen approaching. They were obviously looking for us. I noticed they wore the same white surcoat as Captain Faris and the Jeddia City Guard.
            Human City Guard commander floated above one rider, the rest showed, City Guardsman.
            I checked my inventory. A faint blue window appeared before me with a list of what I had in my inventory. Since I'd been killed, I'd dropped everything I started the game with a few days back. Had it only two days and nights? If killed, I'd respawn back in Jeddia, but drop all of my meager loot. Everything I had I'd gotten from Xavier: three swords, assorted knives and daggers, and most importantly, a bow and arrows.
            I pulled out the latter. "Perfect."
            The bow appeared in my left hand, and I had to look around to find the quiver attached to the back of my belt. That must've been where Xavier liked to wear it. All that really mattered was the twenty arrows. Once they were gone… 
            That's when all hell broke out behind us back at the orc encampment. Men and orcs shouted battle cries, dogs barked and growled, the clash of steel echoed through the night air. The horsemen on the road reined up before us.
            "I was recently stripped of my archery skill by a wizard," I whispered to Mundy. I nocked an arrow, pulled back, and took aim at the City Guard commander. "So don't get pissy if I miss a few times."
            My arrow flew true, straight to his heart. The steel cuirass he wore denied entry, and sent the arrow ricocheting off into the dark, but my shot was on the mark.
            "Shit, I had to shoot the bastard in plate," I grumbled, nocking another arrow.
            In my defense, I didn't notice the steel cuirass due to the darkness.
            I just started shooting, barely aiming. That threw the riders into chaos, but I still managed to kill two of them. After my tenth shot, Mundy bellowed and charged out into the road. I inventoried the bow and remaining arrows, pulled my sword and shield, and rushed out to fight.
            The two of us fought the three remaining City Guard riders. Two split off to fight Mundy, while I faced the commander. Why did I rate the best armored one? To be fair, we were similarly armored.
            I stood in the middle of the road, defensive stance, and stared at the commander charging me with his sword raised high to split me in half. I remained perfectly still until the last second, and then sent a roundhouse to the horse's nose. Mr. Commander wasn't expecting that shit.
            The horse turned sharply in its shock and pain, tripped, and fell next to me. I darted out of the way, while the screaming beast rolled over the hapless rider. The poor guard commander survived, but lay there shaking a second. I thought he was good as dead, but then he struggled to his feet. Somehow he kept his hold on the sword.
            "I'm going to carve you up like a New Year piglet," he snarled.
            Mundy's sword split his head in two from behind. My minotaur friend strode past him as the commander's corpse collapsed, as if he didn't have a care in the world.
            "Let's gather anything valuable and easily carried, and get out of here," Mundy said.
            I looked past him to find the other guardsmen dead. At least I killed two of the five with arrows, otherwise I'd look pretty bad. Speaking of, why hadn't I leveled up? The first ten levels were the easiest to earn XP.
            XP 899. Okay, I was close. Running from trouble obviously didn't earn too many points.
            The looting began. First, we caught three of the horses. Two ran away. That was like owning three cars IRL, and we could live for months off what we got for them and their tack. On top of that, all three had saddle sabers, which were worth almost as much as the horses. I stripped the commander's cuirass off and put it in my inventory. I immediately noticed the extra weight. The Encumbrance rule for Battle for Glory added half a stored object's weight to my body, so I removed it from inventory and tied the armor to a horse.
            We gathered up all of their swords, knives, daggers, and armor, stowing all of it on two of the horses. I would ride the third. Mundy refused to ride.
            "I don't like horses," he said. "They remind me too much of centaurs."
            "Why don't you like centaurs?"
            "You do?" 
            "No! Nasty people, centaurs," I said, shaking my head.
            He didn't look convinced. I just mounted my new gray gelding and led one of the spares away. Mundy followed, leading the other spare.
            "We'll sell our loot in the next town and live like kings for a month," I said. "Or be smart and live on it for six months."
            "Kings," he said.
            "So be it," I said and laughed. "Hey, which way is west?"
            I knew just enough to know that Ankor and Ravenna were near the west coast. If I was going to slay Artimus permanently, I had to go west. So you know Mundy pointed back toward Jeddia.
            "Is there a way around the city?"
            "Not for us," he said. "We go east."
            "Figures," I grumbled. Then I heard the dogs’ barking change. They were back on the hunt. "Dammit."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 14
 
            Dogs are evil. Relentless. But we outran them. Mundy proved remarkably fast on his feet, with just as much stamina as the horses. The dogs showed they had heart, but we had the greater stride.
            We got away.
            My HUD map labeled the road as "Jeddia Pass Trade Road." At best, it was half as wide as a single-lane road in the real world, and mostly consisted of deep muddy ruts. We actually rode to the side of the road, there being worn trails to either side of it for horse and foot traffic.
            After the Jeddian City Guards gave up the chase, Mundy repacked the loot on our spare horses. He had a talent, reducing the bulky size down to small blanket covered bundles. And just in time, since we started passing other travelers who looked us over with mercenary eyes.
            You couldn’t trust anyone in that world.
            We spent five days on that road before we arrived at a walled market town in the Wykar Mountain foothills. The road split at the town of Nibbly Bridge, which sprawled along both sides of the Nibb River. One branch of the road continued due west across the Steppes, and the other veered off to the south through the middle of town and over the single stone bridge. Mundy wanted to continue west, since the Markhah Desert lay to the south. Deserts, not fun.
            The town was surrounded by farmland, though mostly it followed the river westward. To the north and west were thick, dark heavily forested foothills. To the south and east were open steppe lands. For some strange reason I thought Nibbly Bridge as the Denver of that world.
            "What's to the north?"
            "Forest," he said. "The Great Northern Forest, to be exact. It's endless."
            We stood on the road, high above the market town. We'd arrive in Nibbly Bridge before sundown, so we'd have time to sell off our loot. A town that size had to have at least one inn. I longed for a proper bed. I had no bedding inventoried, and all Mundy had were the two blankets wrapped around our loot and his cloak. I had to sleep curled up, while he spooned me and kept me warm in that frigid mountain air. 
            Well, Mundy had a knack for keeping me warm. He screwed me blind before going to sleep, and then woke up a few times during the night and warmed me up with more sex. In five days and four nights, I leveled up to player level 12. Thanks to the oversexed minotaur, sex remained my highest Skill: Sex 10. But we sparred during our frequent rest and feeding stops for the horses, so my martial skills rose as well. Swordfighter 9. Shield fighting 7. 
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            My Health and Stamina stayed down. I wasn't used to riding that much, so stayed saddle sore the entire time. Sometimes I thought walking easier than riding, but I wasn't used to that much walking, either. Artimus' curse truly changed me back into a newb.
            I tried not looking, but I couldn't help myself. Charisma 1. I wouldn't be on the run, a hunted woman, if I still had 12 points there.
            The closer we got to Nibbly Bridge, the heavier the traffic became. And by traffic, I mean peasants. That road slowly became a river of brown, green, and gray clad peasants. They walked slowly. Their carts moved slowly. Their only saving grace was they deferred to us and moved aside, slowly, to let us pass. Most even bowed to me when our eyes met, and addressed me as "milady."
            Yeah, the shiny armor fooled them.
            The town gates and walls were strongly manned. At least thirty soldiers stood arrayed before the gate, and I could see armored men atop the walls. Whereas Jeddia had one soldier every twenty feet or so, in Nibbly Bridge they stood about ten feet apart.
            "Declare yourself," a gate guard demanded, and rather hostilely, too.
            They weren't challenging anyone else. I assumed since they were locals, the guards knew them on sight. It reminded me that strangers weren't always welcome in that world. 
            "I am Isobelle D'Arcy," I replied. "A battle-maid and free sword."
            "Mundy. A warrior," my companion declared proudly. "Champion of the Qooka Tribe."
            The soldier wasn't impressed. The other soldiers turned away when we didn't offer any trouble.
            "You got coin?"
            We showed him our purses weren't empty. The fact that most towns and cities hated vagrants with a passion made me wonder if that was true in actual medieval times. Personally, I thought it a jab at cheap players who never bought anything. Throwing vagrants into jail, and sometimes selling them into slavery, probably made the game developers feel better.
            "What do you have packed on the horses?"
            "The arms and armor of our two slain friends," Mundy said.
            That got the soldier's attention. Several others turned to regard us suspiciously.
            "How'd they die?"
            "They died bravely like true warriors," Mundy declared. "We also got some of the better weapons we got off the dead orcs that attacked us."
            The soldiers' suspicions went away at the mention of orcs. I shook my head. Orcs probably got blamed for a lot more than they were truly guilty of, though most of them weren't nice people. 
            "Are you at war?" I asked the gate guards. "You have twice as many soldiers guarding the walls as they do in Jeddia."
            "We're always at war with the goblins and orcs," he said. The soldier looked northward and scowled. "The savages are constantly testing our mettle."
            The soldier passed us through, after we asked a few questions about the town. I found the town looked remarkably like Jeddia. They built everything out of the local dark gray field stone, with no render to give them that stucco look. A few buildings were whitewashed, and I noticed one large structure painted a dark red. I did see a few half-timbered homes. All of the roofs were wood shingles.
            "I hate cobblestone," Mundy said. "Is every street in this town paved?"
            I preferred cobblestone, since dirt streets meant mud ninety percent of the time. Mundy didn't care if his feet got dirty or muddy. I cared if my boots got muddy. Leather had to be cared for or it would rot away. Boots were not cheap in that world.
            "There's the trader the gate guard mentioned. Jarla's place," Mundy said, pointing at a two-story stone building on the corner. It was one of the few places with something other than white shutters. The red stood out. "Let's sell these arms and armor, and then sell the horses."
            He pointed to the stable down the street.
            "You mean sell two of the horses," I corrected him. "I prefer riding to walking."
            "Horses are expensive luxuries," he said. "If you keep it, you're paying for the beast's stabling and feeding. I won't waste my coin on a stinking horse." 
            We left the horses at the hitching post out front and entered the trader's shop. It proved much larger than I expected, with row upon row of armor laden shelves. The weapons were racked in back behind a counter. The trader stood behind that counter polishing a helmet.
            Half-orc warrior floated above her head. I estimated her age at late twenties, early thirties. She stood at six four, with broad shoulders for a woman, yet there was no doubt she was all female. Those boobs and tiny waist didn't lie. The most striking thing about Jarla was her dark, grayish-brown complexion and bright fire-red hair.
            "Greetings," Jarla called, her face lighting up. "Come in. Come in."
            She waved us over, while clearing away a space on the counter for our bundles. I noticed the missing thumb on her right hand. Up closer, I saw numerous scars on her face, neck, and arms. But it was her yellow eyes that made me pull up short.
            "What do we have here?" Jarla asked.
            "Armor and weapons," I said. I pulled out the three swords I got from Xavier, too.
            The trader went over ever piece. She liked most of it. A few pieces got only a cursory look. Jarla seemed to favor the armor over the weapons.
            "I already have more knives and daggers than I can count," she said. "I'll buy yours, but I can't give you much for them. You might be better served selling them elsewhere."
            "Well, they are heavy and bulky, so…" I replied.
            And that's when Mundy took charge. That big ass bull-man could haggle like a dwarven merchant. Jarla gave as good as she got, and a few times I thought they would come to blows. But in the end, my friend got us a good price for it all, and Jarla seemed pleased as well.
            We divided up six gold crowns, thirty silver, and I don't know how many copper crowns. All I knew was my cut of just the copper coins were more than my purse would hold. So before leaving the shop, Mundy and I redistributed our coinage. We kept a little more than we expected to need while in Nibbly Bridge in our purses, and stowed the rest away in our inventories. 
            Nibbly Bridge was large enough to have thieves and cutpurses galore.
            We took ourselves straight over to the town stable. The owner was an attractive human woman dressed more like a man in trousers and tunic, dark hair pulled back in a ponytail. She looked my age. Human horse trader.
            "Hello, I'm Isobelle, and my friend is Mundy," I called as we approached. She was cleaning the hooves of a horse. "We'd like to stable one of our horses, and sell the two spares."
            "I'm Kath," she said.
            Since I knew more about horses than Mundy, I took over the haggling duties. I kept the best horse for myself. Kath examined the other two and their tack, while I tried to make her think they were better than what she saw. Unfortunately, we didn't take care of them like we should've, and the horse trader gave me a disapproving look more than once. In the end, she gave us thirty silver crowns for the two of them, and their tack. I was pretty sure I got the raw end of the deal.
            "I swear, the stress of haggling wears me out more than a fight," I said. "Go over and get us a room. I have to take care of my mount first."
            I actually enjoyed taking care of horses. After I killed Artimus, maybe I could buy a stable and do it full time. But I'd forgotten just how long it could take, so by the time I entered the Bridge Inn's common room, Mundy was halfway to drunk.
            The inn's common room was smaller than I expected, and crowded. The three long tables seated quite a few humans, dwarves, and minotaurs. Really, that was the most minotaurs I'd ever seen together off the battlefield.
            "Here's my little friend," Mundy shouted to the room. "Isobelle! These are my friends."
            A dozen drunken minotaurs called out their greetings, most of them looking at me with lusty eyes. Since I only wore my sweat-soaked tunic, no underwear, I felt a little self-conscious. As soon as I noticed them all staring at my tits, my nips started tingling and rising up.
            It had to be that battle-maid of easy virtue character Artimus stuck me inside. I'd come to discover my libido had a hair trigger. And the higher my Sex Skill rose, the easier I became aroused. And the more I thought about sex, or speculated on how every male character I saw might perform in bed. Yeah, it was a curse.
            "Looks like you started having fun without me," I said. He just picked up a mug and drained it in a matter of seconds. And then he turned back to his friends, forgetting about me. "Great." I shook my head. "Mundy, which room is ours?"
            He didn't hear me. Mundy and his bull-headed friends began singing a battle song. Okay, more slurring than singing.
            "You're on the second floor, room 2," a serving wench said. "He's already paid for it."
            "Thanks. Can I get a bath here?" 
            "No," she said. "But the river is right below us."
            I just stared at her. I bathed in rivers while on the road. In town, I expected a tub full of hot water. I began not liking Nibbly Bridge. So I went up to check out our room, and to set my respawn site there. By the time I returned to the common room Mundy was line dancing to an energetic drumbeat. I found a seat across the room and at the end of a table to sip my beer and watch him play with his small herd of friends.
            "Your friend appears to have forgotten you," an elderly man said as he took the seat across the table. It was hard to judge his height since he walked stooped over and leaned heavily on his staff. "And you're such a pretty thing, too."
            I checked him quickly. Human wizard. His robes were gray, travel stained, and a little threadbare. His gray beard was the longest I'd ever seen, though a little thin.
            "Thanks, gramps," I said. I winked at him. "Are you trying to seduce me?"
            His grin was infectious. "Probably, but I can't remember why."
            "If you keep making me laugh, I might show you what you've forgotten," I teased, surprising myself. I've never flirted with someone so ancient. What if it led to his bed? But I couldn't help myself. "I bet you have all kinds of sexy spells to thrill a girl."
            "I do, when I can get my wand to work," he said with a wicked twinkle in his eyes. "I am
 Bedric of Hawkdale. I was once the Grand Wizard of Markhah, but that was before you were born."
            The game didn't exist before I was born, but I wasn't going to correct him. NPCs all had their "pasts" that they believed.
            "If you buy me a mug, maybe I can show you some magic," he offered with a hopeful look.
            I signaled a passing serving wench to bring him a mug. I didn't want to see any tricks, but being a wizard he might know of magical items that could permanently kill a player. 
            "So, Bedric, were you a fighting wizard? Or a healing kind of wizard?"
            "I'm more of a lover than a fighter," he said, giving me a wink.
            I squealed and clapped. "I like you, Bedric. I bet you were a naughty rascal in your day."
            "I was!" he said. Then he looked all around me. Mobs didn't usually do that. "You're a player, right?"
            "Yes."
            "You're aura is odd."
            "I've been permanently trapped in the game by an evil wizard," I said.
            "Oh? I've heard that happened to a few of you. Are you still immortal?"
            "Pretty much," I said. "I've respawned a few times since. Indeed, my curse is what brings me to your little town. I'm looking for an epic or legendary weapon that will permanently kill a player."
            "The wizard that cursed you?"
            "You know it. He's very evil, and is responsible for every player that is trapped," I said. "I want to put an end to him, once and for all."
            His mug arrived, so Bedric sipped on it a bit. I left him alone since it looked like he was deep in thought. Honestly, Mundy's antics were entertaining. Who knew a minotaur could sing so well? His dancing needed work.
            "It would have to be legendary to kill a player permanently," Bedric said at length. He gnawed on his mustache a moment longer, and seemed to come to a decision. "If I knew of such a weapon, what would you do?"
            I thought he was going to ask me what I'd give him for the information. Answer: everything. My horse. My money. Hell, I'd even sleep with him, and I bet I could get his wand to work wonders.
            "I would try to get it, and then if successful, I'd go and do my best to slay Artimus."
            He hesitated again. My heartbeat tripled. I swear, I started to sweat. He knew of a weapon, or some dark magic item, that would do the deed. For some reason, he resisted telling me.
            "Artimus is a very bad person," I said. "He's also trapped in the game. I killed him once, which is why he cursed me to be trapped."
            "I like you, and believe your quest is just, but the weapon I know about is owned by the Sultan of Markhah, whose father I served loyally for fifty years," Bedric said. "Until his son usurped the throne and cast me out."
            Really, that was half of the information that I needed. I could figure out the item's name once I reached the sultanate's capital. But the more I knew, the better, so I gave Bedric my best pleading look. That broke him.
            With a resigned sigh, "There is a Legendary Sword called Reaper. It's in Sultan Salman Al Tariq's treasury, in the city of Arukh. I must warn you, the Sultan's palace guard is formidable. I fear you will be slain trying to steal it."
            I touched his hand, "Don't worry.  I respawn."
            "There is that," he said with rising spirits. Then his face fell when he looked into his mug. "It's all gone."
            I told the serving wench to keep his mug full. Then I spent the rest of the evening pumping him for details about the palace layout, and about the city of Arukh. Of course, I flirted outrageously with him to keep him interested.
            I'm one step closer to putting an end to Artimus!
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 15
 
            I woke up alone. Where the hell was Mundy? I mean, I left him down in the common room with his drinking buddies, but I couldn't believe he didn't come up to bed. I even slept in the nude, knowing drinking made him horny.
            "Did he sleep with one of the serving wenches?"
            I had no claim on Mundy. Neither of us had spoken of making our relationship permanent, much less exclusive like a boyfriend and girlfriend thing. Technically, he could sleep with anyone he wanted, and so could I. The thought still irked me.
            I threw off the blanket and swung my legs over the side.  Though it was a real bed, and luxurious in that world, it was a pale shadow of what I owned back in real life. But it beat sleeping on the hard ground.
            Cool air caressed my nudity. My nips hardened and swelled up. Still, it wasn't as cold as the higher elevations. Compared to Jeddia, Nibbly Bridge's pre-dawn temperature was practically balmy.  So I went over to the chair and retrieved my tunic.
            "I really need to buy some more clothes," I muttered, grimacing at my sweat-stained and smelly tunic. Washing the once bright white tunic in river water while on the road had reduced it to a dingy off-white. "Or I could just have Mundy kill me every day to return my clothes, weapons, and armor back to pristine condition."
            That wasn't going to happen. Oh no.
            Slipping it over my head brought forth a low groan. My body had lots of aches and pains.  Worse, I'd discovered that saddle sore wasn't a joke, but a real skin condition. I'd already gone from the abrasions to the pimply phase. Yeah, ass acne. It only hurt when I sat on it.
            "I have to buy some healing potions before we leave. I can't live like this."
            God only knew how bad it would get before we reached Arukh. I could only hope by buying and wearing pants I could forestall another case of saddle sores.
            Looking out the window, I saw quite a few people out and about. I could smell baking bread, roasting and frying meat, and a dozen other delicious aromas riding the early morning breeze. My stomach rumbled. 
            I stomped back into my boots.  Of course, my feet were swollen, too. Then, leaving my weapons and armor inventoried, I went down to the common room. And I found Mundy passed out drunk in the corner, dick hanging out for the world to see.
            I greeted the serving wenches, all but one smiling brightly back at me. Did she and Mundy…? Or did she take advantage of him being passed out? I shook my head and walked over to my friend and traveling companion.  I nudged his genitals with the toe of my boot.
            "Wake up, sleeping beauty," I called.
            He sat up and looked around. "Where am I?" Then he looked me over, fixated on my tits, and his dick began to swell.  "You look gorgeous.  You want to – "
            "No.  I don't," I said.  "Get up and cover yourself. Jesus. You have no shame."
            "Shame is for the weak," he declared, before rubbing his head with both hands.  "My horns feel like they weigh a ton." Mundy pulled a healing potion out of inventory and drank it. Smacking his lips, "But healing potions are for hangovers."
            I looked enviously at the empty container. I so wanted him to give me another healing potion, but I couldn't bring myself to ask. He'd already done so much for me. All I had to offer was trouble, and possibly an early death.
            "After breakfast, we have to buy supplies for the trip south to Arukh," I said. I headed toward the nearest table. "And more healing potions, too. I have a raging case of saddle sores." 
            He thought that was hilarious.  Bastard didn't offer me a healing potion, either, and that after I dropped such a good hint. I'd say chivalry was dead, but minotaurs didn't believe in it. They were barbarians at best, and took what they wanted. And that included women.
            Breakfast consisted of bread, cheese, and a piece of mutton jerky. Mundy just drank more beer while I explained why we were going south to Arukh, instead of continuing east. I got directions to the town's only magic shop, as well as shops to buy clothes and other traveling supplies.
            The witch's shop was a standalone, two-story house. I couldn't tell the material used to construct it, since honeysuckle vines thickly sheathed its walls. Immaculately tended gardens completely surrounded the house.  I saw beans, cabbage, and turnip, as well as just about every herb I knew. A chicken coop sat in the back corner, with her chickens keeping the crops safe from insect invaders.
            The door stood open, but I paused and looked inside.  "Hello?"
            "Yes, I'm here.  Greetings, and please come in," a female called.  "I am Wren."
            I spotted her leaning over a boiling cauldron in the back corner.  I struggled not to grin, since that was such a stereotype.  But there was nothing stereotypical about her.  I saw Half-elf. Hedge witch (Lvl 52) floating above her head. She was, honestly, gorgeous, with long blonde hair, huge blue eyes, and a body to die for.  I rather liked the mischievous way she regarded us.
            "I'm Isobelle and my friend is Mundy," I replied. Catching her eyes, I grinned. "Be honest, do you just keep that cauldron boiling to look more witchy?"
            "Guilty," she said and laughed.  "Actually, I'm brewing up another batch of birth control potions. That's sixty percent of my business in this town." Then she lowered he voice, leaning forward, and grinned. "I can't believe you chose to be a battle-maid of easy virtue."
            I laughed. "Well, about that.  I chose to be a battle-maid, but a wizard put a curse on me that added the easy virtue crap," I said. "His curse also trapped me in the game."
            "Oh my god, that's awful. That's the second time I've heard of a wizard doing that, and the first time caused a glitch which trapped a lot of players."
            "Same wizard," I said. "Awful, but true. Though, honestly, I'm shocked to find a witch of your level in such a little town." 
            "Not as shocked as I am," Wren muttered.  "Sorry. It's really not that bad. I got caught up in that first big glitch, and turned into a permanent player. Nibbly Bridge's witch had been recently killed by an idiot player, so I took over her duties.  It's been a nice, calm life." She glanced at the full purse hanging off my belt, and smiled brightly.  "How may I serve you, Lady Isobelle?"
            I suspected she was eager for actual payment in money.  Her regulars probably bartered for her potions.  Most commoners would jump through hoops to earn a few coins.
            "Healing potions," I said.  "I have the worst case of saddle sores imaginable."
            "One of my potions will take care of that right away," she said.  "Cooldown period is fifteen minutes, but each potion restores twenty-five HP."
            I checked my Health bar.  HP 93.  "Perfect."
            Wren only had twenty healing potions.  I bought fifteen, drank one immediately, and Mundy got the rest. He admitted he still had nine potions, so I felt fine about grabbing two-thirds of them. My HP started ticking up right away.
            And then I bought four birth control potions. The witch warned that I had to be careful, because if I took it while pregnant, I would abort. But, otherwise, the potion would keep me from conceiving for four to six weeks.
            "Do you sell magic items?" Mundy asked.
            "Like weapons?"
            "Yes." 
            "No, that's not my forte," she said.  "I'm more of a healer than a death dealer." She turned to me.  "How's your derriere now?"
            Giving my rump a few probing pokes, and seeing my HP at 100%, "Healed.  You're a miracle worker, Wren.  Thank you."
            Next on my agenda: clothes. We found the clothing resell shop across the street from Trader Jarla's shop. Most of the merchandise was thread bare and/or heavily mended and patched. I bought three pairs of tight leather pants that made my butt pop. Then I got practical. Desert wear. My next purchases were lightweight cotton shirts, long sleeved to protect my arms from the sun. I also got a few pairs of a little heavier-duty cotton pants. And finished my purchases with a white traveling robe and a wide-brimmed straw hat.
            "You look ridiculous," Mundy said. "Why don't you buy that pretty parasol over there?"
            "You're a funny fellow," I said. I looked him over critically and shook my head. "That black fur is going to soak up the heat, my friend. I highly encourage you to at least buy a light-colored robe to block the sun."
            "I already have one. This won't be my first desert."
            We then went to get the horse, before shopping for supplies.  Due to Encumbrance Rules, we had to carry most of our supplies on the horse. Our personal food went into inventory, since it would preserve it forever.  With the amount of water we needed to carry, and food for the horse, the gelding proved too burdened for me to ride.
            "Looks like I'm walking to Arukh."
            We crossed the bridge, and headed south, around midmorning.  That was later than advisable to begin a day's journey, but I was eager to get my hands on that Legendary Sword. And I didn't want Mundy to spend another night of drunken revelry with his minotaur friends. Yeah, I kind of felt neglected.
            "Excuse me," I addressed a gate guard as we passed through the south gate. "How far is Arukh?" 
            He looked at me, then the horse, and finally at Mundy. Shrugging. "About thirty days walk, milady."
            I stared at him a moment.  A whole month walking through a desert?  Damn.
            "Look at it this way," Mundy said.  "That's thirty days of leveling up before you need to use your skills."
            Good point.  I'd need every point I could earn if I wanted to rob a sultan of a Legendary Sword. But come hell or high water, I was going to win that sword. There was no other option.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 16
 
            I hear "desert" and think of endless seas of sand dunes. So far, the Markhah Desert only showed me heat, cacti, and rocks. Let's not even talk about the snakes, scorpions, and spiders, all of which would rather attack than hide. The ground was cinnamon brown, with every size rock imaginable of the same color.
            For seven long days we tromped south down that stupid trade road. The heat became worse and worse the further south we traveled. I thought Southern California was hot, but holy crap. And then I spotted the tops of date palms.
            "Thank God," I said, pulling up my map. Oasis of Lost Dreams. "What the hell?"
            "This doesn't look good," Mundy said.  "The palms are all dead. Has the water dried up?"
            We topped the last low hill. The oasis lay before us in a natural bowl.  I spotted a dried up pool in the center, with a mostly burnt out village surrounding it. The defensive tower squatted on the western edge of the oasis.
            "Someone should've warned us this oasis was dried up and abandoned," I said, scowling down at the desolation. "It looks like the place has been sacked and burned down."
            I studied the abandoned village as we approached, looking for any sign of life. Even though the pool dried up, they might've sunk a well down to the water. Water could still be down there, right?
            We'd drunk up most of our water in the last week.  The horse took most of it. Looking at the water skins, I estimated three more days before we ran out if we didn't cut back drastically. But could the horse survive on a half-ration of water?
            The road skirted the eastern edge of the abandoned village. We hitched the horse next to an empty water trough at the edge of the village before entering to explore. The small structures were all mud brick, with palm frond roofs. Every single roof was burnt away, and some of the huts had collapsed.
            "They were attacked," Mundy said.  He pointed at a hut where all four walls had fallen outwardly, leaving a circle of debris. "See that? That was caused by a blast, so there was at least one mage or the raiders had powerful magic items."
            I pointed at the tower.  We could barely see it through the dead date palms. It wasn't much to see.  Maybe two, three stories tops. It was constructed out of the local cinnamon-colored rock, and I noticed one of the arrow slits had been blasted open wide. It also appeared to lean a little to the left.
            "Their tower is still standing, so how powerful could the mage – "
            Ka-boom!
            The lightning bolt thundered through the tiny space between us, striking the ground a dozen feet behind. The resulting explosion pelted us with rocks and dirt, knocking me down. Mundy threw his head back and bellowed his defiance.
            "Get down, you idiot!" I cried.
            "That craven attack came from the tower," Mundy snarled. "I see the sniveling coward atop it."
            I shifted to get a better view through the palms.  There was a green-robed figure atop the tower. At first I thought it was a woman, due to all of his hair.  Then I noticed the white-maned figure had a beard. I watched as he lifted a five-foot long staff, with a green glowing orb on the end, and pointed it at us.
            Ka-boom!
            A lightning bolt thundered down at Mundy, who wisely darted away and avoided being turned into sizzling hamburger meat.  Once the debris stopped pelting me, I lifted my head and concentrated on the wizard atop the tower.  
            Human sorcerer. 
            Okay, I'd figured that part out. So I studied the tower.  Tower of Lost Souls.  
            "Oasis of Lost Dreams.  Tower of Lost Souls.  Sorcerer who has clearly lost his frigging mind," I grumbled.  "There sure is a lot of lost shit here."
            "I am Zeyaad, the Scourge of Al Jaia!" the sorcerer shouted. "I will eat your souls!"
            Oh, great. A soul-eating sorcerer. Of course, in Battle for Glory I shouldn't expect any less. The game was all about fighting.
            "Mundy!" I called.  "Do you think he'll let us leave in peace if we go back to the road and leave?"
            "I don't think so. We have to kill him."
            "I was afraid you'd say that," I whispered. "Let me designate a new respawn spot."
            To avoid being sent all the way back to Nibbly Bridge, I'd been designating a new respawn site every night. My last respawn site was six hours behind us.  Not a good time to get my sweet butt killed. I'd be alone in the desert without food or water.
            I crawled over behind a mud brick wall, all that remained of a hut. I chose a spot I hoped would be safe. 
Before designating a new respawn site, please ensure it is a secret location, hidden from casual observation, and safe. Have you done this? Yes? No?


            "Yes." I said as I chose that option.
You have successfully designated a new respawn site.


            "Wonderful," I said.  Then shouted, "Mundy, I'm ready. I'll lead since I can respawn."
            "Stop reminding me you are a renner!"
            "Well, excuse me," I whispered. "I'm just trying to save your stinking life."
            Mundy took off running toward the tower.  My jaw dropped.  That glory hound was intent on showing me off or something. Though, warriors in that world all did seem to have a death wish, as long as they died fighting.
            The sorcerer started throwing lightning bolts like Zeus on the mountain top. Ka-boom! Ka-boom! Mundy zigged and zagged through the dead trees, quickly closing the gap to the tower.  I took off running as well, and made it halfway to the tower before being spotted. Ka-Boom! That first lightning bolt hit a palm next me.  I zigged just in time, and was surprised when it landed right where I'd been just seconds before. Yeah, I didn't see it falling.
            Mundy made it to the tower, pressing his back against the stone wall. Continuing to zig-zag, I worked my way through the dead palms until I pressed up to the tower, with the door between us.
            "At least let me go inside first," I shouted.
            "No," he said, and rushed the door.
            I cussed like a sailor as I ran over. It was locked, so Mundy pulled a massive axe out of his inventory and started chopping at it. The wood proved dry, brittle, and a little on the rotten side. It started coming apart after the fifth strike, and as soon as I saw it start to fall completely apart, I rushed past the minotaur and crashed through it.
            "A-ha! First in," I shouted victoriously. And then I spotted what stood before me. "Shit! Shit! Shit! Liches!"
            I hate liches.  These weren't the skeleton liches, but something worse.  Skeletal monsters with dried up, rotting skin stretched across their bone white skeletons. Most wore at least some scrap of clothing, but one and all carried swords.  Scimitars, to be precise. It took me a moment longer to realize they were the villagers: men, women, and children.
            A bow and arrows was useless against them, so I pulled my shield out of inventory and plowed into them. The only way to stop a lich was by chopping him to pieces. Swinging the shield at neck height, I managed to decapitate three of them.  And then Mundy barreled inside, still swinging his great axe.  The liches' bones broke and separated easily enough, but there were so many of them. They filled that bottom chamber to the max.
            A little boy lich tackled me around the knees, but I went down fighting.
            "Help!"
            While the little monster boy held tight, arms around my knees, I used my sword and shield to defend against the other liches' attacks. They pounded relentlessly at me. It was all I could do to stay alive, and watch the Hit Points role away, HP bar getting smaller and smaller.
            "Mundy! Get your ass over here and help me," I cried. "I'll drop half of our food if I'm killed." 
            "Nothing will save you, wench!" Zeyaad shouted from the stop of the stairs.
            I had just enough time to spot him, and then a lightning bolt hit me. Ka-BOOM! Ripped my shield to smithereens, and then did the same to the rest of me.  The agony lasted a split second, but wow. That hurt!
            "Son of a bitch," I snarled the instant I respawned. "I'm going to kill him twice!"
            Okay, he was a NPC, but still.  I had to get back there. Mundy wouldn't survive a lightning bolt. The desert was the last place I wanted to be left alone.
            As I raced back to the tower fight, I inventoried my shield, sheathed my sword, and pulled the bow and arrows out. Liches might be immune to arrows, but not sorcerers. I had two arrows in hand, ready to nock the instant I stopped as I ran through the door.
            Sliding to a stop, I scanned the chamber. The remaining liches had Mundy backed against the wall.  His travel robe was shredded, and I saw his fur shining with sweat. I didn't think the minotaur would last much longer. Then I spotted Zeyaad watching with wickedly gleeful eyes.
            "Zeyaad!" I cried.  He immediately swung his staff around to threaten me.  I nocked an arrow, and sent it flying at him. He blocked it with his staff. "I'm going to scourge your ass, wizard!"
            Most of the liches spun around to face me.  You're welcome, Mundy.
            The minotaur warrior bellowed with battle joy, and redoubled his efforts. At the same time, those liches not actually engaging him started towards me. So I shot another arrow at the sorcerer.
            My arrow ricocheted off a magic barrier, which flickered purple when the arrow struck it.  I sent another arrow at him before turning toward the stairs. The wizard ducked back onto the next floor up.
            Inventorying the bow and arrows, I pulled my sword before I reached the second floor. I dived through the door, low to the ground, and rolled away to the left.  A lightning bolt exploded in the doorway at about chest height. Ka-BOOM! Zeyaad cursed, backing away. The fact he didn't send another bolt at me said his staff needed a moment to recharge with mana. So I charged him.
            "You fight like a girl," I taunted. I swung my blade with both hands, desperate to smash through his defenses.  He used his staff like a sword, parrying my blade. "Stop running away and fight me." 
            "I'm going to blast you into a million pieces!" Zeyaad shouted.
            "You already did that once, and here I am again," I taunted. "If nothing else, I can wear you down until I win."
            That startled him.  His eyes lost their crazy for a second, growing huge.  I took the opportunity to thrust kick him in the belly.  Instead of doubling over, the old guy just stumbled back against the wall.  Then he snarled and pointed the staff at me.
            Ka-BOOM!
            I barely managed to knock his staff to the side in time, but, oh, that hurt my ears. The lightning was ten times louder indoors.  My head started throbbing. And crazy filled his dark eyes again as he smelled victory.
            So I kicked him between the legs.
            Zeyaad's eyes crossed, and I thought he would puke. He gasped out a strange word, and instantly looked restored. 
            Stupid mages with their self-healing spells.
            Mundy came charging into the chamber, followed by a line of liches.  Zeyaad swung his staff around to throw a lightning bolt at my friend, so I spun and blasted a roundhouse into his face.  The sorcerer cried out and stumbled back against the wall.
            "Die again, wench!" he snarled, aiming the staff at me.
            I charged him, but expected to die a second time in that fight. Mundy reached Zeyaad first, and brought his axe down upon the staff.
            And snapped it in half.
            Ka-BOOM!
            The magical staff exploded.  Zeyaad, Mundy, and I were blasted away.  It even knocked all of the liches down. That was the first time I'd ever seen a wizard's staff destroyed, so the resultant explosion took me by surprise. But I recovered first, rolling into a defensive stance.
            "Kill them!" Zeyaad shouted.
            His command energized the liches.  I charged him.  Mundy charged the sorcerer, who began chanting a spell.  I reached him first, and whacked off his head.
            "Bang, you're dead!" 
            All of the liches collapsed at the same time. You know I was happy they were tied so closely to him. I looked at Mundy and shook my head.
            "Damn my slow feet," Mundy cried. He clapped me on the back, almost knocking my breath out. "Looks like you claim the glory this time, Isobelle."
            Then I noticed the sorcerer's Cache Stone dropped. I snatched it up. Since I delivered the death blow, the Cache Stone belonged to me.
            "Can I have an inventory and a Cache Stone at the same time?" I asked.
            Mundy shrugged. It didn't immediately absorb into me, so I assumed the answer was NO. But as I held it, I concentrated on its contents. A list of items appeared in a pop-up before me.  Mostly just ordinary things: Knives, daggers, grimoires, but one item stood out.  Pail of Endless Water. 
            I pulled it out.  "I can use it, but I have to keep it in my inventory."
            "What is that?  A bucket?" Mundy asked. "A lot of good it'll do us if the well is dry."
            "It's a magical item, my friend."  I noticed it was full of cool, clear water.  I picked it up, and threw the water in Mundy's face.  He cursed and sputtered.  "There, I helped you cool off after the battle."
            "Why did you waste all that water?"
            "I didn't," I replied.  I grinned at him, and pointed inside the bucket.  His eyes widened at the sight of more water.  The bucket was full again. "It's called the Pail of Endless Water. I think we found the most valuable magic item in the desert."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 17
 
            I saw the city the evening we reached the Mar River Valley, still on the High Desert. Arukh glittered on the horizon, sprawled along the mighty river that split the Markhah Desert and gave birth to a great nation.  I couldn't tell much about the city, just that it sparkled gold, silver, blue, green, and red in the setting sun.
            The next morning we entered the lush and verdant valley a long twenty-seven days after departing Nibbly Bridge. Sun-burnt and weary, we trudged along and ogled all of the crops, fruit trees, and even small wooded patches. The people we passed proved happy, healthy, and generous.
            "I kind of feel guilty about coming here to rob their king," I said.
            "Sultan," Mundy corrected me.
            "Same thing," I said. "He rules a nation.  He's a king no matter what you call him. Besides, I bet sultan means king in another language."
            None of the villages we passed had defensive walls, and every structure I saw was made of mud bricks.  Even the flat roofs were made of the same mud bricks laid atop a wooden framework.  Yeah, everything was brown, until we reached the city.
            Arukh slowly rose out of the fertile plain before us.  Approaching from the north, it was a bright shining city, a city of whitewashed and colored domes.  They had some very tall towers, but none of the minarets I expected to see in an Arabic city. Then I remembered in Battle for Glory everyone is pagan.
            But, boy, did they have domes! I saw a few buildings that were just domes built on the ground.  The domes came in many shapes and sizes, and most were whitewashed. But a few gleamed gold and silver, while even more were brightly colored in blue, red, green, and yellow tiles.  Few of the buildings were any color but white. 
            We reached the village outside the city gate in early afternoon. A soldier informed us that we couldn't take our horse into the city, unless we could prove we were nobles. I noticed a mule train passing into the city at that moment, but chose not to point it out. So I asked around, and the locals confirmed it.  Only nobles and merchants could bring livestock inside the city without special permission from the sultan.
            So I stabled the horse. Mundy bought us mugs from the beer garden next to the stable, and watched while I bathed and groomed the horse. He thought it amusing that I tended that horse at the end of every day like a lady-in-waiting attending her mistress.
            "Looks like the horse owns you," he said. 
            "I find it relaxing, and if I don't take care of him, he won't be able to take care of me when I need him most." I winked at the minotaur.  "This horse is my emergency escape if we run into someone bigger and meaner than you."
            He laughed. 
            It was midafternoon by the time I finished tending to the horse, and we enjoyed a second mug in the beer garden. Mundy might've been content to enjoy the beer garden until closing time, but I wanted to see the city.
            "Let's go find one of those public bathhouses you told me about," I said, giving him a sultry look. "Because you know how frisky I get after bathing."
            Mundy jumped up and hurried me by the hand toward the huge gate.
            The city gate had to be a hundred feet tall.  I'd seen smaller castles.  A full company of soldiers stood guard before the gate. We inventoried our weapons, and I cached my armor as well. So the guards barely gave us a second look, waving us through without a word.
            I inventoried my travel robes once inside the city walls.  I got a few appreciative glances in my snug pants and shirt, but no one ever approached me with Mundy next to me. Looking for players, I noticed them everywhere, which made me wonder which city IRL sent their players to Arukh.
            And then my eyes went up and around. I felt small. The streets were the widest I'd encountered in the game, and the main streets were relatively straight. None of them were paved, but the dirt was dry and hard-packed. It was like walking on concrete.
            "I've never seen towers so tall, or buildings so massive," I said. 
            I almost added "in the game," but Mundy really didn't like to hear anything about the world being a game. I tried real hard to stop thinking about the game, and let it just be the world.  It was my actual world now.
            "I haven't seen bigger before, but I've been to cities as grand," he said. "Though, no one loves whitewash more than the people of Arukh."
            "They seem to like the color blue, too," I replied, noticing a massive, domed structure covered in blue tile.
            The street was filled with all of the races. The blue building was guarded by ten heavily armed and armored centaurs, looking fierce as they scowled at one and all passing by on the streets. And even the streets were a riot of color. More interesting, the women dressed more like Indians IRL, no veils, though some did cover their hair. Bare midriff was the norm, and far more than I would've guessed strolled the streets in heels. The local men mostly wore what looked like a shirt that fell to their ankles.
            We passed a temple, where bald priests and priestesses performed some elaborate ceremony. Locals crawled up to deposit small plates with food offerings. I frowned, wondering if they understood that the priests, not the god, would dine on their offerings. After all, I didn't see a single skinny priest or priestess in that ceremony.
            Of humans, I was the only blonde, blue-eyed human I saw on that street. There were a few blonde and redheaded elves and dwarves, but not many.  Most of the humans were the locals, who were dark-haired, dark-eyed, and brown-skinned.  And yet, few gave me a second look. Now, everyone gave Mundy a wary look and got out of his way.
            "I'm in love with this city already," I said. "I want one of those multi-colored two-piece dresses the women wear."
            "Why? You can't fight in that," Mundy said.  "I don't see how they even walk in those shoes." 
            I shook my head and smiled.  He didn't understand fashion, or how important it was to women. Some men understood fashion, but they generally weren't warriors. 
            "I used to live in heels," I said. I pointed out a vendor selling meat on a stick. He reminded me of the Ren Fests I loved attending in the real world. "But right now, I'm hungry. Buy me something to eat, big boy."
            Mundy bought two meats on sticks, and we continued down the street while gnawing on that overcooked, tough meat. It proved quite spicy, too, but delicious. I don't think Mundy liked it much, since he gave me the last half of his.
            We came to the end of that wide avenue, and found ourselves in a ginormous cobblestone plaza.  A massive bronze statue of two warrior types in a chariot pulled by six wild-eyed horses rose up out of a fountain in the center. Temples and palaces surrounded the plaza.  The largest palace got my attention.  A red script appeared above when I concentrated on it.
            Amana Palace. The
palace of Sultan Salman Al Tariq.
            "Bingo," I muttered. 
            I wanted to walk around it, case the place, but there were a lot of very hostile looking orcs guarding the sultan's palace.  And it was getting late.  We still needed to find an inn and a bathhouse to wash off the road dust.
            I paused to check my stats.  All that sparring with Mundy had paid off.  My player level was almost back to my pre-curse days.
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            I frowned at my individual Skill levels, all much lower than before the curse. My newest skill taunted me.  Sex 23.  Yeah, Mundy was one horny bastard, and after he wore me out sparring, well… Suffice to say, he's insatiable.
            "Let's find the closest inn," I said, pulling up my map.  I quickly located an inn and led Mundy to it. "Rent us a room while I find a bathhouse."
            After the minotaur warrior vanished inside, I stood on the street and zoomed my map in on any likely candidates to be bathhouses.  Nothing came up identified as a bathhouse. 
            "Find anything?" Mundy asked.
            "Not yet."
            He laughed.  "I asked inside, and there's one around the corner. Follow me, my little player."
            "Hey, you called me a player instead of a renner," I said.  "I think you like me.  Like me a lot." 
            The public bathhouse proved to be a massive, sprawling complex. I'd seen it, but didn't zoom in to check it out.  On the map, I thought it looked like a palace.  Overall, it was rectangular and took up an entire city block, with multiple entrances all around it.  The outer "wall" was really a row of shops and offices. There were shops for manicures, haircuts, massages, etc… The actual bathhouse was in the middle, surrounded by fountains and gardens, with gravel paths for visitors to wander along. The bathhouse stood a good thirty feet tall, with large windows from floor to roof.  
            Stepping inside, the humidity called to my desert dried up skin and soul. I stopped, closed my eyes, and breathed in that wonderfully water-soaked air. Then I looked around, noticing a dozen pools filled with men and women of every sentient race.  There were no walls, no segregation of men and women. Everywhere I looked I saw naked.
            "Welcome to the Al Tariq Bathes," an attendant said as he approached. The handsome young man was tall and slim, dark hair down to his shoulders.  All he wore was a white cotton loincloth. "This way to the dressing room."
            "How much does it cost to bathe?" I asked.
            He smiled.  "This is a public bathhouse, mistress.  It's a gift from the Sultan and the Al Tariq family, so free for one and all to enjoy."
            We were taken to a long, narrow side room, with benches and pegs lining the wall all the way around.  Stripping, we left our clothes on the pegs. Our valuables went into inventory.  The attendant then led us over to a station where other attendants rubbed cleansing oils into every square inch of my skin, and then lathed it off with bronze strigils.
            Two young men rubbed the fragrant oil into my skin. Their bold hands went everywhere. It left me breathless and more than a little aroused. I didn't know what they used, but that stuff flushed my pores clean in nothing flat. I worried it would dry out my skin, especially when they cleaned my face with it.
            It left my skin feeling tingly, and a little oily.
            Mundy took longer to clean off.  Four attractive young women worked on him, working the oil into his fine black fur.  One of them spent a little too much time and effort rubbing the oils into his genitals, and I almost said something. Yeah, he rose to the occasion. And then they lathed him, before picking up a bronze curry comb, and combing out more of the oil.
            Mundy groaned wantonly during that process.
            "Maybe I should tend to you every night just like I do the horse."
            He cut me a look, then shrugged. "Maybe you should."
            I shook my head, a big smile on my face, and took him by the hand.  Leading him to the closest pool, I entered first.  It was HOT.
            "If we don't get this oil off my skin, and out of your fur, dirt will stick to us like crazy," I said. "We'll be dirt magnates."
            "What's a magnate?"
            "It pulls stuff against it." I really didn't know what else to say.  I didn't mention it was attracted to metal, because he’d say dirt isn't metal.  "Suffice to say, it would be bad."
            I had nothing to worry about, because the hot water washed the oil away. I rubbed at my skin to be rid of it, and dunked my head several times.  Then when I came up for air, Mundy was waiting and pushed me back against the side of the pool.
            "Aaiiee!" I squealed.
            One of his massive hands held my crossed wrists tighty above my head, while his other hand fondled my boobs.  Minotaur lips weren't made for kissing, but he did his best. Mundy started at my lips, but quickly dropped down to my neck and shoulders which he nuzzled and licked.  He had me squirming, moaning, and groaning by the time he reached my breasts. He might not have the most supple lips, but he could suck the hell out of my nipples.
            "Stop," I gasped out, but without much conviction. "You're going to get us kicked out of the bathhouse."
            "They don't care," he said.  "Everyone fucks in bathhouses."
            "No way."
            His hand snaked down between my legs, and began rubbing circles around my aching, throbbing sex.  Then he looked to the right, leading my eyes as well.  I saw couples all around the pool.  And I realized that they weren't speaking up close and personal, but doing the dirty deed.
            "Eww," I gasped out. "This water is nasty."
            Mundy thought that funny.  I couldn't concentrate on anything well enough to laugh.  His magic fingers were doing a number on me, pushing me closer and closer.  I just closed my eyes and relaxed, allowing him to have me.  And the minotaur pushed me over the top.
            "Ooooooh," I sighed contentedly as my body erupted with perfect pleasure. "You are so good to me."
            Mundy quickly forced my legs wide, and thrust balls deep inside me. My back bowed, eyes huge, and I released a long shuttering cry.
            "Why do you always mount me after I come?"
            "Why are you always so surprised when I do?"
            Mundy released my wrists and boobs to seize my butt with both hands. It gave him greater control, and he loved controlling me during sex. I kind of liked it, too.  Maybe too much. So I wrapped my arms and legs around him, and tried to give as good as I was getting.
            "I'm going to take you in every pool in this bathhouse," he growled into my ear.
            I bit my lip, heart racing. "If you do, then you'll have to carry me back to the inn."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 18
 
            Men fighting woke me.  I sat up and looked around at the unfamiliar room.  Mundy stood at the end of the bed pissing into the chamber pot. Morning light streamed in through the open window, letting in the sounds of the fight out in the street.
            "Where am I?"
            Mundy glanced at me, and I heard his stream start missing the pot. I cringed, while he barked a laugh. So disgusting. Of course the way he swayed said he was still a little drunk from the previous night.
            "Desert Palm Inn," he said, voice still sleep husky.
            I pushed hair straight back out of my face, trying to determine just how sick and hungover I was after a night of drunken revelry. I hated being nauseous, but at least my head didn't hurt. Since my HP bar showed me at 97%, I didn't think a healing potion would help.
            "Never let me get drunk on wine again," I grumbled and rolled out of bed when he finished urinating.  My turn, and boy was my bladder full. "Hey, where's my tunic?"
            I'd changed into the white tunic after my bath the previous day. It was cooler and more comfortable in the city's heat. Mundy looked around with a confused look, so he didn't know. And then I vaguely recalled dancing naked on tables…
            "I lost it," I said, squatting over the chamber pot. "I hate it when that happens."
            I'd get it back the next time I respawned, but I hated being killed. So traumatic, painful, and I lost all my loot when killed. So if I was successful in life, and avoided death, it could be a long time before I saw that tunic again. Yeah, it was a crying shame, because guys really perked up when I wore it.
            "Hurry up," Mundy said, already in his black loincloth. "We overslept and I'm famished."
            "You want to eat?" The thought of food rolled my stomach. Deep breaths helped. I waved at the door. "Go."
            While Mundy ate, I gathered up my dirty clothes. Most inns would clean your clothes for a small price. Unfortunately for my stomach, I had to take the dirty clothes downstairs and find a serving wench. Then I joined Mundy at the long table, where he was holding court and regaling a motley crew with wild tales of his daring.
            "Ah, here is one of my conquests. Isobelle."
            "I'm your conquest?" I asked. The others at the table laughed. "Think again, bull-boy, because it is painfully obvious you're my conquest."
            He winked at the others. "Really? That's not what she says after I make her purr like a kitten."
            I rolled my eyes, and then smirked at the others. "You boys want to see me make him squeal like a little girl?"
            That's when I noticed a drunk in the corner using my missing tunic rolled up as a pillow. I stomped over and yanked it out from under his head, waking him up. The others laughed and taunted him and me. As suspected, they'd all seen me dancing naked. So embarrassing.
            I added the tunic to my bundle of dirty clothes to get washed.
            "Hadira!" I called to the serving wench. "What does it cost to get my clothes washed?"
            "I'll do it for two bits," she said. It took me a second to understand that meant half a copper crown. In Arukh they frequently cut their copper crowns into four "bits." It was done in other parts of the world, too, but they generally referred to the pieces as "half a crown" or "quarter crown." "I can have them back to you tomorrow morning."
            I gave her three crowns. "How about by tonight?"
            "Deal," she said, eagerly taking my money and cloths. You'd think I gave her a gold coin or something.
            Turning back to Mundy's little friends, I asked, "Where are the city's magic shops? I need to buys a few things, like hangover potions."
            I received directions to the Street of Spells in the Mages Quarter. Then I drank the last half of Mundy's beer. For medicinal purposes.
            I gave Mundy a playful shove.  "Come along, my glorious lord and master. We're going shopping."
            We stepped out into the street, to truly start our day, around midmorning. Yeah, we overslept a lot later than I originally thought. Mundy wanted to start by scouting the palace, but I overruled him. I led the way through the crowded street, noticing cows roaming unattended, as well as goats and chickens. Who said we couldn't bring livestock into the city? I began to think we'd been scammed by the stable owners in league with the gate guards.
            It took the better part of an hour to reach the Mages Quarter next to the river. It was a much older section of town, with decrepit mud brick homes standing next to gorgeous stone mansions of the greater wizards. Most of the mud brick structures were single floor rowhouses, with truck gardens in back. Hordes of running, giggling children and barking dogs added to the din of the street.
            We found the streets in that quarter narrower, darker, more crowded. Few of them were even as wide as an alley IRL. They laid countless sticks and branches across the street, from rooftop to rooftop, to shade the streets, so it wasn't as hot as other quarters.
            "Oh, a map shop," I said when we finally found the Street of Spells.
            Mundy grumbled when I headed for it. He didn’t understand why I wanted a map, when I had one in my head. But I didn't want to buy a map.  I wanted information.
            "Greetings! Please come in, master and mistress.  I am Master Mage Dungral," jolly looking dwarf called. He looked youngish, with a thick head of frizzy blonde hair and an even bushier beard. "How may I serve you this fine morning? A map of the Markhah, perhaps? Or of Arukh itself? It is a large, complicated city."
            "I am Mundy, and this is Isobelle."
            "Hello, Master Mage.  I have a map," I said, touching my head. "I'm a renner, but I've been magically transported to the other side of the world by an evil wizard. I want to see if you know the way back to my home kingdom."
            "Where are you from?"
            "Ankor. It's a city-state near the Kingdom of Kali."
            "Never heard of it. Was it near the coast? What sea or ocean?"
            That made me think.  I'd seen an ocean on a map of the Ankor River Valley once, but the city of Ankor was a riverside city like Arukh. I tried to remember all the local geological landmarks that would go on a map.
            "My home town is on a river, but not close enough to an ocean for me to learn its name. But the river flowed south-east.  I think."
            "So, west coast," Dungral said. "Have you asked your map for directions?"
            "It doesn't work that way," I said.  "I can zoom it in and out, but it doesn't give me directions or anything like that." 
            "Then you need my upgrade," Dungral said, a twinkle in his eyes.
            "What does it do?"
            "With my upgrade spell, you simply pull up your map function and ask it for directions," he said. "And then it will expand the map, showing you exactly which roads to take to reach home. Plus, if you ask it will tell you how long it will take to reach your destination."
            "How much?"
            He hesitated, looking me over critically. Assessing how much I could afford?
            "One gold crown."
            "What! That's outrageous!" I cried. "For a simple spell?"
            I could live a long time on that much money. I had gold coins, hidden in my inventory, but I was reluctant to spend any of them.  Of course, if killed, I'd drop them for my slayer to take.
            "The spell is not that simple," he said.
            "Don't do it," Mundy said.  "It's a waste of money. We'll find another way."
            "It has other functions," Dungral said.  "Like you could tag your minotaur friend, and if separated, you simply ask for directions to him.  You can tag up to twenty people or items."
            The tagging function sounded better than the directions. I did worry about getting separated from Mundy. He was my only friend at the moment. I couldn't imagine being alone in that world.
            "Will I drop the spell if killed?"
            "No, it's bound to you," the dwarven mage said, excitement in his eyes.
            He should be excited.  I doubted he earned a gold crown that often. Just like I could live a long time off a gold crown, so could he.
            "Fine."  I pulled my secondary purse out of inventory, and extracted one gold coin.  Still, I hesitated placing it in his extended hand. That coin vanished the second it touched his palm. "So what now?"
            Dungral had me sit on a three-legged stool. He stood behind me, placed his hands on the sides of my head, and began chanting under his breath. I didn't feel anything at first, but then a warmth began invading my head.  My HUD appeared before my eyes. The map expanded, and buttons popped into existence below it.  Directions. Tag.  Untag.  Locate.
            "And there you go.  Now, hit 'Directions' and ask directions to your home city."
            I glanced at him, then at Mundy. The dwarf looked eager, while the minotaur looked at me like I was a fool. I kind of felt foolish, but returned to my map and mentally pressed the "Directions" button.
            "Give me directions from here to the city of Ankor."
            A pop-up appeared: There are four cities named "Ankor"
            "Ankor on the Ankor River, near the Razorback Mountains."
            The map expanded, showing Arukh, then a yellow line raced out the eastern gate, followed that trade road a long ways across deserts, plains, and forests, to a port city. Then "take ship" appeared and a dotted line went across an ocean to another port city on the other side. The solid yellow line returned to race up along a river, to stop at the city of Ankor.
            "How far?"
            Pop-up: 6,374 miles
            "Holy crap!"
            That could take years to travel. Honestly, without a calculator I couldn't figure it out. I did know, depending on terrain, I could travel between ten and thirty miles in a single day on foot. 
            "Well?" Dungral asked.
            "It worked. I know how to get home, but it's so damned far away that now I'm depressed."
            "Tag your friend.  That way you'll never lose him," the dwarf said. "If he stops being a friend, then you can untag him.  And tag me instead."
            We laughed.  Well, Mundy didn't laugh. But I tagged the minotaur warrior easily enough. And, honestly, I felt I got my money's worth. That upgrade could help me out a lot.
            We continued up the Street of Spells, perusing any interesting looking shops.  I did buy five hangover potions.  We mostly looked for any magical item that could help us break and enter the palace. But we quickly realized that without first scoping the palace and its defenses, we couldn't make wise purchases.
            And then I saw it.
            "Magical disguises?" I asked the witch shop owner.
            "Yes," Yaunita said.  She was a young, chubby human with bright red hair. Her joyful enthusiasm made me want to introduce her to Dungral. "My disguise spells go from simple glamours to spells that actually physically turn you into a different looking person, even race, for a specific time."
            I excused us, and took Mundy outside to discuss it.
            "I think we should go all out and each buy one of the transformation spells," I said. 
            "Are you mad, wench?" he cried. "Those spells are three silver crowns each. And they can only be used once. For a silver crown I want to have that damned spell for life."
            He had a point, but…
            "Listen. Once we escape the palace, we can turn into dwarves or elves, or donkeys," I said.  "I think the sultan will send out witches or mages to look for us, so a glamour spell would just make us stick out in a crowd to them, but not a total transformation spell."
            "Yes, but – "
            "But nothing. We'll become completely invisible to any searchers," I said.  "We simply stroll out of the city with the Legendary Sword hidden in my inventory, while they search for a blonde woman and black minotaur." I showed him my determination with my eyes.  "I will have that sword called Reaper, my friend. Are you with me?"
            He hemmed and hawed a moment, but finally agreed. Very reluctantly, mind you, but he agreed to buy a disguise spell.  I chose a female dwarf, while Mundy went with an elderly elf. Yaunita handed over the spells in the form of simple enchanted stones.
            "Just press the stone to your forehead, and say "transform" and you will become a dwarf and elf," she said. "The stone will vanish, and you'll be in that new form for twenty-four hours."
            "Perfect," I said. "We're going to drive our friends crazy!"
            She laughed at my lie.  Being a sweet, happy soul, Yaunita loved the idea of using the spells to prank friends and family. She'd be a lot happier not knowing my true intentions.
            "Let's go case the palace," I said.  "I can practically feel that sword in my hands."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 19
 
            The midday sun beat down on the plaza by the time we made it there. Quite a crowd of nobles and wealthy citizens relaxed around the fountain and at the sidewalk cafés around the perimeter. I thought it too hot and bright to sit in the sun like that, but apparently the locals liked it hot.
            We circled the palace twice, before the orc guards started watching us suspiciously. So I led the way over to a beer garden. While the local elites tended to sit in the sun and sip wine, the poorer classes preferred their mugs of beer under the shade of trees. We found a bistro table with a good view of the palace, chased away the trio of elves sitting there, and enjoyed a few beers while we discussed the situation in hushed tones.
            The Amana Palace stood four-stories tall, with one large gold dome in the middle, and a smaller silver dome at each of the four corners. The façade was covered in arabesque-arched windows, and a few balconies on the top floor.  My map showed the palace was a large square surrounding a central courtyard, since they needed a path for breezes to cool the interior. A square tower stood in the middle of the courtyard.
            The palace wasn't whitewashed, but painted in a dozen bright colors. I thought it quite garish, but Mundy proclaimed it the most beautiful building he'd ever seen. No accounting for taste. The primary colors seemed to be red, blue, and yellow, in that order.
            Squads of ten orcs each surrounded it. Fifty orcs guarded the front entrance, and I saw more patrolling the flat roof.  All wore lamellar armor, stained back, with red lacings. Open-faced, cone-shaped steel helmets protected their heads. They all carried the bronze khopesh swords orc tribes favored, along with a six foot spear. While Mundy was much larger, I was a head shorter than the orcs.
            Getting past them wasn't going to be easy.
            "We have to assume they are out and about all night, too," I said. "How do we get past them?" 
            "Hey, I'm a warrior, not a thief," he said. "I'd rather fight my way through them than sneak around them. Besides, look at me.  Does it look like I'm built for sneaking?"
            "Good point."
            "Now, you're reasonably attractive as humans go," he continued. My jaw dropped. "You could probably seduce some noble, and get him to take you inside for a tumble. Kill him during the act, but let him finish first. Then you can sneak down to the treasury and steal the sword, and maybe enough coin to keep us in beer for the next year." He sat back, folded his arms, and nodded.  "I'll wait for you here.  Give a shout if you need any help with the orcs on the way out."
            He looked serious, but Mundy displayed a very dry sense of humor at times.
            "Droll," I said. "Very droll."
            "What's a droll? Is it related to a troll?"
            I opened my mouth, but I didn't really have an answer.  I'd heard "droll" used like that in old movies, TV shows, and cartoons.  It was usually said after an amusing comment that generated no laughter. Did I use it wrong?
            "Sure," I said. "It's a cross between a drow and a troll."
            "Okay, that's going to be one mean bastard.  What does that have to do with gaining entry to the palace?"
            "I tried to be… Never mind," I said. I felt like an idiot. "Let's try to come up with a plan to get both of us inside, and that allows me to keep my legs together."
            Movement above caught my eye.  A flying carpet approached the palace, and vanished on the roof.  The guards on duty didn't seem fazed by it. 
            "How much are flying carpets?"
            Mundy looked at me, and then at the palace. "I've never seen one below fifteen gold."
            Well, that was out of our price range. Though, how great would it be to cross the desert on a flying carpet? His face then twisted in thought.
            "Maybe I'm wrong, but I'm pretty sure I saw something we could use back on the Street of Spells," he said. He held my eyes.  "A levitating corset." He pointed to the building across from the palace.  "Imagine wearing that, taking a running start on that building's roof, and jumping over to the palace."
            "The roof guards will see us."
            "Not if we wear cloaks of invisibility."
            "Can we afford both magical items each?"
            "Only one way to find out."
            We finished our mugs and headed back to the Street of Spells. Somewhere along the way, we ended up in a maze-like covered bazaar.  Really, it was a stone structure of barrel arches, but no walls. It covered a good city block, with closely spaced columns and a low ceiling.  It felt quite claustrophobic as we wended our way through.
            And then all hell broke loose.
            Armored orcs charged a human barbarian for no reason that I could see. One moment the tall, blonde warrior was haggling with a merchant, and the next ten orcs shouted angrily and attacked him. The warrior fared remarkably well, fending off the orcs with sword and shield.
            "We should help him," I said.
            "Why?"
            "I think he's cute," I said.  "Look at those shoulders.  Mmm, mama like."
            Since he did have a Conan the Barbarian physique, I concentrated on him.  Dragon-shifter. Barbarian warrior (Lvl 38).
            "He's a player," I said.  "A dragon-shifter and a barbarian warrior.  Odd combination, but he is level 38."
            His high level explained why he was able to fight off the orcs, but I could tell he was starting to tire and slow. The orcs would eventually win.
            "Besides, I don't like orcs," I said.  "Do you?"
            "I don't, but I also despise dragon-shifters.  They're all arrogant asses."
            That from a minotaur.  I shook my head, pulled my shield out of inventory, and grinned.
            "Then sit on your hands, I'm going to help him," I said, pulling my sword.  "Bet I level up during this fight."
            I charged in with a wild battle cry. Slamming into the orcs' flank, I thrust my blade through one orc's throat, and then thrust my sword into another right between his armor's lamellar plates, allowing my blade to slide through his heart. The big blonde barbarian took off another orc's arm, before slashing another's throat.
            "Four down, six to go," I shouted.  "Wahoo!"
            That's when four of the big brutes turned on me.  They came at me in line, their vicious swords hacking, hacking, hacking.  I backed away. It was all I could do to keep their blades out of my flesh, and fatigue quickly started to drag me down.
            They pushed me back past where Mundy remained standing, arms crossed over his chest. The second the orcs passed the minotaur, he barked a laugh as he pulled his battle axe out of inventory.  Their armor was no match for his mighty strikes. His axe didn't pierce their lamellar armor, but his powerful strikes crushed the bones and organs beneath, and in nothing flat he killed all four. 
            "Thanks!" I cried, noticing a message about leveling up, but I was more focused on the dragon shifter.  He was backed into a corner where he couldn’t wield his sword properly.  "Kill the orcs!"
            I charged into the fray, thrusting my sword with all my might through one of their backs. My sword lodged inside him, and he took it down with him. I had to twist and rock the sword back and forth, with my foot on his back, to slowly withdraw the sword. The last orc standing decided I needed to die more than the dragon-shifter. I froze for half a second when he turned on me with fury in his eyes.
            "Fuck me!" I screamed, jerking on that damned stuck sword.
            The barbarian lunged forward, thrust his sword through the orc's thigh, before pressing up close and jamming his belt knife under the orc's jaw, and up into its brain.
            "Thanks," I said. 
            You know my sword came loose and slid out easily at that time.
            "No, thank you," he said, and glanced at the script above my head. I cringed, thinking about my low level and the "of easy virtue" displayed.  "I'm Tarnax."
            I dropped to one knee, while looking around for any more foes, and I cut a strip off the dead orc's clothes to clean my blade. Everyone was gawking at us. A few had hostile looks.
            "I'm Isobelle, and my bullish friend is Mundy." The crowd started getting surly quite fast, so I asked, "Are these orcs important?"
            "Don't know, but let's get the hell out of Dodge," Tarnax said.
            "You go your way, dragon, and we'll go ours," Mundy said, bloody axe still in hand.
            "If you insist," he said.  He grinned. "But I was going to buy you both mugs to thank you."
            "Well, in that case, follow me," Mundy said.
            I laughed.  "You're easier than me, Mundy."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 20
 
            Mundy led the way, with Tarnax bringing up the rear.  I kept an eye on him, to ensure the dragon-shifter didn't get separated from us. I doubted that would happen, since his eyes seemed fixated on my butt.
            We got out of the bazaar quickly enough, so I felt safe, but Mundy kept us moving at a brisk pace. At first I didn't know where he was going, and then I started to think he was lost. After a while I started recognizing landmarks, and realized he took a roundabout route back to the Desert Palm Inn.
            It might've only been late afternoon, but locals and guests already crowded the common room. Exotic, infectious music filled the air, with men and women dancing. Beer and wine flowed, and some were already well on their way to drunken nirvana. We found places at a table, with Mundy sitting next to me and Tarnax across the table.
            Tarnax gave the serving wench a silver crown. "Keep our mugs full all night."
            "You might be all right for a stinking dragon," Mundy said, and guzzled his mug.  "Another!" 
            Tarnax looked at me.  "I might have to give her another silver crown."
            "Count on it," I said. "He's got a bottomless belly when it comes to beer."
            "So, what brings you two to Arukh?"
            "I'm heading home to the other side of the world," I said. "A wizard cursed me to be trapped in the game."
            I watched for his reaction to that. I got nothing.  He just nodded, and then looked at Mundy. Did he even listen to my reply?
            "I'm traveling with her for now," Mundy said. "And tutoring her in the arts of war."
            "Wow. You make it sound glamorous." I gave him a playful shove, then winked at Tarnax. "Actually, he beats me up three or four times a day while sparring, helping me to level up. When the wizard cursed me, he sent me to this side of the world, stripped away all of my skills, and left me a level 1 newb."  My eyes narrowed.  "I'm going home just to kill him."
            "That's crazy. Is he some kind of super-powerful mob?"
            "No, he's a player.  The creator of Battle for Glory, actually," I said. "And he's also trapped in the game like me."
            "Artimus?" Tarnax asked.
            "You know him?"
            "I know of him, but only because I was killed during the first so called glitch he caused, thus trapping me in the game," Tarnax said, finally showing some emotion. "I'd only been told who he was, not where to find him."
            "He's the Wizard-King of Kali, in the Razorback Mountains on the other side of the world," I said. "The more people who kill him the merrier."
            "Great.  You two are practically related," Mundy said, and drained his second mug. I looked at him, and then at the now empty mug. Didn't look like we'd be leaving to finish our shopping until morning. "Slow down.  You don't want to get too drunk."
            "There's no such thing as too drunk," he cried, and Tarnax laughed with him. A marching song started across the room, and his head went up. "Those humans are singing a minotaur battle march. All wrong. I’ll show them how it's done!"
            And he was gone just like that.  I stared after him.
            "He's quite…impetuous," Tarnax said.
            "One of his many charms," I said, though I wasn't feeling charmed. I turned back to the shifter dragon. "So, dragon, how come you didn't shift back in the bazaar and just eat all those orcs?"
            He laughed, took a long pull out of his mug, and sighed.  "First of all, orcs taste nasty. Trust me on that one, and don't ask how I know. Second of all, I was too hard pressed to morph. We need a little space to do so."
            "Oh yes," I replied. "That indoor bazaar could've been destroyed by your huge dragon body." 
            "Well, it was stone, so no," he said. "And I'm not that kind of dragon."
            I looked at his tattoos, all blue dragons twisting around each other. In fact, I realized it wasn't a bunch of tattoos across his chest, back, and arms, but a single tattoo.
            "What kind of dragon are you?" I asked.  "Blue?"
            I knew a little about dragons. We didn't have many around Ankor, but what we had were just dragons.  Not shifters.  Our dragons were all of the same breed: long, slim, vicious, and usually black.
            "I am a blue dragon," he said. "But that's not what I meant.  I'm a dwarf dragon."
            I just stared at him. Dwarf dragon?  "Is that an oxymoron?"
            He laughed. "I never thought of it that way, but maybe.  I chose that avatar to get into a specific guild, which was closed to new members, but needed a dwarf dragon."
            "Why would anyone need a dwarf dragon?"
            "Ouch, that hurts.  You know, we are fucking adorable," he said with a grin. "But it was for nefarious reasons, and I'm sworn to secrecy."
            "Wench, more beer," I called. I caught Tarnax's eyes. "I guess I have to get you drunk to find out the reason."
            "Challenge accepted."
            We talked about our experiences since being trapped in the game. Tarnax had been trapped in the game while in Arukh, and hadn't left the city since.
            "How do you earn a living here?" I asked.
            "By playing the game," he said and wagged his brow. "Hence the trouble in the bazaar. I might've broken a law or two, or a dozen."
            "So, you kill people and take their money for a living."
            "No.  I kill players and take anything they drop," he said. "I try to avoid killing mobs if at all possible."
            "Those orcs in the bazaar were all mobs."
            "They didn't leave me any choice," he said. "And you should know, they are the sultan's Palace Guard. That means Sultan Salman has ordered them to arrest or kill me. And now they are probably looking for you and Mundy."
            "Perfect," I muttered.
            "I know," he said. "I might have to leave Arukh tomorrow, but tonight I just want to thank you for saving me today." He leaned forward. "You want to dance?"
            "Of course! I always want to dance," I cried. I stood up, and the beer hit me. Yeah, I had a buzz already. "Might as well enjoy tonight, because I'm sure tomorrow will suck."
            We joined the dance line. The music was infectious, and I quickly forgot all my troubles and worries.  We must've drank and danced for hours. Tarnax proved a fun fellow, and he knew all of the local dances.
            "Do you have a room here?" he asked me. 
            "Of course." 
            Tarnax swept me up in his arms and headed up the stairs.  I must've been drunker than I thought, because I just laughed, kicked my feet, and kissed his cheek. Putting up a fight was the last thing on my mind. In fact, I gave him directions to my room.
            Once inside, he let my feet drop to the floor, but still held me close. I kissed my way from his chest, up his neck, and finally claimed his lips.  And let me tell you, that man could kiss! Mundy's lips weren't made for kissing, so I'd really missed that aspect of intimacy. Hell, I could've kissed him all night.
            We didn't have to strip each other.  His clothes vanished into inventory, and mine disappeared a heartbeat later. We giggled and kissed, and kissed some more while his bold hands explored my body. His hard, rough, callused hands felt amazing on my warm, smooth skin. His caresses hurt just right. I also loved his five-day growth, though it was brutal to my chin.
            I wrapped a hand around his rock hard erection.  "I love a man who rises to the occasion without me doing anything." 
            "Babe, just looking at a man is all you have to do."
            "Really?" I bit my lip, and then slowly started kissing my way down his chest, his belly, and dropped to my knees. "What if I did… This."
            I pushed his cock straight up, pressed against his belly, and then gave it a slow lick from balls to tip. I felt his erection swell a little more. Tarnax watched with lusty eyes, and groaned softly. Yeah, he liked it.  Liked it a lot.
            I continued to lick his cock and balls, making him squirm and clutch my head. And then I went down on him.  I sucked, worked my tongue, and bobbed my head up and down, up and down.  I had him leaning back against the door, writhing in ecstasy. 
            Tarnax held out a long time, stretching out his pleasure. So I upped the ante and dragged my nails across his butt cheeks.  He gasped, and flooded my mouth.
            "Good try, loverboy," I purred. "But I have tricks, and that wasn't even my naughtiest one."
            I led him to the bed by the hand, to find my clothes cleaned and tied in a nice bundle. I made a mental note to give the serving wench another tip in the morning, before putting that bundle into inventory.
            "Your turn to take care of me," I said, sitting on the bed and spreading my legs. "Kneel and serve your queen, milord dragon."
            Tarnax growled hungrily, and then in a flash he turned into a dark blue dragon.  His dragon form was maybe twice the size of his human body, but otherwise a perfect example of a dragon. A puff of smoke came out, his wings extended to touch both walls, and then he shifted back to human.
            "Sorry.  Sometimes that happens when I get too excited," he said. "I'm good now."
            He knelt before me, pushed my knees wider, and then pressed up close between them. I leaned back on my elbows, watching him with bated breath. The bastard started by scraping his whiskers up my inner thighs, from knees to pussy. Only then did he give my sex a little lick.
            "Ooooh, yes," I whispered. It felt divine.  "That's how you do it."
            That man kissed, nuzzled, and licked me to perfection.  I was with Mundy for so long, I'd almost forgotten what human lips could do down there. No shade on minotaurs or Mundy, but Tarnax had to have a super high sex skill, whether his displayed in his stats or not.
            I began to writhe, moan and groan.  I ran my fingers through his long, blonde hair, and even squeezed his head between my thighs a few times. He drove me wild, and it wasn't long before I felt out of control. And that's when he thrust two fingers into me.
            "Oh, hell yes!" 
            Tarnax started sucking on my clit, while his fingers pumped in and out me. My back bowed up, and I couldn't stop from squeezing my legs together around his head. That didn't stop him, though. He played me like a fine instrument, quickly pushing me to the brink of ecstasy. And then he scraped his teeth lightly across my clit.
            I screamed as my insides exploded.  No rush to climax.  Just BAM.  I bucked and rocked my head, as he continued to suck on my clit and finger fuck me at the same time.  My orgasm stretched on forever and ever.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 21
 
            The door crashed open.  I screamed and rolled out of bed.  Tarnax rolled to the other side. My first thought: Mundy was in a jealous rage.
            Orcs in black lamellar armor, with red lacings, stood glaring at us. Swords out. Arukhan City Watchmen stood behind them in the corridor. Okay, so I was wrong about Mundy, but where was he?
            I didn't know how long Tarnax and I had been asleep. It didn't feel long, especially since I was still a little sweaty.  But there was no music or sounds of revelry coming up from the common room.  City Watchmen did kind of kill a party mood.
            "Halt. You are both under arrest," a human City Watch officer shouted.  "Yield, or die!"
            "Death before dishonor!" Tarnax cried, and the orcs rushed us.
            I can be brave. I can be valiant.  I can be all those glorious words. I still turned tail and ran to the window. Second floor.  Yeah, I could survive that height.
            "Screw it, Tarnax," I shouted.  "Come with me."
            It was too late for the dragon-shifter.  Most of the orcs went after him. I felt a little offended, since they didn't think I was as much of a threat as him. He was bigger, stronger, and had a much higher PL, but a few more of the orcs could've tried to engage me.
            It didn't look like Tarnax would survive the raid, much less escape.  So I pushed off before the orcs reached me.  I'm not proud to say I screamed on the way down.  It just comes out of women sometimes, okay? Besides, it was dark and I couldn't see what I was falling onto in my rush to escape.
            It was City Watchmen herding the drunken men out into the street.
            "Ugh!" a man grunted, and then collapsed when I landed feet first on his head.
            At least he cushioned my fall.  Rolling away, I took off running.  Men shouted and gave chase. My blonde hair and naked white skin glowed in the moonlight. I raced through the streets, trying unsuccessfully to keep my boobs from flopping all over the place, and praying I didn't step on anything sharp. I'm not a barefooted kind of girl.
            I turned left and right down alleys and streets, until my light nakedness outpaced the heavily armored Watchmen enough to duck into a dark crevice unseen and let them run past.  Huffing and puffing, I stayed in place until I got my wind back. Then I pulled a dark shirt and dark colored pants out of inventory, along with my boots and sword.  I left the heavy, shiny armor inventoried until needed.
            I paused only long enough to hurriedly put my long hair in a loose braid.  When not braided, my hair tended to fly all over the place in a fight. My fighting style involved lots of sharp dodges and spins.
            My first thoughts were for Mundy.  Did he escape?  Like Tarnax, his first instinct would be to fight. Stupid testosterone-soaked male characters.  Tarnax would respawn, but God only knew where.  He was lost to me.  Mundy, though… 
            "Please don't be dead, Mundy," I whispered, a cold lump in my belly.
            I moved quickly down the street.  My escape left me lost, but I had a map.  Pulling up as I walked, I tested my new Directions function. "Directions to the Desert Palm… Oh, wait. I tagged Mundy. Directions to Mundy."
            A yellow line appeared zigzagging through the city. It showed me the most direct path to my friend. I hoped that meant Mundy was still alive, but his location was the inn.  I made it about halfway to him when the end point started moving.
            "He's alive!"
            I stopped and watched his progress.  He moved along the main road, heading toward the Amana Palace.  Did he think I went that way?  Or were the orcs carrying his corpse to show the sultan?  That cold lump in the belly returned.
            I redoubled my pace, heading to a parallel street to get past them. That left me panting for breath by the time I moved through an alley connecting the two streets.  I arrived a few minutes before Mundy, giving me time to catch my breath.  My HP and Stamina were good, and I'd gained another 150 XP.
            I heard them before I spotted their dark shapes marching up the street.  Mundy was alive, but in chains and surrounded by orcs.  Five orcs, to be precise.  Oh, and he looked pissed.
            I waited until the first two orcs passed my location, and then softly sang out with, "Here I come to save the day."
            The orcs all stopped in their tracks and spun toward me, dropping into defensive stances.  I charged out of the alley as Mundy cried out in joy, "Isobelle!"
            The big minotaur wasn't content to just stand there and be saved.  He started kicking left and right, knocking surprised orc warriors down.  His attack distracted them, allowing me to plow into them with sword and shield.  Moonlight reflected off my silvery armor and helmet.
            I started by caving in the face of an orc.  Spinning left, I kicked out and snapped another orc's knee. I ended his wail of agony by slashing his throat.
            "Watch out, Isobelle," Mundy shouted.  "More coming!"
            My jaw dropped when I spotted the City Watchmen charging toward us.  There had to be thirty of them. Mundy was surrounded by orcs trying to regain control of him, so there was no way I could break him free before the Watchmen reached us. Hell, I didn't think I'd be able to escape without Mundy.  
            And then those Watchmen went up in flames.
            "What the…"
            Something swooshed past overhead.  One of the orcs shouted, "Dragon!"  And they scattered. The dragon swooped down and grabbed one, lifting him up and away.
            "Tarnax!" I shouted, raising my sword high.
            "Quick," Mundy shouted.  He was kicking a dead orc over onto his back. "This one has the key."
            I quickly searched the dead orc. Besides the brass key, I got his purse and stripped off his distinctive lamellar armor.  Then I unlocked Mundy's manacles, before inventorying the orc's armor and the manacles.  Mundy pulled his great sword out of inventory before we raced back into the alley I attacked from.
            "Why did you keep the armor? You have armor, and it's too big for you anyway."
            "I got it for you, big guy."
            "I don't wear armor."
            "We'll see."
            That armor was heavy.  I felt the increase of my weight.  After all the running and fighting, I was starting to regret keeping it.
            We couldn't go back to the inn.  I wasn't sure we could stay in any inn, for that matter.  We made a distinct pair. It wouldn't take long for the authorities to track us down in that city. I considered using our disguise spells, but that was only good for twenty-four hours. I wasn't ready to give up on the Legendary Sword in the Amana Palace treasury.
            "I don't think we have a choice, Mundy."
            "What are you talking about?"
            I looked toward the center of the city.  The golden dome of Amana Palace loomed above the surrounding structures.  He followed my line of sight, and his eyes widened.
            "You can't be serious."
            "Oh, I can," I said, wagging my brows. "This might be our only shot at the sword, Reaper. It's either go for it right now, or go home with our tails tucked firmly between our legs."
            The huge minotaur bristled.  Warriors like him did not run from a fight. 
            "Let's do it."
            I grinned. "As the saying goes, my friend. It is do or die time."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 22
 
            We had to take a more circuitous route to the palace. Because… Orcs.
            "How many big stupid orcs does the sultan have?" I asked.
            Mundy proved pretty damned stealthy at night. My blonde hair turned me into a beacon in the night for the orcs. The silvery armor didn't help either. We still managed to avoid any lengthy entanglements as we worked our way around to the side of Amana Palace. But then we rounded a corner to find ten of the ugly buggers standing before us, swords drawn.
            Mundy and I stopped.  We looked at the orcs.  We looked at each other.
            "Aw, screw it all," I snarled, and moved into an aggressive fighting stance.
            The orcs' faces went from fierce to incredulous, and then they scattered.
            "Wow, did you see what I just did?"
            "Um," Mundy said, tapping on my shoulder. When I glanced back, he jerked his thumb to the rear. "Dragon."
            My breath whooshed out. That was the biggest, meanest looking dragon I'd ever seen.  It had to be two hundred feet long, darkest blue, and its open mouth was alight with fire. Okay, I might've pissed my panties just a little.
            And then it was gone, replaced by a much smaller version.
            "Tarnax?" I asked.
            "The same," he said, coming to a landing beside us. He quickly morphed back into man form.  "At your service, my friends."
            "What happened?" I stared at him.  "You were huge for a moment."
            "Well, yes but no," he said, and shrugged. "I can project a much larger version of myself for short periods, but it's only a glamour spell I picked up. It doesn't actually change my size."
            "It scared the bejesus out of those orcs, so it works for me," I said. "Thanks for the save."
            "Yes. We're even now. Good-bye," Mundy said.
            "Okay, if you don't need any more help…"
            "Wait," I cried, lunging forward to grab his arm before he morphed and flew away. "We need to get into the palace.  Can you fly us to the roof?"
            He looked me up and down, and then Mundy. "You are a yes. Mundy is a no. I'm a dwarf dragon, and I can only lift my own weight at most."
            All my hopes came crashing down. That brought us back to fighting our way inside. Not a prospect I relished. Indeed, I began to reconsider if I absolutely had to have Reaper. Surely, there were other Legendary weapons out there I could find to kill Artimus.
            "Dwarf dragon?" Mundy asked, and then started laughing. "A puny little dwarf dragon?"
            "Laugh, cow," Tarnax said through clenched teeth. "I can still flame broil your ass."
            "Stop it," I snapped. "We have enough problems without fighting among ourselves." I looked at Tarnax and sighed.  "I guess this is good-bye, my friend."
            "Well…" he grinned, "I can still help you get inside. This temple has a tall tower.  I can carry both of you in a short flight down from its peak to the palace's roof. Would that help you?"
            "Immensely."
            "Damn," Mundy said. Then he turned to the door and kicked it open. Yeah, it was loud. "Let's do this."
            The temple was to some god I never bothered to learn about. In my defense, none of Battle for Glory's made up gods mattered to me personally. At that moment, charging into a strange temple of blood red marble, I wished I'd studied them more. Do the gods ever meddle in human affairs? Would a god blast us to smithereens for desecrating one of their temples? Those were important questions, but it was already too late to ask them.
            The outer door led through a short corridor and into a central courtyard. A six foot high white marble platform with a blood red altar stood before the huge double doors into the temple proper. The cobblestones were some dark color the moonlight didn't bring out.
            Our rude entrance woke every priest, because they came stumbling out groggily, some completely nude, others in long nightshirts, and everything in between. These weren't calm, serene baldheaded priests, either.  They were heavily tattooed, armed priests with fierce looking mohawks.
            "Just our luck to break into some war god's temple, instead of the god of peace and love," I grumbled.  "Hurry into the tower."
            I took the lead and led the way at a dead run.  Ran right up the middle of that inner courtyard, past the shouting, confused priests, and into the main temple. It was a big open area inside, held up by a sea of fifty foot tall columns. I expected a five-story structure, and got one giant room. Quiet impressive even to this 21st Century girl
            "The door to the right," Mundy shouted.
            "Watch out for the wrath of god," Tarnax shouted when angry priests flooded inside behind us.
            I ran for all I was worth, but those priests were gaining on me.  We reached the door, with Mundy pushing me inside to lead the way up the spiraling stairs.  Tarnax paused long enough to morph into a dragon.  He rose up on his two hind legs, giving him a height of around ten feet, and roared at the priests.  Well, a thick torrent of flames came out, too.
            I was relieved to see he spewed his flames above their heads. Killing priests of even made up gods seemed wrong to me, and apparently, he agreed. His little fiery display did the job.  The priests all dropped their weapons, turned, and raced away with cries of terror.
            "That's not going to last," Mundy said.  "Hurry!"
            I led the way up. That tower had to be a hundred feet tall.  My legs muscles were on fire by the time we reached the top, I had a stitch in my side, and air was in short supply. The two guys were in almost as bad of shape. We studied the nearby palace as we recovered.
            Amana Palace proved to be a perfect square. I don't know why that surprised me, because I'd seen it on my map. The center was a courtyard, with a central tower. The gold dome capped that central tower. I could see a few dark trees down in the courtyard, so assumed it was some kind of garden.
            I didn't want to think about how many orcs stood watch atop the roof.  Torches lit the space well, flickering wildly in the night winds.
            "That seems like a long way off," I said, even though I had to look down at the palace. "Are you sure you can safely carry us both over at once?"
            "It has to be both at the same time," he said. "Because if I took one of you at a time, the first one would be slaughtered before I could get the second over."
            "This way we die together," Mundy said. "A romantic moonlit death; what every gamer girl dreams about."
            "Ha ha, you're not funny," I said. "And knock on wood. If you jinx us and we all die, I swear I'll kill you."
            Mundy laughed. "It'll be glorious."
            I looked at Tarnax and grinned.  "Mobs.  They be crazy."
            "How many times do I have to tell you renners? One person does not make a mob," the minotaur cried. "I swear, renners are one and all moonstruck crazy."
            "Maybe, but you have to admit we're a lot of fun," I said.
            Mundy refused to concede the point, but he didn't deny it, either. Tarnax brought us back to reality when he morphed into a dragon. I looked him over.
            Tarnax's dragon form looked pretty amazing.  He looked like a baby dragon to me, though up close like that, I realized he was a good ten feet tall. As a dragon, he had blue scales, yellow slit-pupil eyes, and really big batwings. His tail was twice as long as his body, he had only two legs, and his arms were the wings.
            I caught his eyes. "I thought dragons were four-legged."
            "Some are," he said. "Inventory as much as you can to lighten my load. I'll lift up and hover over the side, at which point you can each grab hold of one of my legs. When I say jump, step off the side and I'll glide us down to the palace."
            "Are you sure we won't all plummet to our deaths?" Mundy asked.
            "No," he said. "But that makes it more exciting."
            Tarnax leapt up above our heads and started flapping his enormous wings. Wind from them buffeted us, pushing me around a little. I quickly inventoried my arms and armor, then stepped into one of the crenels. Mundy got up into the next one over. I grabbed the dragon's left ankle, and waited until Mundy settled with his grip of the right.
            "Jump," Tarnax called.
            My heart thundered in my chest as I took that step of faith. Our combined weight pulled Tarnax down a lot faster than I anticipated.  He started flapping frantically, and our rate of descent slowed.  At the same time, we lurched forward.  My grip on his ankle slipped a little. I peed a little.
            We plunged down toward the torch lit palace rooftop.  At first, the orcs were all leaning over the side to watch the brouhaha below.  Then one of them noticed us and shouted the alarm. It looked like a hundred angry orcs waited for us.
            This is going to be a very short fight.
            Tarnax changed directions about twenty feet above the orcs, and a second later we dropped into the much darker courtyard. I might've screamed, but it felt more like a gasp to me. Mundy did glance at me.
            And then we hit the ground. Hard.
            "Well, that was not fun," Tarnax gasped out, huffing mightily. He looked up and around at the shouting orcs. "I'll distract them, while you two lovers stroll through the palace gardens."
            He winked at me, and took off toward the orcs above. Seconds later I heard him breathing fire, and the screams of horror and agony began.
            "I have to say this for the little fellow," Mundy said. "He's great at distractions."
            I thought of how Tarnax "distracted" me earlier in the evening.  "Mmm, yes, he is."
            I shook those thoughts out of my head and looked around for a door. The dragon dropped us off in front of the tower's main entry, but I didn't see any doors into the palace itself. So I called up my map, chose Directions.
            "Directions from here to the treasury."
            A 3D map replaced the usual 2D map, a yellow line indicating the quickest and easiest path to take. Surprisingly, it directed me to enter the tower and take the stairs down into the basements. Perfect!
            "Follow me, loverboy," I said, opening the tower door. "Fame and glory awaits us down inside the sultan's treasury."
            We stepped inside. Oil lamps dimly lit the entry chamber.  It was luxuriously appointed, with lots of marble, gild, and delicate furnishings. It looked like the inside of a palace. The heavily armed and armored orcs, well, they spoiled the whole look.
            "Halt!" one of them command. "You're under arrest for – "
            "Run!" I shouted.
            And the chase was on.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 23
 
            I ran like a mofo. The orcs charged after us, shouting threats of death, torture, and even said they would eat us alive. Disgusting. But it had the desired effect. I was scared witless. A quick death was bad enough.
            I followed my map, racing through the tower's lower left until we found the stairwell down into the basements. I expected a utilitarian set of stairs, and found opulence.  White marble, statues, gild work all greeted us. So we turned down, going to the first level of basements.  According to my map, there were three levels underground all totaled.
            The basements were further divided up into four independent sections, none of which were accessible from the other sections.  The treasury was the only room in that section, so just a stairway in the middle of the building going down two more levels.
            Getting to the treasury wasn't a problem, but getting back out was definitely going to be a problem with our pursuit.  So I led them a merry chase away from my intended target, leaving the path the map gave me.
            Using the map, I found the stairs up into the palace proper, and headed up. 
            "We have to reach Sultan Salman and kill him before they catch us!" I shouted. Mundy looked baffled, until I winked at him. "The Sultan must die!"
            So, as I ran, I asked for directions to the sultan.  A new yellow line stretched out through the 3D map to his bed chamber. I followed it to the stairs upward. Mundy began overturning furnishings, armor displays, anything he could find to block our pursuit and slow them down.
            At the top of the stairs, on the second floor, I spotted a long, narrow table.  "Help me throw this down the stairs."
            Let me tell you, that thing made a god-awful noise crashing down the stairs.  It took out half the orcs, and made the rest stop and duck. We didn't waste time racing up to the next level.
            "To the third floor!" I shouted, before pulling Mundy into a side room.
            I pressed my ear to the door and listened to the orcs charging past, and up toward the top level. I covertly peeked out to find the corridor clear. And then I asked for directions to the treasury again.
            "Be quiet," I whispered.
            "Why don't you at least have your sword out?"
            I looked at his ginormous great sword, and then shook my head. "I run faster without a sword and armor."
            I led the way back down the stairs, moving quickly but stealthily.  More orcs could come up those stairs at any time. My ears were on full alert, and I tried to breath quieter so I could hear the faintest sounds.  Mostly, I just heard the ruckus up above.
            "They'll figure it out pretty fast," Mundy said.  "I think a little more haste would serve us well."
            So I picked up the speed. The orcs were pretty noisy, so I heard the second group early enough to get us both behind cover. The palace's orc guards jogged by a moment later, looking determined.  I grinned as I led Mundy out from behind cover, and continued toward the treasury.
            "This isn't my first dungeon," I muttered.
            "I thought we were going to the treasury?" Mundy asked. "You should ask me before going to the dungeons."
            "Just a player term," I said. "Don't get your tail in a knot."
            "I don't have a tail."
            I slanted a look back and winked. "But you have a sweet looking tush."
            Back down in the basement, we quickly found the stairs down to the treasury. It was behind a locked door. I silently cursed. I knew I should've gotten a lock pick spell.
            "Mundy, you wouldn't happen to know how to pick locks, or have a lock picking spell, would you?"
            "I have something better." He pushed me back from the door, inventoried his sword, and pulled out his axe.  Before I could stop him, the big oaf smashed the door apart next to the knob and lock. "There.  It's open."
            "And now half the city knows exactly where we are, too."
            I shoved him aside and headed down those dark stairs.  The stairwell was tight and steep. Mundy had to hunch over and I kept both hands out against the walls to steady myself. Without any lit lamps, it got black, but I could see faint light at the bottom.
            I studied the arched passage at the bottom of the stairs. No other doorways presented themselves, and the yellow line turned into that open passage. What little light there was came from that archway. And then on the next to last step, I heard it. A shuffling sound.
            "Fuck me," I whispered.  "Of course it is guarded."  Two red dots appeared on my map, just outside the treasury's door. Stupid game should've showed me that earlier. "Thanks for nothing."
            And then I pulled my arms and armor out of inventory. I pulled a long dagger out as well, instead of my shield, it being close quarters and all.
            "Be alert," I whispered. "We have a welcoming committee."
            The minotaur nodded and followed me into the treasury's ante room. I stopped in my tracks, incredulous.
            "Ogres?"
            Two enormous, ugly as sin ogres stood before us, grinning like idiots. They were greenish-gray, little pig eyes, with massive tusked jaws. They stood ten feet tall, and their arms were as thick as Mundy's thighs. They each wore what I thought of as an off-one-shoulder woolen tunic, or basically the tunic was only held up over one shoulder. For some reason it made me think of Wilma Flintstone.
            Did I mention the massive club each carried?
            "I'll be damned," I said. "You two must've been hitting each other with those ugly sticks you are each holding."
            "You are such a charmer," Mundy said.
            "Hey, in my defense the evil wizard stripped away all of my Charisma," I said. "I used to be so popular. Everybody loved me."
            Even worse than their natural born ugliness, was their vile stench. I knew ogres never bathed, and sweated profusely, but that was the first time I'd been in such close quarters with one. Made my eyes water.
            "Hey, dumb and dumber, if you survive this day, I suggest bathing at least once a year," I taunted.  "You stink worse than week old death."
            "They smell like rotting fish," Mundy added.
            That wiped the evil grins off their faces.
            I inventoried my sword and dagger in a flash, pulled out the bow and arrows, and started peppering them.  The ogres' simple minds took a moment to work through their predicament, before they came up with a solution.  Attack!
            I yelped, more than a little surprised a dozen arrows sticking out of their arms, legs, and chests, weren't killing them. Of course, only the arrowheads had penetrated, since their hide was so thick.
            Darting aside, I replaced the bow and arrows with sword and dagger.  The ogres split, one going after each of us.  I squared off with Dumb, who was a little bigger than his friend Dumber. I know, I'm so lucky sometimes I feel like a princess.
            Ogres might not move real fast, but they could swing a club with brutal efficiency. It only took one hit from them to put an opponent down for the count. That's when it occurred to me that if killed I'd respawn back in our room at the Desert Palm Inn. I should've designated a new site at the bottom of the stairs so I could charge right back into the fray as many times as necessary.
            Mundy bellowed his battle cry, making both me and my opponent glance that way. I saw the minotaur sword become a blur as he put everything he had into his attack. The ogre struggled to parry his blade, chips flying off his club as he slowly backed away from my friend. But then he dropped to one knee and jabbed the end of his club in Mundy's belly, stunning the minotaur for half a second.
            "No!" I screamed, and charged the ogre from behind. 
            I leapt up on his back and drove my dagger hilt deep in his neck. He wailed and reached back with his free hand to pull me off, but I braced myself as this cohort charged toward us. I swung my sword at his hand, chopping off two fingers. He wailed again, as Mundy charged past us to engage the other ogre.
            "Go!" I cried. Rising up, I pointed the end of my sword at his back, above his heart. "To!" I thrust with all my strength, pushing through his tough hide.  "Hell!"
            My thrust didn't reach his heart, so I held tightly to the hilt and used all of my body weight to drive the blade deeper, until it passed through his heart and out his chest. The ogre froze, shuddered, and then slowly fell to his knees, before toppling over.
            "Wow, they even die slowly."
            I turned to find Mundy standing before the other ogre. The ogre's arms hung limply at his side, face turned upward. That's went I noticed the minotaur warrior's sword was thrust up under the ogre's chin and into his tiny brain.
            "Well done," I said, and started the task of prying my two blades out of my dead foe.
            Once we recovered our weapons, cleaned them on the dead ogre's tunics, we hurried to the treasury door.  Once again, Mundy had to use his axe to smash through the wooden door.
            And as the door swung open, I heard the orcs enter the stairs above.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 24
 
            "Close and lock the door!" I shouted after running inside.
            "Ummm."
            I was a little frazzled.  "Okay, fine.  Look for a Legendary Sword. It should be glowing orange."
            Honestly, the treasury kind of disappointed.  It was a single room, really more of a dead end corridor.  I counted eight large wooden chests, secured with rusty iron padlocks, lined up along one side.  A bunch of junk was piled up at the end.  Since none of the trunks were large enough to hold a sword, I rushed over to the pile. It was mostly Named swords, spears, and other weaponry. Most were Epic, with a nice purple glow I much preferred to orange, but still lesser magical items. I found a rather nondescript sword about halfway through the search, pulling the sword I found an orange glow coming from the naked steel.
Reaper.  Legendary Sword.  Kills even players permanently.  Must to be Level 50 or higher to use.


            "What? All this work for something I can't even use?"
            Okay, I stood at PL 26.  It took me five weeks to get that high.  According to my map, it might take me a year to reach Artimus, so I had plenty of time to level up.  So I sheathed the sword, and then inventoried it. I looked around to see if there was anything else I could take of exceptional value, and that was when the orcs arrived.
            A golden staff, with an amethyst the size of my fist mounted on the end, caught my attention. I definitely had to inventory that priceless item before I joined the fight.  Selling it could pay for my entire journey. But as soon as I touched it, all kinds of crap happened.
            Mana 100.
            Where did that come from?
Congratulations, you have won the Staff of Darkunis! Melt steel and stone like butter! Vanquish your enemies and claim victory!


            It didn't display any restrictions, so I could use it now that I had mana.
            "Mundy!" I shouted.  "Duck!"
            I pointed the staff at the orc warrior to the minotaur's left, and swept it to the right after Mundy dropped to the floor. As promised, a purple beam came out of that amethyst and sliced the orcs in half like a light saber.  Mundy looked back at me with shock.
            "Be careful with that thing," he said. "Are you sure it's safe for you to use?"
            "Probably not," I said. "But it did the job.  Let's get out of here."
            Messages popped up left and right before my eyes.  I smiled to see two of them.
Congratulations, you have leveled up in the Skill Swordfighter, level 19!


Congratulations, you have earned a new Skill: Spell caster - Talisman, level 1!


            It was always good to earn a new skill. The fact I'd just became a budding sorceress made it all the sweeter. Battle-maid to battle-mage just by picking up that staff, though my displayed Class was still: Battle-maid of easy virtue. I’d probably never be able to rid myself of that tag. 
            "Mundy, check the pile and see if there's anything you want."
            "I just want to get out of here alive," he said, and rushed through the doorway.
            I followed him out, and straight to the stairs. We ran into more orcs halfway up.
            With such close quarters, the fight was all Mundy's. He fought with a long dagger and a short sword. I clutched the Staff of Darkunis and waited for a chance to use it. It came when the weight of superior numbers finally brought the minotaur to a stop, and started pushing him back down.
            "Drop!" I commanded.
            I aimed the staff up the stairs, but had to wait for my friend to disengage and fall back. He pressed himself to the side instead of falling to the steps.  I cursed, but tried to be careful when I sent a beam of white hot energy up into the orc warriors. And then I swept that hyper-hot energy back and forth, scrambling orcs.
            Talk about a blood bath.  Hell, a blood shower! Blood and guts erupted from their sliced open bellies. Arms, legs, fingers, heads, and lots and lots of internal organs came tumbling down toward me. The blood went everywhere.  Most of it seemed to hit me in the face.
            Let me tell you, orc blood is hot. Like scalding hot.
            "Holy crap!" I croaked out, fell to my hands and knees, and emptied my guts.
            "Good job," Mundy said.  "No honor in killing them like that, but it beats getting butchered ourselves."
            I puked five times, the last two dry heaves.  Then he pulled me to my feet, and ushered me up the stairs.  I clutched the staff, belly rolling, all but overwhelmed with nausea as I continued up the stairs.
            "Sorry," I whispered, afraid to speak too loud and cause my belly to erupt again. "I'm not usually this pathetic.  It's just… I've never been bathed in blood and guts like that before."
            "Forget it.  We all throw up or piss my pants now and then," he said. "I mean, I don't, but most lesser beings do."
            I glanced back at him, and Mundy winked at me.
            More orcs awaited us at the top of the stairs.  My brand spanking new magic item reaped their souls like a scythe. I felt like the Grim Reaper personified. Like Mundy said, no honor in that kind of fight, but it got the job done.
            "We're going out the front door," I called back as I ran through the gory muck. I almost slipped and fell a few times.  That would probably have set me off puking again. So nasty, and the stench of sliced and diced bowels just set my teeth on edge.  "I swear, after I kill Artimus I'm going to buy a little dress boutique and never have to smell that crap again."
            "I'm hungry," Mundy said, and chuckled when I gagged.
            I slowed down as we neared the stairs up to the ground floor. Mundy started to pass me, but a fireball sent us both diving to the floor.  I rolled to all fours, spinning around to the rear at the same time. Five men and two women marched towards us.  All were mobs. Their hands glowed with arcane fire.
            "At least it's not liches," I muttered.  "I hate liches." 
            "I feel the same way about centaurs," Mundy said.  "And wizards."
            One of the sorceresses shouted a strange word, and thunderous lightning filled the corridor. Lighting struck, tearing holes in floor, ceiling, and walls all around us, but miraculously missed us. I gawked at her a second, and then pointed my staff.
            A purple bolt hit her in the chest, and passed right through her to explode against the far end of the hallway.  The spell casters looked shocked.  Not as shocked as the dead sorceress, but they at least lived to scatter.
            That was the end of the fireballs.  They went to more powerful spells.  I saw tendrils of glowing magic leap out at us.  I aimed the staff at their hiding places, and blasted through to them one at a time.
            The last two wizards hauled ass out of there. I let them go.
            "Let's get the hell out of here."
            "Which way to the door?" 
            "Screw the door.  Find me an outside wall and I'll blast us out of here."
            That's when I noticed next to my HP bar was a flashing message: Mana low: 12.
            "Change of plans!  Find a door," I shouted, and took off for the stairs up.
            I led Mundy up at a dead run. Fastest I'd ever gone up stairs.  Halfway up, I heard them.  More soldiers.  Only this time they weren't orcs, but human troops.  There had to be a hundred of them waiting for us on the ground floor.  
            Mundy and I came to an abrupt stop and gawked.
            One and all wore the same black lamellar armor that protected the orc guards. Only they wore plumed helmets, carried black and red oval shields, and long spears with red tufts behind the spearhead.  They arrayed themselves in a semi-circle around us, grim looks of determination in their dark eyes.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 25
 
            I pulled up my map as the Palace Guards began creeping forward. They all appeared on my map as red dots. More red dots were coming toward us in the basement, so there was no retreat. But the map did give me some hope: There were no guards outside the palace.
            Because they are all inside fighting us.
            "Mundy," I whispered. "I have enough mana for one blast with the staff. I'll blast a hole through them straight ahead. Head for the front door."
            He responded with the slightest of nods, eyes narrowing and hands tightening on his sword and dagger. My heart hammered, since I didn't really know how much of a blast the staff would give out with just 12 mana points. But then, I did a lot of damage with the previous 88 points.
            How the hell do I get more mana?
            I knew mana could be bought in Mana Restoring potions, but some casters never bought mana. Of course, I could just sell the staff and not worry about it.
            "Ready," I said, and pointed the staff at the guards in front of us.  That intense purple beam came out and I swept it left to right.  The beam cut off abruptly, but only after opening a ten foot wide path through the Palace Guard. Mana 0 flashed at the bottom of my vision. "Run!"
            We both gave our best battle cries as we charged through that closing gap. And the race was on. The soldiers made a god-awful noise coming after us. Mundy fell back to guard my rear, while I looked for the front entrance. We found it quickly enough, but there was a problem.
            "Mundy, do you know how to open that… Thing?"
            The front doors were twenty feet tall, lacquered blue, with lots of gild work in elaborate arabesque designs. On the inside was an elaborate bronze locking mechanism. My brain went blank when I tried to fathom how to operate it.
            "I've never seen anything like it," Mundy said.  "Up the stairs.  We'll jump out from a second floor window."
            Sounded good to me.  My map didn't show anyone out in the streets. Which made me wonder which door all the orc guards had entered to help fight us.
            A grand staircase swept up to the second floor in the entry foyer.  That chamber was larger than a two-story house in the real world. The staircase looked like something out of Gone With the Wind, on steroids.
            The Palace Guard came racing around the corner.
            "Die!" I shouted, pointing the staff at the Palace Guard. They threw themselves to the floor to avoid my blast.  Only no blast came out.  "Psyche!"
            I laughed at the mess I made.  The front ranks of men had dropped to the floor to save themselves, but the back ranks didn't know it. So the back ranks crashed into and tripped over the front.
            Up the stairs we went, side-by-side. More orcs waited for us at the top of the stairs.  I inventoried the Staff of Darkunis, pulled out my shield, and then unsheathed my sword as I ran up those stairs.  Just before we reached them, my armor reappeared on my body.
            That display of "magic" unsettled the orcs, but just a little.  We hit them with a thunderclap of steel-on-steel. Mundy's savage bladework directed at their unprotected legs scattered them, allowing us to achieve the second floor. They immediately counterattacked, forcing us into desperate measures.
            That shield was the only thing that saved me. Those orcs fought like the monsters they truly were, fearless in battle. Vicious.  Brutal. Unmerciful. There was good reason everyone feared fighting orcs more than any other race.
            They pressed us so hard, we had to continuously give ground. Within seconds I knew there was no way we'd be able to enter one of the rooms to access the window. Plan B failed, so we needed a Plan C.
            And then the human Palace Guards charged up.
            "Up the stairs," I said. The grand staircase continued up to the top floor. "Break!"
            We turned as one and ran. Up the stairs we went, taking two and three at a time.  The orc and human Palace Guard followed, shouting angrily.  Mundy had the inside track, so I slowed at the landing halfway to the next floor, noticed the long, narrow table with a display of antique pottery, and smiled.  First, I threw the large, heavy pottery down at them.  Then I sent the table tumbling down the stairs.
            I didn't wait to see the damage.  Following Mundy up, I pulled up my map.  About twenty red dots awaited us on the top floor.
            "Watch out, Mundy, there are more… Oh, I see you found them," I said, stopping next to him at the top of the stairs.
            Men in splendid silken bedclothes stood before us.  One and all were armed with a curved sword.  I checked the script above their heads.  Not a single player.  Mostly, Human nobleman. There was one notable exception.  Their leader.  Human Sultan of Markhah.
            I'm not sure what I expected to find in a sultan, but it wasn't the tall, dark, and wickedly handsome man before us. Hello, sweet thing! Shame he looked at us with such hostility. I could get my groove on with a guy like that. But since he wanted to kill me…
            "No time for a fight," I said, noticing the palace guards coming up. I pulled on Mundy's arm, since he looked like he wanted to fight. "Follow me."
            Using my map, I found the stairs to the roof.  There were only a few scattered red dots atop the roof, so seemed safer than inside the palace.
            "What the hell are we going to do on the roof?" Mundy asked.  "Besides die gruesome, bloody deaths?"
            "If nothing else, delay death a few more minutes," I said.
            That final set of stairs was hidden behind a door, which I closed and locked. That wouldn't hold them long, but every moment of life counted. Mundy led the way to the roof, where we found carnage.
            "Tarnax," I said. In the excitement, I'd forgotten about our dwarf dragon friend. "Boy, he did a job up here." 
            The remaining orcs were busy putting out fires.  Everything was scorched, and I couldn't count all of the dead orcs lying scattered across the roof. 
            "Okay, Isobelle, now what?" Mundy asked.  "I don't see any option but saving our lives by killing as many of them as possible."
            "Your ideas suck," I said, looking around. Then I spotted him.  "There's Tarnax!"
            The small blue dragon was circling the roof.  I waved both arms at him, which attracted the attention of the remaining orcs up there.  Yep, they came screaming at us.  And then more men and orcs began flooding out of the stairwell.
            "Why aren't you using that Legendary Sword we came here to die for?"
            I scowled at the big minotaur. "I don't want to take the chance of losing it. Besides, my regular sword kills mobs just as well, and I'm used to handling it."
            Even if I could use it, Reaper was for permanently killing players, and there was only one player I wanted to bestow that honor. Unfortunately, if killed on that roof I would drop Reaper. So I had to find a way to survive. 
            I glanced at Tarnax, still not showing any sign he knew we were on the roof and needed help. He could flame them all to death. If he arrived in time.
            "Time to earn some XP," I said.
            We braced ourselves, but the weight of the charging Palace Guards forced us back across the roof.  It was all I could do to defend myself, with backing up as fast as possible.  Even Mundy looked distressed as he gave ground to superior numbers. They quickly backed us against the ornate waist-high wall, where our only options were death by sword or by jumping.
            "Sorry," I said. "It's my fault you're here facing death."
            "True," Mundy said. Then he grinned at me. "But what a death!"
            Sultan Salman pushed through the soldiers.  He regarded us contemptuously. And to think I had happy thoughts about a romp with him.  Stupid pig.  And then he sneered at us, pointing at the ground with his sword.
            "Drop your weapons and yield," Sultan Salman commanded  "Or die like dogs."
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 26
 
            Mundy stepped up between me and the soldiers.  Chivalry?  Or was he trying to get all the glory for himself?  More likely the latter.
            I let him play the hero, while I started waving at Tarnax. I heard the clash of steel behind me, but still tried to get the dragon's attention. That lasted until Mundy was forced back into me.
            I turned to find the human contingent of the Palace Guard had locked shields to advance and push us off the roof. That would work.  Mundy was fierce enough to slow them down. I tried to think of anything to save us.
            Our only hope was the staff.
            I pulled the Staff of Darkunis.  Mana 1 popped up. I really needed to figure out how to get more mana in a pinch. Then I noticed the soldiers' advance had stopped when I pulled out the staff. Yeah, they had good reason to fear it.
            I pointed it at them, eyes narrowed as if daring them to move against us. That standoff lasted all of thirty seconds.
            "If she had any mana, we'd already be dead," Sultan Salman shouted.  "That staff is useless to her now.  Kill them!"
            I lunged forward, thrusting the staff at them.  They froze, and then began laughing. Yeah, it was a soft mocking laugh. And then they went up in flames.
            "Tarnax!" I cried.  "Wahoo!"
            The dragon's fiery attack scattered the remaining men and orcs. I saw the sultan leading the way back to the stairs, his valiant nobles close on his heels.  Mundy and I only had to put a few burning guardsmen out of their misery, but now we found ourselves trapped by a wall of burning men and orcs.
            Loud flapping erupted overhead, and then we were buffeted by gusts of wind from his wingbeats.  Tarnax settled down next to us.  He glanced back at the carnage he'd wrought, gave a brief nod, and then quickly morphed back into human form.
            I threw my arms around his neck and smothered him with kisses.
            "Thank you so much for coming to the rescue," I said. Releasing him, I stepped back a step, smiled brightly, and then shoved him.  "What took you so long?  We almost died up here."
            "Sorry, but I love flying at night," he said, looking abashed. "It's so serene and calming, I might've zoned out a moment."
            "Well, you're here now," I said.  "Can you fly us out of the city?"
            "What part of being a dwarf dragon do you not understand? I can carry you out of the city without any problems, but Mundy… Not going to happen. He's a full grown minotaur, for Christ's sake."
            "Just get us to the ground," I said.  "We have a plan."
            "We do?" Mundy asked.
            "Yes.  Our disguises.  I paid a lot of money for that spell, and I'm going to use it."
            Tarnax shifted back into a dragon.  We inventoried all of our weapons and armor, grabbed hold of his ankles, and he lifted us off the roof.  We descended quickly, but he still managed to stay aflight for about a mile.  I noticed how much he struggled, but he got us far enough ahead of the pursuit.
            "Thanks, Tarnax.  I owe you big time," I said, hugged and kissed him. Then I activated my disguise spell by pressing the enchanted stone to my forehead.  I felt some disorientation, and suddenly Tarnax and Mundy loomed over me a whole lot more.  I was a dwarf. The stone had vanished as promised.  "Hey, how come I have a beard? That bitch witch said I'd turn into a woman."
            Mundy and Tarnax laughed.
            "Some dwarf women have beards, too," Tarnax said.  "I can't stay with you. I'm known to the City Watch, and I'm probably already a suspect in this crime."  He looked around.  "Will you leave the city tomorrow?"
            "Yes," I said.  "We'll be heading east tomorrow."
            "Good. I'll make a show of flying toward the south, and then swing around and meet you at the Al-Jazirah Oasis tomorrow evening."
            It looked like Mundy would object, so I spoke first, "Great! We'll meet you at Al-Jazirah Oasis."
            Tarnax wagged his brows at me.  "I'll be waiting at the inn. Don't make me wait too long."
            He transformed into a dragon in a heartbeat, and flew off into the dark sky.  Three flying carpets immediately converged on him, which Tarnax flamed, forcing the riders to make emergency landings before their rides vanished into ashes.
            "I like his style," I said.  Mundy grunted noncommittally. I think he liked Tarnax, too, but was too full of testosterone to admit it. Then I heard the sound of running men, along with the jangle of armor and weapons.  "Hurry and transform."
            I didn't wait for him to use his enchanted stone.  Turning on my heel, I hurried up the street looking for opportunity.  I spotted it just inside a night-shrouded alley.  Smiling, I rushed up to the sleeping drunk.
            "Whew, he reeks," I said, waving my hand before my face. He reeked of alcohol.  The wino sat back against the wall, an open ceramic jug resting between his knees.  I gently removed it from his grasp, pleased to find it about half full.  "Come on."
            I noticed Mundy had lost about a foot of height, and a lot of mass. He was still tall and slim, but with long gray hair and wearing a hooded traveling robe.  No beard. Did elves grow beards? I couldn't recall ever seeing an elf with a beard, or even a mustache. If they didn't, dwarves more than made up for it.  
            "This damn thing itches," I complained, scratching.  Then I drenched my beard with wine.  After splashing some on Mundy's new elven form, I led him by the hand deeper into the trash filled alley.  About halfway to the other end, I pulled him down to the ground to sit beside me.
            "Now, act like you are totally blitzed," I said. Shadowy figures entered the ally by the passed out wino. They stopped to check him under torchlight.  "We're sloppy drunk."
            "Sloppy drunk lovers," Mundy said, reaching over to pull my shirt open and expose my breasts. The soldiers were heading toward us, so I couldn't complain or punch him in the face. Yet.  Once we were safe, he was going to get it.  "Such a pretty little dwarf wench."
            He started kissing me.  Okay, I liked that.  His hands took the opportunity to play with my boobs as the men came closer and closer.
            "Hey, you two!" a rough male voice demanded.  "What are you up to down here?"
            "Nothing," I cried, slapping Mundy's hands away and covering my tits. "Just minding our own business and sharing a jug with a friend."
            A torch was pushed up close to our faces. We blinked, hands up to fend off all that light. The men behind it were shadowy figures whispering frantically.
            "They stink as bad as the other one," one of the men said.
            "Not who we're looking for," another said.  "Did you two see a big minotaur with a golden haired woman pass by?"
            "No," I said.  "You're the first to come down this alley."  
            They whispered amongst themselves a moment more, then continued down the alley.
            "Get a room," one of the men said.
            "That's an idea.  It's still a few hours until sunrise," Mundy said. "And now that I have kissing lips, I find I rather enjoy it. Besides, I've never had a dwarf before."
            "A silver-tongued devil, you are not," I said, shaking my head. "But not a bad idea. Lead on, my elven lover. And try to remember to stagger.  We're supposed to be drunk."
            I doubted we'd find an open inn that late, but it was worth a try. But the delights of elf-dwarf sex was the furtherest thing from my mind.  We needed to be waiting at the eastern gate    bright and early the next morning.  And then the real trek would begin.  I had to traverse half the world to exact my vengeance.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 27
 
            "Get up," a young voice said, prodding my leg. I opened my eyes to dusty, stinky hay. I lay in a pile of it, with an old elf next to me. From the feeling between my legs, he'd done a lot more than just lay there all night. "Hurry.  You have to go before my boss sees you."
            Where did I get all that hair on my face? Did Artimus' curse have a second phase, a bearded battle-maid of easy virtue phase? And then I realized I wasn't me anymore.
            It all came back to me in a blur.
            "Oh crap," I croaked out.  "Yeah, yeah, yeah, we're up. We're up, kid."
            The dirty teenage boy looking so worried was a stablehand. For a copper each, he let us stay in the stable's hayloft. I guess he didn't want to share his good fortune with his boss.  The old elf was Mundy, looking disheveled and confused. And then I sat up and it hit me.
            "Oooooh," I groaned, holding my head with both hands.  It felt five times too big, and throbbed. "We really shouldn't have polished off that jug of wine last night."
            It was a big jug.
            "Truer words were never spoken," Mundy whispered.  "And stop shouting."
            My smaller dwarf body couldn't take as much wine as my larger human body. And all along I thought dwarves immune to hangovers. They certainly drank like they were immune.
            "Cool your heels, Mayhem," I said. I pulled a hangover potion out of inventory and drank it. I started feeling better immediately, but it'd take fifteen minutes before I'd be completely cured.  "We're moving as fast as we can."
            "Maytham.  My name is Maytham."
             "Sure.  Okay.  Whatever," I said. "You don't have to shout."
            I struggled to my feet.  Being short didn't help at all.  After swaying a moment, I helped Mundy up.  I giggled to see him struggling in that unfamiliar form.
            "Don't bump your head on the ceiling," I teased. He scowled at me. I turned to Maytham, handing him another copper coin. "Here's another crown. Be a good boy and go distract your boss while we leave."
            He snatched that coin away with joyful eyes. I watched him scurry away, smiling at his youthful enthusiasm. Yeah, he was adorable.
            "Gods, you're an even uglier dwarf in the light of day."
            "And you are an older, weaker elf than I ever hoped to imagine," I snapped. "Don't mess with me until my hangover is gone."
            "Before we go, you want to – "
            "No!" I stomped across the hayloft, dropped my pants, and relieved my bladder.
            Mundy went down the ladder first, and then I joined him on the street.  We headed east, unsteadily, toward that gate.  We picked hay out of each other's hair and clothes as we walked.  Yeah, we looked like were on a three-day binge.
            The sun wasn't up, but the streets were crowded. Why did people get up so early? Back in the real world, I normally didn't wake up until at least ten. Of course, I usually stayed up past two.
            Our path took us past Amana Palace. It was a beehive of activity, with twice as many armed guards out and about scowling at everyone.  Most were human.  Did we decimate the orcs that badly? The thought put a little extra pep in my step.
            "My friend, you and I together are total badasses."
            Mundy looked shocked, then angry. "Why are you insulting me like that? What did I do to you?"
            "No, badass is good. I wouldn't yank your tail like that."
            "Stop saying I have a tail! And badass doesn't sound good. The first word is bad," he said. Eyes narrowing. "And it ended with me called an ass."
            "Where I come from, badass means a very tough and scary warrior."
            He just scowled at me. Was it the beard? I decided to have Tarnax explain it all to him. 
            The city was a lot bigger than I thought.  We finally reached the eastern gate around midmorning. The crowded streets didn't help. They packed a lot of people in that city.
            The eastern gate loomed over a stockyard on one side, and a bustling open air market on the other. The press of people and animals became even worse.  Which reminded me.
            "What about our horse?"
            "By the time we work our way back through the city, pay for the stabling, and then get him ready for the road, it'll be well past noon. So, do you want to press on down the road, or go back for that stinking horse?"
            "Actually, as horses go, I thought he was pretty good," I said. I had the Pail of Plentiful Water in my inventory, so we were good there.  We had all of our clothes and weapons in inventory, too.  Hell, the horse was mostly just carrying his own food.  "But I see how you vote, so we lose the horse and don't even get to sell him."
            So we passed out the gates unencumbered.
            Checking my map, I asked directions to Al-Jazirah Oasis.  It showed me a road along the Mar River, and when asked, said it was twenty-two miles away.  Considering what time we finally got started, it would be a hard, fast walk to reach it by dark.
            Mundy set a brutal pace.  His longer elven legs ate up the miles a lot easier than my much shorter legs.  I huffed and puffed most of the way.  But thank God for that bottomless bucket of water.  The water was always cool and clear, and we dumped its contents over ourselves too many times to count.  That enchanted pail kept us cool and well-hydrated. Plus, we still had a little food left over from the first trek across the desert.
            We made better time than I anticipated.  Al-Jazirah rose up out of the desert a good hour before sunset. Even with endless cool water, my legs felt like lead by the time we trudged into the village.  I looked around and smiled at the date palms, pomegranate trees, and other fruit trees. There wasn't a pool of water like some of the oasis, but mud brick homes surrounded a well.
            The sole inn proved easy to find.  It was the only two-story structure, and it had dwarves, elves, humans, and a trio of goblins loitering out front. I scowled at the goblins, gave the dwarves a friendly nod, and followed Mundy inside.
            Cross breezes cooled the common room nicely.  By that, I mean it was one or two degrees lower than the blistering hot outside.  They had two long tables, a short bar, and spirited music provided by a five-man band, including the belly dancer and her tambourine.
            "Isobelle?" Tarnax said.
            "You were expecting the Little Mermaid?"
            He laughed, while Mundy looked confused. Did they even have mermaids in Battle for Glory?  We hugged.
            Tarnax leaned in close and whispered.  "Why are you still in your disguises?"
            "The spell lasts twenty-four hours," I said.
            I ordered dinner, while the guys wanted beer.  We sat and toasted each other for the previous nights' victory.
            
THE END
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