

    
      Raiding Jotunheim

      Valhalla Online Book 2

    

    



    
      Raiding Jotunheim

      Valhalla Online Book 2

    

    




      
        Kevin McLaughlin

      

    

    
      Role of the Hero Publishing

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2017 by Kevin O. McLaughlin

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, businesses, events, or locales is purely coincidental.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Introduction

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        
          Chapter 28

        

        
          Chapter 29

        

        
          Chapter 30

        

        
          Chapter 31

        

        
          Chapter 32

        

        
          Chapter 33

        

        
          Chapter 34

        

        
          Chapter 35

        

        
          Chapter 36

        

        
          Chapter 37

        

        
          Chapter 38

        

        
          Chapter 39

        

        
          Chapter 40

        

        
          Chapter 41

        

        
          Chapter 42

        

      

      
        
          Author’s Notes

        

        
          Afterword

        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: http://kevinomclaughlin.com/accordoffire/]
          
        

      

      
        Exclusive free story for fans of Kevin McLaughlin’s science fiction!

        Find out how the Accord story started… When Captain Nicholas Stein set out to stop one enemy ship, and set in motion events which shaped the course of human history for decades to come.

        http://kevinomclaughlin.com/accordoffire/

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      More ladders were landing on the ramparts than the defenders could remove. The attackers were going to take the east wall, and there didn’t seem to be a damned thing Samantha could do about it. There were just too many of them. The Red, Green, and Black clans had all joined forces for this strike. Her forces had managed to hold Klaastaad Faste for three solid weeks against everything the enemy clans could throw at them individually, but against a massed force like this Sam didn’t see how they could prevail.

      Over those weeks scores of blue fighters had moved to her keep, using it as a forward base to strike deep into the zones controlled by other teams. Klaastaad was beautifully positioned as a base for deep raids in a variety of directions. That made it a great place to have as a base. It also made it highly desirable. Hell, it was rare for a keep to stay under one team's control for even a few days! That she’d held out so long was part of the problem. All the warriors from the opposing clans saw Klaastaad as a challenge. All of them wanted to be the person who took the fort down. Who took her down.

      “Samantha, we’re losing the wall,” Harald said, jogging up to her side.

      “I see it,” she replied. She was running out of options. Losing the wall meant losing their first real line of defense. They could fight from the inner keep, even hold out there against attack for a while. But it would be a much harder fight.

      “You ever seen someone successfully defend if they got pushed back to the inner keep?” she asked Harald.

      “No - well, yeah, but not often. Damned rare. You want to retreat?”

      “They’ll think they won if we do.”

      “Odds are good they’ll be right.”

      I laughed. “We shouldn’t have held out this long. It’s been a good run. But I’m not ready to throw in the towel just yet. Sound the retreat.”

      Harald blew a horn, and troops began pulling back from the walls. They still lost some people as the forces withdrew, but they’d have more left for the defense this way. Sam meant what she’s said to Harald. She’d known this day was coming for a while. Her people had already repelled dozens of attacks. It was only a matter of time before someone saw their success as an ant-hill that needed knocking over. But she’d had more than enough time to figure out how to make them pay for every inch.

      She nodded to Gurgle, who ordered a squad of her kobolds into action. Short, scaled, and not typically bright, the kobolds were excellent servants and soldiers, but she tended to under-commit them. Once they died, they were gone. They couldn’t come back. But they’d turned the tide on many fights. Sam hoped they could do it again today. They rolled barrels from the walls, hauling them out into the middle of the yard, right in front of the inner keep’s doors.

      A Red warrior saw them and raced to intercept. He cut down one of the kobolds before Sam could react. Then she was there next to him, slashing in with her blade. He blocked the first strike, but Sam had built up long hours of practice. She twisted her blade around his, circling it and stabbing in. His face turned white as her blade entered just below his ribs. The pain in this world might be less than in the real, but if someone’s sword slid into your guts, you surely knew it.

      He fell, clutching the wound. Sam ignored him, knowing that her kobolds would finish the job for her. She was more worried about the mixed unit of troops pouring over that wall. She sheathed her sword, calling magic to her hand. A flame bolt shot free from her fingers, knocking on man off the ladder before he could climb over. She fired again, and again, taking down two more of them. But she was trying to plug a tide with a few pebbles.

      “Pull back to the keep!” she shouted. “Blue troops, regroup inside!”

      They’d already begun the retreat at the sound of Harald’s horn. Sam’s spells gave them a little breathing room, a gap in the fighting to withdraw cleanly. The troops backed their way down the stairs in good order, keeping the enemy at bay with shield and spear.

      Sam fired off two more bolts of magic into the enemy force, mostly to make them shelter behind their own shields. A glance over her shoulder showed her the kobolds were finished with their work. Two of them had already killed the Red soldier she’d left behind. They’d also begun gnawing on his fingers.

      She growled at them, and they scurried off, racing ahead of the rest of her troops to get inside the fort. Kobolds; they were useful, but they had the attention span of a small child sometimes. Especially where food was concerned.

      And to them, just about anything dead looked like food.

      The enemy was pouring over both the East and West walls. Without her troops there to keep them back, the enemy had free reign. They raced down the stairs, hoping to cut off some of her soldiers before they reached safety. They were too slow about it, though. Sam could see all of her people were going to make it inside. She dashed for the doors and ducked inside herself. Harald was already there, a stout wooden beam in his arms. He nodded at her.

      “Soon as they’re all in,” he said.

      “I’ll be ready.”

      “There won’t be much time,” he warned her.

      “I said I’d be ready. You going to grouse or fight?” Sam replied, laughing.

      “Fight! But I’d rather not fight all of them at once,” he replied with a grumble that Sam knew wasn’t how he felt.

      Harald loved this sort of thing. Much like Sam had grown to love it. Damn, but you felt alive out there! Leading troops, winning victories… Even the wounds and the occasional death were not enough to still the joy it brought her. You always came back, after all.

      No, there was only one thing which made her sad these days, and that was the not knowing what was going on with those she'd left behind in the outside world. Sam shoved the thought aside with resilience born from long practice. She needed to concentrate.

      The last of her people were on the steps outside the keep, backing up. The enemy was peppering them with arrows, slowing their progress. And a force was down the stairs too, rushing at them. If they were locked in a melee, they’d never get free. She’d lose half of them. They couldn’t afford that.

      “Harald?” she asked. Sam raised a hand and gathered magic to her.

      “On it,” he said, grunting as he shifted the heavy beam to his left hand. He raised his right, electricity crackling around it. Then the light flashed around his hand. Like it was answering his call, lightning crashed down from the blue sky, smashing into a cluster of enemy troops, scattering their bodies into the air from the impact.

      Sam’s own lightning strike hit a moment later, blasting a second enemy formation. It had been enough. The paired spells had them hurting and rattled. Their force was far from broken, but they were coming in a lot slower. They’d bought more than enough time for the last of their Blue troops to get in. Sam slammed the door home behind them, and Harald dropped his beam in place to seal the doors.

      “Now for the hard part,” Sam said. “Wait for my signal?”

      “You sure this is going to work? We’ve never tried it,” Harald asked her.

      “No better time for a test, unless you have another plan?”

      He just shook his head in answer, a smile bristling behind his white beard. She flashed him a grin of her own and dashed up the stairs toward the upper level of the keep.
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      The stairwell was twisted, turning about on itself in a tight spiral. In theory that ought to make it easier to defend. In practice, nobody ever used it that way. It was a silly space the designers had tossed in for virtually no reason at all. To win the fort, all the attackers had to do was break down the doors to the inner keep and then kill the Keep Captain inside. That was an NPC - non-player character - which spawned to help with defense if enemies got past the doors.

      He and the other guards which spawned with him were a huge asset, but if they went down, it was all over. A fort's final defense always took place in the main chamber just inside the doors of the inner keep. Nobody was ever going to retreat up the spiral stairs. They were just eye candy.

      Until now, anyway. If Sam pulled this off, it was going to spawn a hundred new tricks and tactics around defense. Of course, if it all went sideway they’d have some good chuckles over mugs of mead tomorrow.

      She reached the top. The enemy was mostly over the wall now, and the bulk of their force was already in the courtyard. She wanted to wait as long as possible before springing the surprise. Wait too long, though, and the doors would break. Sam glanced at an icon in the lower left corner of her vision, and a small display popped into sight.

      Inner Keep Door: 342/500

      As she watched, the numbers continued to tick down at an alarming rate. Sam figured she had maybe another thirty seconds before the door went down. She called magic to her hand, readying the spell.

      “Is it gonna work?”

      The voice from behind her made Sam lose her concentration and miscast the spell. She whirled, angry. It was Jacinda, one of the newer blue recruits. She had taken to following Sam around a lot of the time, which was amusing until it became distracting and dangerous. Like it just had.

      “Not now!” Sam yelled. Furious with herself for having lost her concentration, she whirled back toward the enemy force and prepared her magic again. The doors were critically low now. Any moment they’d break, and she had no time to lose.

      The flame bolt left her fingers just in time, winging its way toward a target in the center of the mass of enemies. Some of them saw it coming and dove out of the way, which suited her just fine. Better for her that they jump clear. Sam wasn’t aiming for a person. Her target was a carefully placed set of objects - the barrels her kobolds had moved.

      Flame slammed into the barrels. It was the strongest fire spell Sam could cast. She’d practiced for almost a month now, working to build her magic to the point where it was strong enough to shatter the wood planks of the barrels. The fire bolt struck with enough impact to send chunks of oak in all directions, deadly splinters blasting the enemies masses nearest to the barrels.

      The fire also ignited the contents of the barrels as they detonated. They were filled with a light, sticky oil. The highly flammable substance burst into fire, throwing a wave of hot air and burning liquid thirty feet in every direction. Those closest were knocked to the ground by the force of the blast. Burning oil splashed across many who were far enough from the explosion to avoid the shock wave. The oil kept burning even after it struck its victims.

      Clothing caught. Men and women ran around, trying to put out their blazes. Some dropped to the ground out of instinct before realizing that burning oil was spreading there, too. In seconds the entire courtyard was a spectacle of fiery death.

      The oil began burning itself out rapidly, but the damage was done. Dozens of attackers were dead. Scores more were wounded. Even those who’d been far enough from the explosion to avoid injury seemed shaken and uncertain. They were ready to bolt.

      With a roar, Harald led a force from the inner keep into the middle of the demoralized enemy. The doors which had sheltered them burst open and his warriors surged out into the guttering flames, killing the wounded in the courtyard and then pressing on against the rest of their stunned foes. What remained of the enemy force routed as soon as they saw this new threat. There was no command to retreat, no organized withdrawal. They fled in panic, racing back up the stairs, making for their ladders, trying with everything they had to stay a few feet ahead of Harald’s bloody axe.

      Most of them failed to make it safely back over the wall.

      “You did it,” Jacinda murmured. She’d kept utterly silent after Sam’s rebuke.

      “We did,” Sam said, heaving a sigh. She felt sorry about using this ruse. It wasn’t the way battles were usually fought, here. It might change the nature of the game in this Realm for some time to come. Battles were waged for personal honor or even the honor of a Clan. This sort of war to the knife, win at all costs attitude was rare in Valhalla Online.

      But Sam had too much at stake to fail. She needed to hold the keep for just another day or two, and she would have enough Realm Points to leave this place and go to whatever trials awaited her in the next Realm. There were eight, and Harald said she needed to pass into the final one before she would be able to achieve her goal.

      More than anything else, Sam wanted contact with the real world outside this virtual one. She had to learn what had happened to her. How she’d come to be here. Whether she was still alive out there or…not. Nothing else mattered, just achieving her goal.

      A flash of black caught Sam’s attention from the corner of her eye. She turned, catching sight of a man dressed in black garments on the south wall. He had a bow raised, an arrow nocked. The weapon was aimed right at her. Her shield was still below, where it wasn’t going to do her much good. Sam dove for cover.

      “Look out!” Jacinda shouted. She’d seen the attacker as well. She rushed forward, shoving Sam into the shelter of the battlements.

      Sam turned back to order the young woman to get down, but before she could say a word, a black arrow sprouted from Jacinda's chest. There was no blood. Her eyes grew wide. Her mouth shaped an o. But she didn’t fall dead to the rooftop as Sam expected.

      A black corruption spread from the site the arrow had struck, rushing with furious frenzy over Jacinda’s body. In seconds she’d been covered by the stuff. Then she began coming apart like she was made of ash, bits of her body breaking off like black motes, each drifting a short distance on the wind before they too vanished.

      The entire process took no more than two breath’s time. When it was done, there was no sign Jacinda had ever stood there at all.
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      The Blue fighters were in a festive mood. The hall was full of cheerful people singing and yelling to one another. A feast was underway to celebrate their victory over the massed might of the other Clans. It had been a near thing, and the surviving warriors raised mugs of mead to cheer each other’s prowess during the fight.

      The tone at the keep’s head table was much more somber, however.

      Harald and Sam sat across from one another, both wearing frowns. Not from the battle, but from what had happened at the very end. Sam had never seen anything like Jacinda’s death, and it shook her more than she wanted to admit. That arrow had been meant for her. If she’d been a second slower… Was there any defense against a weapon like that? How could they stop this assassin if they didn’t even understand what it was he was doing?

      Siggund was at their table for the meal and conference. The size of the war-band he led had more than earned him a seat, but even with his long years in the game, he claimed to have never heard of anything like what Sam described. Alwyn sat with them too, eating her meal in nervous silence. She was visibly uncomfortable to be in the company she was keeping. She led no warriors and was part of Harald’s band, but Sam trusted her. It was always good to have a few close friends near.

      Sam bit into a slice of the warm bread from her plate. It still amazed her that such simple food could taste so good. The meals that magically appeared on the tables here each night were much the same, day to day. But no one ever seemed to tire of the fare. Back in the real world, she would have been bored to tears eating the same thing day after day. In Valhalla Online, no one seemed to mind. She supposed it was built into the code in some way, each meal triggering the emotions or sensations of whatever food memories each person had loved best. Regardless how it was done, the meals were always filling and excellent.

      She looked up from her plate to glance at the newcomer to their table. Lord Haggart was the current commander of neighboring Vindsaul Faste. He’d brought his troops with an early warning that their enemies had joined forces. He looked young, but since one could change their appearance in Valhalla that was no real indication of what his age had been before he died and uploaded his mind to the virtual world. Sam found herself liking Haggart despite herself. He tended to brag too much and drink too much, but he was proving to be a good man to have around in a pinch despite his short-comings.

      “I know what you said you saw, but I don’t see how such a thing is possible,” Haggart said. “It’s not like any magic I’ve ever seen or even heard of.”

      “Something new, maybe?” Sam asked.

      Siggund shook his head. “No major patches in over a month. You’ll know when something changes; they always send everyone an alert.”

      “I saw it with my own eyes. Jacinda was hit by an arrow and completely disintegrated,” Sam said. “Poof. Gone.”

      “I’m telling you, nothing does that,” Haggart protested.

      “You’re wrong,” Harald said, his voice so low it was hard to make out the words.

      It was the first time he’d added anything to the conversation since they’d all sat down to discuss the issue. He’d been sipping his mead, looking lost in thought while they debated. Now he looked up, fixing each of them in turn with grey-blue eyes that flashed like steel.

      “None of you have been here long enough to remember, but Valhalla was once a much more rough and tumble place,” he said.

      “The early days?” Siggund asked. Harald nodded.

      “How long have you been here, white-beard?” Haggart asked.

      “Too long,” Harald said. There was a long pause, then he added, “Beta.”

      “Damn, man, that must have been something to see,” Haggart said, whistling.

      “There were things like what Sam described, back then. But it shouldn’t be possible anymore,” Harald said. “I need to look. Need to see.”

      He rose without another word and strode from the table up to the fire-hearth at the far back of the room. Sam followed him, and the others rose from the table as well, wordlessly coming along. Whatever Harald was looking for, he seemed to find it in the fire. He was nodding to himself. But whatever he saw wasn’t making him happy, judging from the frown on his face.

      “Shit,” he said.

      “What is it?” Sam asked once she was beside him.

      “Look into the flames. Look for her name,” Harald replied, waving at the fire.

      The hearth-fire wasn’t just a flame. It was a game interface. Looking into the fire allowed the user to view data on the Realm and all the players in it. Sam stared into the flickering flames and images began to appear there.

      The interface had been hard for her to navigate at first, but she’d gotten much better at it over the weeks she’d been in Valhalla. She flashed through two screens before the flames showed her what she wanted to see: the list of names and Realm Point ranks of everyone living in this Realm. Her name appeared first. She was surprised to see how quickly her score had grown. That trick with the oil today must have given her a lot of points from enemies killed or wounded.

      Sam scrolled through the list as quickly as she could, searching for the name of the young woman. She wondered what Harald was talking about, what he’d seen about her that bothered him so much. As Sam continued to scroll through the list, she caught another look at the man’s face. She’d never seen him so grim. A chill rolled down her spine.

      Then she was at the bottom of the list, and she hadn’t found the name. She started scrolling back up again, figuring she had missed it. But she went all the way back to the top again without seeing Jacinda mentioned at all.

      “She’s not there,” Sam said at last. “I can’t find her name listed.”

      Harald nodded. “Which is what I was afraid of.”

      “What does it mean?” Siggund asked.

      “Trouble. All of you, come with me. We need to discuss this someplace outside the range of prying ears,” Harald said.

      He left the room without another word. Sam and the others looked at one another for only a moment before Sam shrugged and followed. Whatever Harald knew, he wanted to pass it along to their ears alone.
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      Harald continued out of the hall, across the courtyard and up the stairs to the ramparts. Only non-player guards stood watch there, alert for any enemies who might attempt a night assault. Such things were rare. Most people spent their evenings eating, boasting, and enjoying the company of friends like the Blue force in their keep was busy doing. But it wasn't unheard of, so computer-controlled guards kept watch around the clock just in case.

      They wouldn't talk, though. They had no intelligence beyond basic responses to threats. Here, with no real people around, one could tell secrets without being overheard. Once they were all assembled on the rampart a dozen meters from the stairs, Harald stopped walking and looked out over the wall into the dark wilderness beyond.

      At last, he turned back to his companions. Sam thought there was sadness in his eyes, but she couldn't be certain in the dim light. One thing which was clear. She did see fear on his face, etched there plain as day. That made her shiver. She’d seen Harald display all sorts of emotions before, but never fear.

      “What I’m about to tell you cannot go any further than here,” Harald said. His voice was soft but stern. “It would cause a massive panic, and I don’t think there is any reason for most of us to worry.”

      He looked pointedly at Sam as he added that last, emphasizing the word ‘most’. The implication was clear. Some people – Sam in particular – probably did have to worry about whatever this was.

      “Why couldn't we find Jacinda’s name, Harald? What happened to her?” Sam asked.

      “Beta in Valhalla Online was a lot different than what you see now,” he replied, apparently not ready yet to give a direct answer to her question. “I don’t usually like to think about the life I had on Midgard, not anymore. This is my reality now. But back then, the beta testers, we were all terminally ill. We were given a chance to live again, and we went for it. It was another shot at life, why not?”

      He paused, his breath ragged. “The worlds were new, and the code unproven. Every so often you’d run into a bug. Sometimes the bugs were bad. Sometimes they were bad enough that they’d roll you back to before the bug. I lost days once, that way. Several days of my new life just vanished.”

      “They just deleted the bugged copy of your psyche and uploaded a backup?” Sam asked. She felt a combination of horror and fascination. Was this Harald still the same being he had been before they deleted the bugged copy? Or had that Harald ‘died’ and been replaced with a new one?

      “Yup. Lots of problems in the early days. Memories not being uploaded right. Integration issues. Bugs,” Harald said. “And then there were the hacks.”

      “Hacks?” Siggund said. “You’ve spoken to me a little of those days, but you never mentioned hacks.”

      “NDA. Non-disclosure agreements. They made us all sign them, and technically they can still delete us for spreading the information I am telling you now. Which is why I keep my damned mouth shut most of the time. But maybe it’s past time for that,” Harald replied. “Yeah, we had hacker issues back in the early days. People were breaking into the system, messing things up. Deleting items or inserting a bug or virus into the code.”

      “You think that’s happening now?” Sam asked.

      “Back in those days, one hack that people were slipping in was code for extra powerful items. Some items protected the user against harm. Others were devastatingly powerful weapons. Way beyond even the artifact class items included in the Valhalla code,” he said. “But the worst were weapons which attacked the code of a target.”

      He shuddered at some memory before going on. “They hacked these weapons in, and used them not to kill other players, but to delete them. It wasn't a normal death. When you die to one of those things, you die for real. They initiate a virus which erases every bit of your data from the system. The best ones launched worm viruses which even rooted out backups and destroyed them.”

      Sam understood, then. People had their consciousness uploaded to Valhalla because they feared death more than anything. The idea of ending, of there being nothing else, no other way to go on… It was terrifying for them. She had a more pragmatic view. To Sam’s mind, there were worse things than death and worse fates than oblivion.

      “True death. The end,” Haggart whispered “I can see why you would want to keep this quiet. If everyone knew such a thing was possible…”

      “There would be incredible panic, yes.” Harald sighed. “That thing is, it shouldn't be possible anymore. The developers closed the loopholes. They shut off all contact with the outside world except for one small, carefully monitored channel. It stopped the hacks cold.”

      Sam sucked in a breath. What Harald was saying put everything she’d learned into a new context. There was no contact with the real world outside the game unless you made it all the way to the end. That was where she had to go if she wanted to get an email out. It was the only way to learn what had happened to her.

      But Harald had said the game was built in that way to protect those outside it from the pain of repeated contact with their old – and dead – relatives. It seemed that protection worked both ways though. People inside the game were also shielded by the reduced contact. Fewer ways to get information in and out meant less chance to sneak in hacks like the ones Harald described.

      “But you think someone found a way,” Sam said. It made sense. She’d watched Jacinda’s digital avatar disintegrate before her eyes. Nothing died like that in Valhalla. They fell. They bled, or burned, or choked. They didn't just vanish. And names didn't just disappear from the Realm scoreboard like that. Sam glanced out over the dark forest surrounding the keep, wondering where the black-clad man was now.

      “Oh, you’re proof that someone found a way around all of the safeguards, I think,” Harald replied. “Nothing about your appearance here was normal. Not the timing, not the way you were pushed in without so much as a tutorial. Not the way you weren't even given a choice about being sent here. Someone found or created a back door to get you in here. The problem is, now they’re trying to use that back door to kill you.”

      “Why me?” Sam asked. She didn't try to dispute the idea, though. That archer had been aiming at her, not Jacinda.

      “That is the right question, isn't it?” Harald said. “I suspect that you’re a loose end now, a potentially embarrassing one. Someone is putting a lot of effort into making sure you never manage to contact the outside world.”

      “They’re coming after me because I’m close to getting into the next Realm?” Sam asked.

      “Close? Didn't you check your placement? You’ve made it, Sam,” Harald said. “You won the last Realm Points you need to continue during today’s battle.”

      “Well done!” Siggund said, clapping her across the back.

      Sam was surprised. She’d been keeping such careful track. How had it snuck up on her that it was already time to move on? And why did that news fill her with a mix of sadness along with the expected joy?

      “It’s time to go, Sam. If you stay here, whoever wants you dead will find a way to succeed,” Harald said.

      She was going to miss this place, and most of the people she’d she’d met there. They couldn’t come with her, not where she was going. But Harald was right. She needed to press on and get her answers. Sam didn't think leaving the Realm would be enough to stop the man in black by itself. But it was a good first step. Sitting there with a target painted on her head wasn’t a workable option.

      “We’ll leave at dawn,” Sam said. “That is, if you’re still coming with me?”

      “Wouldn't miss it,” Harald said. Sam wondered, though. His words sounded eager, but his eyes and tone gave the lie to his words.
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      Samantha was up with the sun the next morning. She gathered her things, strapping on the armor and sword that she’d won in the dwarf dungeon. Most of the other assorted gear she’d acquired over the last few weeks she sold to the keep’s shop, dropping the coins into her bank. Harald had told her that her banked coin would be accessible in any Realm, so that seemed like it would be the safest place to leave her wealth.

      Finally, she couldn’t put it off any longer. It was time to break the news to her kobolds.

      She had Gurgle rouse the others. They assembled in the courtyard before her, sixteen armed fighters, all who remained of her troops. The others had died in battles, despite her care in trying to ensure they stayed alive. Their scales caught bits of the first rays of dawn, reflecting little sparks of blue and green as they shifted in place, holding their weapons at the ready for whatever commands she offered them next.

      Sam shook her head slowly. Without them, she never would have been able to take the keep in the first place, let alone hold it this long. They’d helped her rise to where she was now. They might not have once been real humans like the other beings here, but that didn’t matter to her. She knew each of their names now, and she owed each of them an enormous debt. Now to repay at least a little bit of what she owed them.

      “Attention!” she called out. The kobolds lined up in ranks before her, just as she’d trained them. It almost brought a tear to her eye. But of course that would have clued the little devils in to the idea that she cared about them, and she couldn’t have that.

      Although Sam thought some of them knew, anyway. She felt almost certain that Gurgle at least had an idea what was going on. He’d always seemed brighter than most of the other kobolds, and he looked at her with keen curiosity now.

      “I have new orders for you all. There have been rumors about humans interested in enslaving your fellow kobolds,” Sam said. It was the truth, too. Her success had no few other Valhalla warriors looking for the dwarf caves, hoping to find their own trove of lost magics. Or a band of kobolds to use as throwaway troops. “You will carry your weapons and report back to the dwarf cave. There you will use your remaining service days to protect the other kobolds.”

      There was a buzz of murmured voices from the assembled troop. “Are you casting us from service?” one asked.

      “No. Not at all. You are still in service. But I owe a debt to the kobold people. This is how I repay it: by sending them you, to aid and defend them,” Sam replied. That, and if she brought them along, they could be cut off from home, unable to return.

      She might be able to acquire even more weapons and keep them in service a bit longer. But Sam didn’t feel like it was fair to drag them from their homes with no assurance she could get them back. Even assuming they survived, which might well be a long shot where she was going. They’d done enough for her. It was time to let them go.

      “You no mad at us?” Gurgle asked, blinking up at Sam from his position at the head of her band.

      “No, my friend. I’ve never been more honored to have you all in my service. I ask this one last service from you because I know you can do it better than anyone else,” Sam said.

      “We do, then,” another sure said. “We all go, and we do as Great One asks.”

      There was a general nod of assent from the pack of them. Only Gurgle still looked dubious. Sam wondered if she might have to speak with him privately, but when she called out “Dismissed!”, he wandered off with the others to get his things.

      She wasn’t sure if she was glad or disappointed that he hadn’t put up more of a fuss. Gurgle and she had been through a lot together, and she found herself missing him already. He was smart enough to know something was up. But he was just going to head out with the others, without even asking what she was doing herself? It made her sad.

      “Probably better that way,” she said to the air. Safer for poor Gurgle, anyway. She’d never be able to guarantee his survival in the next Realm.

      Jotunheim! Land of the Giants, or so Harald said. It was nothing like this first realm, from the sound of his stories. Instead of waging battles to control keeps, players raided the giants. Or the hidden bases where the leaders of the giants lived, anyway. She got the impression there was a lot more complexity to the whole thing than Harald was letting on, but she’d see for herself soon enough.

      “It’s past dawn, and you’re still here,” Harald said from the steps to the inner keep.

      “I’m ready,” Sam said. “How do we go?”

      “You’re nowhere near ready. There’s a reason why the Realm Points to get into the next Realm are so high and hard to reach, girl,” Harald said. “Gives you time to earn the skills you need to survive once you get there. You’re no place close to ready. If it wasn’t the only way to keep you alive, there’s no way I’d be taking you.”

      “How hard can it be?” Sam asked.

      “Hard enough. You’re going to be jelly the first time pretty much anything there hits you. Don’t get hit,” Harald said.

      Sam winced. If even her armor wasn’t going to be enough to keep her alive, then she’d have to rely on ranged attacks - striking from far enough away that she didn’t get hit in return. Her bow skill was terrible. That left her magic skills, which were good and getting better all the time.

      “Magic, then?” she asked.

      “Yes, you’ll need to DPS as a combat mage, unless we can get you a healing spell someplace. You’d do even better healing people.”

      Sam bristled at the idea. “I’m perfectly capable of fighting.”

      “I know. But healers have an easier time getting into groups. Even if they’re not great healers, they can generally get in,” Harald said. “Tougher for a combat mage, especially one whose spells are as weak as yours.”

      “I’ve been practicing!”

      He shook his head. “I know you have, but you’re still a novice. You’ll see.”

      “We’ll figure it out when we get there?” Sam asked.

      “Yeah. Follow me,” Harald said.

      He brought her into the keep, which was empty. A few other fighters were up and on the practice field, but no one was inside eating breakfast in the hall yet. They had the place to themselves, which was more or less the way Sam liked it. She wasn’t looking forward to a long goodbye with tears and back-slapping. She’d miss the people here, but the sooner they were gone, the better off she would be. A fast departure and a clean break.
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      Harald brought them to the massive hearth-flame at the far end of the hall and swept his hand in front of it.

      “After you,” he said.

      “Is it another interface? How do I do this?” Sam asked.

      “It is, and it’s simple. You walk in.”

      “I’ll burn alive.”

      “Only if you aren’t in the top hundred Realm Point winners. You’re at ninety-nine. You’re fine,” Harald said.

      Sam checked. He was right. She was at ninety-nine now. That was odd… She’d just been ranked one-hundredth last night, she was certain of it. The battle had just barely earned her the points to squeak into the top hundred. She hadn’t won any Realm Points since then. How had she gotten bumped up a rank?

      “You no go without Gurgle.”

      The voice broke into her thoughts, and Sam turned to find herself face to face - or knee to face, anyway - with an irate kobold. Gurgle had his full armor and gear on and stood there shaking his finger at her.

      He looked ridiculous scolding her like that. It was like having your four-year-old dress you down. Except Gurgle had sharp claws and teeth. Sam had learned the hard way to respect the scaled creatures. Her first run-in they’d nearly bashed in her skull. The second time she met them, they ate her.

      She still didn’t enjoy thinking about that particular misadventure.

      “Gurgle, why aren’t you with the others?” Sam asked, putting the memory away.

      “Others have left. Gurgle stays. Gurgle go with Great One.”

      “You can’t go where I’m going,” Sam protested.

      “Actually he can,” Harald said. He leaned against the wall, hiding a small smile. “He’s an NPC, so he’s not bound by Realm Points. Provided he’s touching you when he enters the fire, he’ll go through the portal with you.”

      Sam shot Harald a dark look to let him know that he wasn’t helping, but he just chuckled in response. He was enjoying this! She turned back to the kobold.

      “Gurgle, I…”

      “No.”

      “But…”

      “No.”

      Sam was fighting to keep a grin from her face. The little kobold was so adamant! Gurgle stood there, hands on his hips, glaring up at Sam like he was daring her to deny him again.

      “It’s not safe, Gurgle. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to get you home from there,” Sam confessed. Maybe the whole truth would work better. “I don’t want to see you suffer. Or killed.”

      Gurgle stared down at his toes and seemed to consider that for a few moments. When he looked up again, Sam was stunned to see big tears rolling down the kobold’s face. She’d never seen him cry before, never even realized that kobolds could cry.

      “No one else ever care for Gurgle more than self,” Gurgle said, sniffling. “That why Gurgle serve Great One. No matter how long. If you will have Gurgle, he go with you always.”

      Sam was touched, but fearful. Unlike her, Gurgle had only one life. If he died, it would be for good. Others might not see the computer-controlled characters in this game as alive, but Gurgle felt real enough to her. She didn’t know if she could bear it if he died. At the same time, if she denied his ability to make his own decisions about his life, was she any better than the others?

      “I accept, Gurgle,” Sam said at last. “You may come with me for as long as you like.”

      A system message popped into Sam’s vision.

      Congratulations! You have obtained your first Companion. These characters have such a high level of faith and trust in you that they will follow you unconditionally. Assuming you do nothing to harm them or work against their primary goals, they will serve you unto death.

      Sam blinked. That had been a bigger deal than she’d thought. Something about Gurgle’s wording, or hers, or both together had triggered a change in their relationship. He’d been in service to her for weeks, but that was a limited time thing. This seemed different.

      “What’s a Companion, Harald?” Sam asked.

      “Compan… You didn’t? Companions are rare, powerful, carefully chosen…!” he growled. He looked from her to the kobold and then back again. “Oh, Hel. He might be useful there. Take him along. Let’s get you clear of here before something else strange happens around you, though. Step into the fire. Have the kobold hold your hand while you do.”

      Sam did as he bade. Gurgle shivered with fear next to her, but he trusted her enough to step in as well, and neither of them burned. The flames moved around them both, but they had no heat at all. Sam released a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

      A new message appeared in Sam’s vision.

      You have earned the Realm Points required to advance to a new Realm. Do you wish to travel to Jotunheim? Warning: this action cannot be undone. Y/N

      She paused for a moment, reading the message over again. Couldn’t be undone? She knew there were ways to go back to the earlier levels. Harald had done it, after all. Maybe it meant travel back wouldn’t be as simple as the trip ahead? She opened her mouth to ask and then closed it again. It didn’t matter. She needed to move on to find the answers she sought. Nothing would keep her back from that.

      Sam clicked the yes answer with her eyes. Another message appeared.

      Warning: you are a Keep Lord. Your Keep will pass to neutral and be open for conquest if you do not transfer ownership. Would you like to transfer ownership now?”

      “Yes, damn it,” she said.

      Another interface appeared, with a name box. Who should get the keep? Who could she pass the thing to, who might do a good job keeping it, and get at least a little value from it before it was retaken again? Sam thought for a moment and immediately picked Alwyn. She entered her friend’s name into the box.

      “Boy, will she be surprised when she wakes up…”

      The box vanished, replaced with another message.

      Are you prepared for travel to Jotunheim? This action cannot be undone. (Y/N)

      Sam clicked the Y again with her gaze. Immediately a flash of rainbow light appeared around her. It was brilliant, a blaze that made it impossible to see anything except the coruscating colors. Sam raised one of her hands to shield her eyes from the bright light, clinging tightly to Gurgle with her other. There was a sense of motion, of being stretched and shifted.

      And then in a flash, she was elsewhere.
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      The burst of rainbow light vanished as swiftly as it had appeared, leaving Sam in full daylight. She crumpled to her knees, disoriented from the transition, and was surprised to feel dirt beneath her hands instead of the stone floor. Squinting in the bright sunlight, she looked around.

      All around her was a small village made up of a few dozen thatched-roof homes. People milled about in the dirt streets cutting between the buildings. The town nestled in a valley between several rolling hills covered by grass. Sheep grazed on the hillside nearby. Dogs ran around after the sheep.

      A pair of children raced across the street in front of her, playing tag. All around her everyone ignored her presence, going about their business as if people appeared in a blast of rainbow light every day. Which Sam supposed might actually be the case. If this was a regular arrival point, they would see people like her appear often enough it might be considered normal.

      Or they might just be programmed that way, she reminded herself. It was likely that these people were all backdrops, props for the story in this Realm rather than actual players. She knew there were ways to tweak one’s appearance, but she couldn’t imagine someone choosing to look like the six-year-olds racing around her. There were all sorts of people, but that seemed a stretch.

      A whimper beside her reminded her that Gurgle was along as well. She glanced down to check on him and found him huddled against her side, hiding his face from the sun. Kobolds preferred darkness. While her band had managed to adapt to living in the keep well enough, they still liked twilight hours better than the day, and full night best of all. Between the blast of light during their transition and the broad daylight on arrival, Gurgle was having a rough time with things.

      “Shhh,” Sam whispered down to him. “We’ll be all right. We’ve made it through. We’ll find shelter soon, OK?”

      “Great One will protect Gurgle?”

      “Always. Not regretting your decision to tag along already, are you?” she teased.

      “No.” His voice firmed up around the word. Sam smiled at him. Almost as stubborn as she was herself.

      “Good.”

      A rainbow beam shot out of the clear blue sky, striking the ground immediately behind them both. The light flashed, blindingly bright for a moment, and then vanished again. In its place stood Harald, shaking his head to clear it. Sam noted that he too was in his full armor. Unlike her, he had his axe in his hand as well. Harald didn’t stumble or falter on arrival, but instead relaxed his knees into a fighting stance, raising the axe as if to be ready to block some incoming attack.

      “We’re safe, Harald,” Sam said, gesturing around at the peaceful farming village. “No threat.”

      “It’s a tutorial quest,” he replied. “We need to get out of here, fast. Before…”

      There was a sound like thunder.

      Sam looked at the sky, but it was still the same brilliant blue.

      Around them, the village burst into sudden frantic activity. Children ran screaming to their homes, only to have parents shepherd them back out onto the roads. It looked like the entire village was getting ready to flee. Already some were racing out toward the west, while others looked fearfully at the hilltops around the town.

      Another booming sound echoed from the hills. Then a third, and a fourth. It was hard to tell where the noise was coming from. The noise reverberated back and forth, making direction difficult to determine.

      “What’s making the booms?” Sam said. Her hand went to her sword. She remembered Harald’s warning that she would die quickly if anything struck her in this Realm. That she should stay clear of direct combat and attack from afar. But having the sword in her hand was an ingrained habit now. Just like having her pistol in hand had been a comfort back in the real world, the sword was the same here. She drew the weapon.

      “Tutorial scene,” Harald repeated. He waved his free arm, gesturing at the village around them. “This whole place exists to give newcomers a taste of what the other zones are like. You only see this town when you first arrive. It’s designed to chase those who aren’t ready back to the previous Realm.”

      “People like me,” Sam said, with a flat voice.

      “Precisely.”

      The booms were coming closer and closer together now. They were louder, too. It sounded like whatever was making them was getting closer. Sam whipped her gaze back and forth, sweeping the hillside. What the hell was coming their way?

      Then she remembered the old childhood fairy-tales. Those great booming noises could only be one thing, given the name of this place. After all, she was in Jotunheim, the land of the…

      “Giants,” Sam said. “There are giants coming after us?”

      “Probably just one. It’ll be a small one, just meant to scare off newbies,” Harald said. “I ought to be able to take it without too much trouble.”

      “Oh good, because here it comes,” Sam replied.

      Gurgle yelped and hid behind her leg. Sam half wanted to hide someplace too. The giant’s head rose over the hillside as it clambered up the other side. It kept rising…and rising. How big was a giant supposed to be, anyway? The thing had to be at least twice as tall as she was! It towered above the village when it crested the hilltop. It had a bestial expression on a face that was otherwise very human-looking. He - judging from the ragged beard and the loin-cloth that it wore as its only clothing - had no armor and just a massive club as a weapon. But that looked deadly enough in those huge hands.

      It saw the village and opened its mouth wide to give a mighty roar. The sound sent the last of the villagers fleeing in the other direction as fast as their legs could carry them.

      All but one. There was a small girl, perhaps three years old, abandoned and alone at the bottom of the hill directly below the giant. She held a little doll in her hand, dressed in the same threadbare linen that the child wore. The child stood there crying and afraid, apparently completely ignorant of the danger looming above her.

      The giant saw the kid, though. It started down the hill toward her, long strides picking up speed as it broke into a jog straight at the child.

      “Shit,” Sam said. She took off for the kid in a sprint.

      “She’s not real!” Harald shouted from behind her. Sam could hear the frustration in his voice.

      She’s real enough for me, Sam thought to herself. The child’s tears and cries of fear grabbed at Sam’s heart. She wasn’t going to argue with Harald over the nature of life in this place, and whether any of them were real or not when all they were was bytes and pixels. There was a child in danger. That was enough for her.
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      Sam reached for her magic as she continued her run. The giant was big. She had to assume it was tough, too. If she was going to get the girl out of there in time, she needed a way to slow it down. Fire wasn’t going to stop it, but ice might.

      She slowed just enough that she could aim her Ray of Frost spell carefully, and the magic leaped out from her fingertips. It struck the giant on its left leg. The freezing cold spread up and down the limb from where her magic hit, slowing its movement.

      But the giant was moving far too fast for it to stop easily. Physics worked in Valhalla much the same as in the real world. Something as big as the giant had a hard time stopping on a dime. Instead, it stumbled and then went down, tumbling end over end. The momentum it had built up was so great that its fall turned into a roll down the rest of the hill. Straight at the girl.

      “Shit!” Sam cried. She redoubled her speed, putting everything she had into the final stretch. Her lungs burned with the effort, but she reached the girl and scooped her up without breaking her stride. They dashed to one side, barely clearing the area before the giant’s body tumbled through the space where the girl had been standing.

      The giant’s roll carried it straight into the village. It crashed into a big building on the outskirts, its mass shattering the back wall of the house. The thing tumbled to a stop somewhere inside. For a long moment, there was no more noise, and Sam hoped that it might have been knocked out by the fall, or even killed.

      Then it roared from inside the house. There was a crashing noise as it started to tear the place up, working its way back out to them again. If anything it sounded even more angry and aggressive than it had on the hill.

      “Well, that’s done it,” Sam said. She looked down and spotted Gurgle standing next to her. Had he followed her in on her run? She smiled at him and gently set the little girl down. “Get her to safety, Gurgle.”

      “Gurgle will do,” he replied. He tugged the girl’s hand, gently leading her away from the fighting. For her part, the child seemed too shocked to resist, and went along.

      Sam looked around for Harald, finally spotting him not far from where they’d entered the Realm. He was walking her way, swinging the axe in a gentle side to side motion as he came.

      “You have a penchant for getting into trouble,” he said. “We could have left the zone, exited the tutorial, but no - you had to go aggro the giant. Now it’ll follow us, and we can’t exit the zone while we have its attention.”

      “Zone? Aggro? I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Sam replied.

      “I told you, this is an instanced tutorial zone. When we leave, it will stop existing. It’s just here to give us a taste of this Realm, and force out those who are unready,” Harald said. “As for aggro - it means 'to piss off' a monster. Get its attention. Get it to focus on you.”

      The giant rose from the half-ruined house. Its head swiveled back and forth, scanning the area before finally settling on Sam. Once it saw her, it roared, lifted its club into the air, and started toward her.

      “Like that,” Harald added dryly. “You’ve got its attention. It’s fixed on you until someone else takes the aggro from you, or it dies. Or gets bored - if you can run far enough, fast enough, you can lose aggro.”

      “Good to know. What do we do now?” Sam asked.

      Harald looked skyward. “Now she asks me?”

      He looked like he was going to add something else, but before he could go on the giant roared again and lumbered free of the ruined house. It still staggered as it walked. It winced a little when it put weight on the leg she’d wounded with her spell. But it was coming at them anyway.

      “Suggestions?” Sam asked.

      “Don’t get dead. You’ll end up back in the keep and have to earn your Realm Points all over again.”

      “What?” she asked.

      “Until you get clear of this tutorial zone and bind to Jotunheim, your bind-point is still back there. In the Twilight Realm. You die right now, you go right back,” Harald said.

      Sam ground her teeth together, watching the giant to see how best to beat the thing. She’d slowed it down some with the Ray of Frost, but the leg was already beginning to thaw. It was injured, but the slowing effect didn’t seem like it would last much longer. Already chunks of ice were breaking away and falling from the limb.

      “Well, it worked once,” Sam said. She fired a second Ray at the giant. This time she aimed the spell at the right leg instead of the left. The magic lashed out from her hand, wreathing the giant’s foot in frost. It didn’t fall down this time, but it was slowed. Sam backed away carefully. That club looked deadly, and she didn’t want to be on the receiving end of even a single blow, from what Harald told her.

      “Now what?” she asked aloud, pitching her voice to carry over the giant’s bellows.

      “Figure it out,” Harald said. “You got yourself into this. I’m interested to see what your hotshot self can do about it.”

      He’d gone and sat down on the hillside. Sam fumed silently, watching him ease back while the monster stumbled toward her. Harald still had his axe close at hand, and she figured he might step in if she got into serious trouble. But if he was right about the danger this giant posed, he might not have time.

      “Fat lot of good you are!” she hollered back.

      Still backing away, she readied more magic. Her fire spells did more damage than her frost ones. They were her best attack spell. She unloaded a Flame Bolt at the giant’s head. It slammed home, wreathing its face with the same explosive force that had detonated entire casks of oil the day before. The giant was scorched by the burst, but shook it off and kept coming. Sam fired again and then had a third bolt winging its way toward the giant before the second even impacted.

      Both struck home. The giant staggered under the repeated blows, stumbling and almost losing his balance. But the frost was melting from its legs again, and it picked up the pace, rushing at her once more. Sam felt a moment of panic - the giant was huge, it’s club the size of a small tree! She’d never survive an attack like that. This thing could practically step on her and squash her like a bug.

      “What’s it going to take to put this thing down?” she asked aloud.

      “More than you has, gnat!” the giant replied. It swung at her, the club whistling through the air just a few feet in front of Sam’s face. She backed away as fast as she could.

      “We’ll see,” Sam said. She zapped its leg with the cold spell again. Little damage, but a lot of slow-down. Then she pummeled it with three more bursts of fire spells. The wear of the battle was beginning to show on the giant’s face. His scruffy beard had been burned away, along with most of the hair on his head. Burned skin covered most of his face and upper chest, puckered and blistered. Still, he kept coming on.

      Sam checked her vital stats. Only her mana was reaching dangerous levels. There was a limit to how long she could keep up this rate of spell attack, and she was close to the end of her reserves.

      Health 80/80, Stamina 220/260, Mana 47/230.

      The spells simply weren’t doing enough damage to overcome the giant’s health in time. She tagged it with another Ray of Frost to keep it slowed and then sprinted away from it. A little distance would buy her time, allow her mana to recover a bit. She had enough for one more Fire Bolt, and she cast it. The giant staggered and fell to one knee. With a great effort, it levered itself back upright. It tottered there like a tree about to fall before regaining its balance. It came on at her again, using the club more like a cane than a weapon.

      It was close enough. It had to be. Sam fired one more spell - all she had the mana for - freezing the arm holding the club. With the strength sapped from that limb, the giant lost its balance once more and went tumbling headfirst into the soil.

      Sam didn’t have a moment to waste. The giant wouldn’t be stunned for long. She sprinted in, her sword already drawn and ready. The giant managed to get its uninjured hand beneath him and pushed himself partway up before she arrived. A quick stab through the wrist tendons ended that effort. The giant fell to the soil again.

      It lay there panting, face down in the dirt. Sam paused. She felt pity for the thing. If only there were some way to befriend it like she had the kobolds! But she remembered the way it had looked when it saw the child. The raw hunger and lust for violence in its eyes had been unmistakable. This was no gentle creature she was harming.

      With a quick thrust, Sam drove her sword into its neck. She sliced through something vital in the process. Blood flowed freely from the wound. The giant coughed a few times, and then grew still.
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      Harald was by her side a few moments later. He poked the giant with his axe and whistled under his breath. Once he was sure the thing was dead he turned back to Sam.

      “Damn, girl. Well done. You’re only what, level five now?” Harald said. “You’ve just taken down a giant. That’s impressive.”

      “No thanks to you,” Sam replied. “You were no help at all! And I’m level six. Made the new level yesterday.”

      “Been putting a lot of your skill and stat points into magic, then?” Harald asked. Sam nodded. That had been her strategy almost from her beginning here.

      Experience from beating opponents or fulfilling quests earned levels. The levels gave increases in essential elements of your development. There were points you could allocate to things like Strength and Endurance to become a better fighter, or to other things like Intelligence and Spirit to become stronger at magic. Sam had been lucky during her first days in the world. She’d come across a series of quests which had granted her access to more magic than most people her level would wield. As a consequence she’d been putting most of her points into magical skills and abilities.

      Even so, it had barely been enough. She needed a lot more improvement before she was going to be strong enough to do well in this world. What if there had been two giants? She would have been crushed. Worst, this was only the second Realm out of eight! The others were all supposed to be even harder to beat than this one.

      She wiped her sword clean on the grass. Game or not, the little details like blood flowing from wounds and remaining on weapons made Valhalla Online feel very real. Sam had no doubt that the giant’s club impacting her skull would have felt fairly real too, for however brief a time her head remained attached to her body.

      “You could have helped,” she groused.

      “It looks like you handled yourself just fine,” Harald replied.

      It was hard to argue with him, since she had beaten the giant. The win had given her a nice boost in experience toward her next level, as well. She could see the bar’s growth just from that one fight. The riskier the battle, the bigger the gains.

      “You need to learn how to pick your fights better though,” he went on. “Like here, for example. We could have bypassed the tutorial. All we had to do was follow the villagers and we would have exited the zone. You’d have been free and clear.”

      “Yes, and all we had to do was leave a little girl to die,” Sam said. She held up a palm to forestall his argument. “Don’t. I know she is just a computer generated thing made up of pixels and bytes. So are we, Harald.”

      “We’re each the uploaded consciousness of a living, breathing human,” he said.

      “We were once living humans. Now? We’re just pixels and bytes. Not much different from the girls I saved. Or from this thing,” she said, pointing at the giant’s corpse with her sword.

      “You’re going to keep tilting at this windmill, aren’t you?” Harald asked.

      “Most likely, yes.”

      “Well, at least be careful. It’s one thing to die when you’re bound someplace nearby. It’s another entirely to lose everything you worked for. Think before you act. You’ll last longer,” he said.

      “Fair enough. Anything else I need to know about this Realm?” she asked.

      He laughed. “Yes. I’ll try to fill you in on some of it as we walk. Come on, we have a ways to go if we want to make the city before dark. I don’t want to sleep in the open, not in this place.”

      With that he turned and made his way through the village in the direction the townspeople had fled, away from the still-rising sun. It wasn’t even mid-day yet, so if Harald was worried about making their destination before dusk they had quite a ways to travel.

      Sam went after him, but before they’d walked more than a few steps a brilliant rainbow of light exploded onto the ground in the same spot where they’d arrived. Harald was on his guard in an instant, his axe back in his hand.

      “Damn it, the zone hasn’t had time to reset yet. That will trigger another giant coming. We need to get gone,” he said.

      Sam peered at the figure that appeared as the rainbow vanished. He was a young man, dressed head to toe in black clothing.

      “It’s him!” Sam cried. She checked her stats, cursing that she’d used so much of her mana in the last fight. She’d recovered a little mana since the end of the fight, but not enough. She used half of what she had regained to bring up a Fire Bolt and fling it at the man in black.

      “Sam, stop!” Harald said.

      It was too late. The spell was already away. Sam watched with some satisfaction as it burned through the air toward her foe and smashed into his side. The flame bolt exploded and rocked him back on his heels. But where it should have done some serious damage, it seemed to have little effect beyond the fancy light show. He wasn’t even singed.

      “This is a no-combat zone, Sam,” Harald said. “Nothing we do here can hurt another player. That’s why I brought you here. To protect you. The archer can’t hurt you here. None of his attacks can cause you damage in this Realm.”

      “But I can’t hurt him, either,” Sam replied.

      “No, you can’t. But I don’t think this is your man anyway,” Harald said. “Look. He has no bow.”

      Sam glared at Harald, but then looked the newcomer over more carefully. He was right. The man was carrying a staff, but no bow or other weapons. He wore only the lightest of armor, as well. He stood there, brushing off his clothes as if half-expecting them to be singed or covered with soot.

      “My thanks for the warm welcome!” he called out. He wore a wry smile. “May I assume you don’t want company for the road?”

      “Company would be welcome, if you can ignore my hot-headed companion,” Harald said. Booming noises from over the hillside interrupted him for a moment. Another giant was coming fast. “And if you hurry. We’re about to have company of a sort I’d rather avoid.”

      “Of that sort?” the man asked, pointing at the giant. “I’ll away with you, then. No sense standing here like a target. Let’s be off.”

      The man flashed Sam a smile as he fell in beside them both. Sam flushed with embarrassment. She’d attacked the wrong man! What was wrong with her? It was the memory of Jacinda bursting into motes of ash and then disintegrating entirely. Sam could still see that image every time she closed her eyes, like it had been burned into her retinas. The fear of true death wasn’t something she’d had to face since arriving in Valhalla. She needed to remain alert, but clearly easing back off the hair trigger a little bit would be fine, at least so long as she stayed in Jotunheim. If Harald was right, then she would be safe so long as she was there.

      “I’m sorry about the attack,” Sam said to the stranger. “I thought you were someone else.”

      “I’m very glad I’m not your adversary. That spell was powerful!” the man replied. “I am Jorge. I have some small magic as well, but mine is of a healing bent.”

      “A healer would be a good person to have around,” Harald noted.

      “So I’ve been told. I’ve practiced the skills in hopes that I would be well received for them here,” Jorge said.

      “We can talk plans as we walk,” Harald said, looking pointedly over his shoulder at the rumbling hills.

      None of them wanted to face more giants just then, so they made haste from the village and on down the road. Harald and Jorge chatted, leaving Sam half-listening and mostly alone with her thoughts. She wasn’t sure that she trusted Jorge. His arrival had been too well-timed. It seemed a stretch to think it was just coincidence. Was he the man in black after all, somehow? If he had a way to keep his weapon hidden, then he might just be going along with them for the time being, tracking them so he could turn on them once they left the Realm. Sooner or later, Sam would be back in a Realm where the enemy could kill her. If it wasn’t Jorge, then who was it? She needed to find her enemy - before she returned someplace where he could strike at her.
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      As it turned out they arrived at the town Harald was talking about several hours before dusk. The place was more like a small city to Sam’s eyes, and certainly the biggest arrangement of houses and buildings she’d seen since coming to Valhalla. It was built up around a tall hill, rising above the lower rolling hills they’d crossed to get there. The base of the hill was ringed with a thirty-foot high wall, pierced by a set of gates on each quadrant.

      “Welcome to Jordheim!” Harald said, waving his arms to indicate the place as they passed through the gates under the watchful eyes of guards. The guards were nondescript, wearing similar clothes with similar facial features - clear indications that they were computer-controlled beings, not players. Were they there for show, or was there a reason a city needed guards in a Realm where players couldn’t attack one another?

      “It’s busy,” Sam said.

      “It is that,” Harald said. “Feels almost urban after the Twilight Realms, eh?”

      It did. The city - Sam had to call it that now - was bustling. Scores of people walked past her, moving deeper into the city or around the outer tracks on their own errands. It didn’t seem like many if any of them were computer characters, either. Most of them had the look of player characters. Their gear was all unique, or hung in a little different manner. The facial features tended toward the eccentric instead of blending in. Or they walked in a way that seemed less like an animation and more like someone’s natural, remembered habits from when they had walked in a physical body instead of a digital one.

      Of course, it might all be her imagination, but Sam thought she could tell the difference. Most of the time, anyway. She glanced down at Gurgle, who seemed to be one of the exceptions to her. Why would the computer systems dedicate more processing time and power to make her kobold friend so much more life-like than say, the giant she had just killed? It was something she’d wondered about for a long time.

      “Where to from here?” Sam asked.

      “Well, it’s been a while since I was last here, but I’m going to assume the Laughing Lass is still where it once stood,” Harald said.

      “And what is that?” Sam asked. She knew what it sounded like. That was the sort of name a seedy pub would have in South Boston, where she’d grown up.

      “An Inn. You’ll like it,” Harald said with a wink that told her she probably wouldn’t.

      An hour later she was certain of it. Sam waited outside the broken down building while Harald and Jorge were inside bargaining for rooms. It was everything she’d thought it would be from the name. The roof was missing more than a few of its cedar shingles. A patch of the wall looked like it was growing some sort of mold or slime. The watering trough just outside the front door had a thin green film on top of the water inside.

      The road outside was a dirt track. The other buildings in the neighborhood weren’t in any better shape than this one. Sam couldn’t for the life of her see what Harald liked about the establishment, unless it was the other patronage. She’d been watching people going in and out of the front doors for fifteen minutes now, and it seemed like this must be one of the most happening nightlife spots in the city.

      A sudden movement in the corner of her eye caught her attention, dragging it away from the front door. Something was moving - there, off in an alley! She narrowed her eyes, squinting just a little to catch a better look.

      Black clothes. A dark cloak. And - she looked again, just to be entirely sure - a bow.

      The man stood there half-surrounded by shadows just long enough that he was sure she’d seen him, and then he took off, dashing away down a side passage.

      It had to be him - the man who’d killed Jacinda. The man with the hacked bow, the assassin hunting her. He couldn’t hurt her here, so was this appearance a warning? A threat? Whichever - it didn’t matter to Sam. She wasn’t going to sit there and let it go without some sort of response. She lit off after the assassin, sprinting down the street in a rush that sent other pedestrians hurrying out of her way.

      Sam rounded the corner in the alley where she’d seen her quarry duck away. She caught a glimpse of his cloak fluttering in the breeze on a rooftop near the end of the lane. He’d taken the high road. She could follow him there, too.

      She jumped atop a barrel and leaped higher from there, catching the edge of a roof with her fingers. With an effort, she hoisted herself up from there to the sloped roof, dragged her legs up onto the shingles. One of them slid free and clattered to the ground below. Sam swore under her breath. The thing had almost taken her with it. The assassin might not be able to harm her directly in Jotunheim, but she could still die from her own actions if she wasn’t careful.

      He was fleeing over the rooftops, jumping across the narrow span between buildings to get away from her. She gave chase. The first gap she came to was only a few feet across, but she hesitated a moment anyway. It was a long way down if she missed the jump.

      She was losing him. He was going to get away, and she’d never discover who he was or why he was still stalking her. That wasn’t acceptable. Sam gathered her courage and leaped. Her legs carried her out into the air, bridging the gap between the houses. She landed with a jolt that hurt her knees, but she’d done it. No more hesitation. She took off after the assassin, leaping from building to building to follow him.

      “Wherever you go, I can follow,” she called out. He seemed to hear her. He stopped, gave her a sharp nod, and then went on again.

      Sam lost track of how many jumps she’d made, but her legs were burning with the strain. Her stamina was dropping fast. She wouldn’t be able to keep up this sort of pace for much longer. Where was he leading her, anyway? It didn’t seem like he was trying to escape. But he wasn’t letting her catch up, either. The thought made her wary. If he’d set some sort of trap she might be following him right into it. She’d arrive wherever he wanted her to be, exhausted and unable to easily escape again. This was stupid.

      She stopped in her tracks, glaring across the gap to the next building, where the assassin stood.

      “I’m done following you. If you want to talk, you know where I am,” Sam said.

      “I was wondering how long you’d give chase,” the man in black replied. It was a man’s voice - she could tell that much. The voice was vaguely familiar, enough that Sam felt confident she’d heard this person speak before. But his face was heavily muffled, and she couldn’t identify him from the words alone.

      “Very funny,” she replied. “Why me?”

      “Because some people are willing to pay me extremely well to make you disappear forever,” he replied.

      “Like Jacinda?”

      “The girl who took the arrow meant for you? Well, nobody’s aim is perfect,” he said.

      “But you can’t hurt me here, can you?” Sam said. She was growing more confident that she recognized the speaker from somewhere. If she could just keep him talking a little longer, perhaps she could identify him.

      “No, I can’t. But then, you don’t want to stay here, do you?” he asked. “You want to move on. I’m just here to tell you that when you do go on to that next Realm that I’ll be there. Waiting for you. Bow in hand.”

      “I’ll be ready,” Sam replied.

      The man in black laughed. It was a dark sound that raised goosebumps on Sam’s arms. “You think so? We shall see. Until then.”

      He tipped an imaginary hat to her, and sprinted off to the edge of the roof, vaulting to the next building. Sam itched to continue the chase, but it would be useless at best - and it might be dangerous. There was no telling what sort of trouble he might be able to find for her.

      Instead, she lowered herself back to the street level and began picking her way along the roads and byways, making for the inn where her friends waited. At least she’d seen the enemy. She’d heard him speak. If only she could figure out who he was! That information was crucial. It might be enough to give her an advantage when it was finally time to face him again.
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      It was after dark by the time Sam made her way back to the Laughing Lass. She’d taken more than one wrong turn through the twisting streets of Jordheim, and almost lost her way entirely. Finding the right path through the streets was completely different from chasing someone across the rooftops!

      Harald was out on the steps, scanning the crowd when she arrived. His face twisted into a scowl as soon as he saw her.

      “Where the Hel have you been?” he demanded. “You can’t just take off like that! The assassin might be out there waiting for you.”

      “He was,” Sam replied.

      Harald’s scowl turned into a grimace, and he paled. “Did he try to hurt you?”

      “No. I thought you said he couldn’t hurt me here?” she said.

      “He shouldn’t be able to. But then, his arrows shouldn’t be able to do…what they did, either. The rules may be a little different for this one. Be wary of him.”

      “Now you tell me?” Sam said. If she’d known there was even a chance he might be able to hurt her here, she might not have gone chasing him. Although she might have, anyway. Sooner or later she was going to have to face him. One way or another, Sam was going to either beat the man in black or be destroyed by him.

      “I thought you would have the sense to stay away from him!” Harald said.

      “He spoke to me,” Sam said. “The voice was familiar.”

      “Someone you know?” Harald said.

      “It seemed like it. But I couldn’t quite place him. Definitely a man, though,” she said.

      Harald eyed the street, which still carried a good number of people out and about, even after dark. The city had enough players in it that it might never really sleep. He scanned the area and seemed satisfied with whatever he saw, or didn’t see. With a wave of his arm he beckoned Sam into the Inn. She followed him inside.

      The inside of the Laughing Lass wasn’t as bad as it looked from the outside. There was a warm fire burning in the hearth, with a pot of something boiling above it. The rest of the room was lit by lanterns set onto the walls, and small candles housed in tin boxes on the tables. The variety of smells drifting on the air were an assault on Sam’s nostrils. Sweat and burning oil mixed with the scent of savory herbs and cooked meat.

      A dozen tables were scattered through the common room. Most of them were full, and the room filled with the steady buzz of many conversations. Gurgle and Jorge sat at one table, off in a corner.

      “Went on a walkabout, she did,” Harald said as they went to the table. He caught Sam’s eye with a warning look. “New kid in the big city.”

      Sam understood the look. Harald wanted to keep the reappearance of the man in black between them. She might tell Gurgle later anyway - she trusted the kobold. But Jorge was an unknown quantity. Even if she was certain now that he wasn't the assassin, there was no reason to trust him with information he didn’t need. Plus, who knew what other prying ears might be listening? The room was noisy, but it wouldn’t be hard to overhear their conversation from the neighboring tables.

      “Sorry, didn’t mean to hold things up,” she said, shrugging as she took a seat. She caught Harald’s eye and nodded her understanding. “Just got bored.”

      “Ha! Well, boring is one thing you won’t need to worry about in Jotunheim,” Jorge said.

      “You’ve been here before, then?” Harald asked.

      “No, this is my first time. But I studied everything I could learn about the place from old-timers who’d been here and then returned to the Twilight Realm with stories about their travels. I wanted to be prepared for the trip, so I worked hard to learn all there was to know,” Jorge replied.

      “I gather I have a lot to learn,” Sam said. She felt more than a little out of her depth.

      “Yeah, you do,” Harald said. “This is a PvE Realm. You already know that. No player against player action. It’s all player against environment. More or less the reverse of the Twilight Realm.”

      “It’s all raids here,” Jorge added. “Need to find a good group and get to raiding. That’s my goal for tomorrow, unless you folks have an in with a guild already?”

      He looked expectantly at Harald. But the weathered old man shook his head in response.

      “No, sorry,” Harald said. “It’s been years since I was through here last. Any contacts I might have once had will have forgotten me, I figure.”

      “What’s a guild?” Sam asked.

      “More or less like a Clan, from the last Realm. Except guilds are formed by players,” Harald said. “You join guilds, or make your own, to get more organized about raiding.”

      “Raids are the heart of the Realm,” Jorge said. “There are a bunch of special raids. You beat the bosses of each place, you get items, equipment, experience, magic…all sorts of advancement. But they’re tough to beat.”

      “Something like that dwarf ruin you found yourself in, just a hell of a lot bigger and harder to beat,” Harald said.

      Sam tried to wrap her head around the idea. It was radically different from the type of game she’d learned to play in the first Realm. Was it going to be like this every time she shifted to a new Realm? An entirely new set of rules to learn each time? She supposed that would help keep people from getting bored, while they lived out their eternities here.

      “We raid the dungeons; we get cool stuff. Got it,” she said.

      “It’s also how you get through to the next Realm,” Harald added, looking at Sam. “Should you want to travel on, you need to win through at least six different raids, beat six bosses, and collect their tokens.”

      “It’s a lot harder than it sounds,” Jorge warned.

      That made sense. It was a goal that Sam could wrap her head around. It had a defined end point and a bunch of steps along the way. Plus the act of going on those raids should help her gain the levels and experience she needed to do well in the next Realm. She had to be ready to face the man in black before she left this place.

      “I’m game,” she said. “What’s our next move, then?”

      “For now, we grab some dinner and then some sleep,” Harald replied, beckoning to a waitress. “Tomorrow we go see if we can find a pick-up group that will take on the three of us to round out their team. Get some rest tonight. You’re gonna need it.”
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      Rising with the sun had been a habit for Sam even before she came to Valhalla. She hadn’t changed her pattern just because the world was virtual. If anything, waking early had proven to be a boon for her from the beginning because it enabled her to get a quick start on the day. Those who woke early back in the Twilight Realms had spent those extra hours practicing together, honing their skills. It was a telling advantage.

      Gurgle was still sleeping, curled up atop an old blanket in the corner of her room. Sam had offered to rent him his own room the night before. He’d all but begged to be allowed to bed in with her, so she’d bought the blankets for him. She shook her head with a little smile as the kobold let out a particularly loud snore. Quietly, she slipped from the room, letting him rest a while longer.

      The inn was an old, ramshackle building that looked like it had been added to haphazardly over decades of use. Sam’s room was on the fifth floor, in a wing she was convinced defied gravity by its very existence. Still, the thing hadn’t dropped out of the sky while she was sleeping, which she supposed was good enough. The rooms weren’t cheap, and she was aware that her funds wouldn’t last forever in this place. Back in the last Realm, food and a place to sleep had been free. Here everything had a cost.

      She wondered what happened to folks who ran out of money. Did they sleep in the streets? Starve? More likely, they found a way to retreat to the Twilight Realm instead. Sam wasn’t about to let that happen to her. She would need to find a way to earn enough coin to survive here, no matter what.

      “Good morning,” said a woman behind the bar as Sam descended the stairs into the common room. “You’re up early. Breakfast?”

      “Please,” Sam replied. She fished into her pouch for a few more coins. She would need to see about getting to a bank today. Harald told her she could access her the money in her bank from any Realm, but she needed to learn where she could do that.

      The common room was empty but for the two of them. It looked like a very different place without scores of people gathered at the tables, chatting and singing to one another.

      “No one else up yet?” she asked.

      “A few,” the woman replied. “Some leave early, others later. All the same to me. Eggs and bacon, with cider?”

      “Yes, please,” Sam replied. The thought of food made her mouth water. She’d eaten lightly the night before, too disturbed from the run-in with her mysterious would-be assassin to think about food. It was a new day now, though. Her belly was telling her it was well past time to fill it.

      The innkeeper turned and bustled away, returning a minute later with a plate and mug for Sam. She set the food down on the bar, and Sam passed her a few coins to pay the fee. It was only then that Sam got a proper look at her face. She sucked in a breath in surprise.

      “I know you - I’ve seen you before!” Sam exclaimed.

      “Last night, you mean?” the older woman replied, cocking her head at an angle.

      “No. Back in the Twilight Realms. I saw you when I first arrived. You gave me a spear. And then again, I saw you in a Mystic Mail shop.”

      “Ah, you have met two of my sisters, then,” the innkeeper replied, nodding to herself. “I’m Elhaladrel. There are a number of us. Interesting that you’ve met three of us now. You may well meet others.”

      “I’m sorry. The resemblance is so strong, though,” Sam said.

      “It’s supposed to be,” the innkeeper replied with a wink.

      That didn’t make sense to Sam. Why have some people share the same faces and not others? Sam hadn’t seen a single person who was a carbon copy of another since arriving here - except these three ‘sisters’. The first had been the strange armored woman who greeted her on arrival and armed her with a spear. The second had been a shock, and this third was just as big a mystery.

      “But why…?” Sam started to ask. Before she could finish the question, the front door opened, and Harald came stomping in. He was already in his armor and looked like he’d been out and about.

      “Already up? Good. Eat up. We have a busy day ahead of us,” Harald said. Then he called out to the innkeeper. “A plate of the same here, if you would.”

      “What is the plan for the day?” Sam asked.

      “Got us a group for a raid. There’s a bazaar where you go if you don’t have a guild or a dedicated team,” Harald said. Elhaladrel brought him a plate and mug, and he dug in, speaking between large bites. “I wanted to get in there early. Got us what looks like a competent group. Just need a healer. So if Jorge is any good, we should be all set.”

      “I could have come along,” Sam said.

      “Nah. They want me to tank. They want Jorge as the healer. The rest of their group is all damage-dealers, glory hounds without much armor or ability to soak hits,” he replied. “Like you. They don’t need another hitter, especially one who doesn’t hit as hard as they do.”

      “I’m going to be allowed along because they want you and Jorge,” Sam said. She couldn’t quite hide the note of bitterness from her voice. It was hard, being the fifth wheel. She wasn’t used to being superfluous.

      “You said it, not me,” Harald said. “Listen, don’t worry too much. These are high-level raids, great experience for you. A few jaunts like this and you’ll have some more levels, be much better able to handle yourself. It just…takes time.”

      She had been making levels at a pretty rapid pace. What level would that make Harald, though? He’d been around Valhalla for years. Why wasn’t he incredibly overpowered?

      “Harald, why can’t you just swat these things with one pinky? What level are you?” she asked.

      “My level’s for me to know,” he replied. “As for the why - I’m about as strong as I can be here. Every Realm is level-capped. For Jotunheim, the cap is forty. I could have all the levels in the world, but I’d still effectively be about level forty here.”

      Was it twenty levels per Realm? Did that mean the cap was a hundred and sixty levels in all? Or was it higher elsewhere? How long was it going to take her to master every Realm, at that rate? Sam’s head spun. It might take her years to get all the way through this place. The final Realm - her destination at Odin's Hall, the one place where she knew she could reach out of the game into the outside world - seemed so very far away.

      Sam wanted to ask more questions, but before she could Jorge came down the stairs to join them, Gurgle trailing close behind.

      “We ready for the day, then?” Jorge asked.

      “I found us a group,” Harald said.

      “A good group?” Jorge replied.

      Harald grimaced. “It’s a group. We’ll have to see if it’s any good.”

      That didn’t sound particularly promising. Sam had the feeling she was going to miss her old compatriots from the Twilight Realm. They’d been a great team, working together like clockwork because they’d practiced daily. Ad hoc teams of strangers seemed a poor substitute. She dug into the last of her breakfast and ordered some for Gurgle as well. Best to be ready for anything.

      “Sam, Gurgle should stay here,” Harald said.

      She looked at him, confused. “Why?”

      “Because…these raids are hard. There’s a good chance he won’t survive it. We will respawn if we don’t make it, but he…”

      “Won’t. You think our odds are that bad?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “Hard to say. It’s been a while since I’ve done this.”

      “I’ll talk to him. He can stay in the inn till we return.” Sam sighed. This wasn’t going to be fun. One of her best allies was going to be left behind, and she was going off to who-knew-where to face who-knew-what with a bunch of strangers. The day just kept getting better.
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      Harald led their team up the hill from the inn. Sam felt guilty for leaving Gurgle behind, even if it was for his own good. The kobold had accepted her orders, but the look on his face told her volumes about how it made him feel to be left out. She tried to push the thoughts from her mind. She would find some way to make it up to him later.

      The buildings grew progressively larger as they neared the hilltop. Stone and brick replaced the wooden structures below. Each row looked more grand and towering than the last.

      “Guild halls,” Harald said, waving his arm at the buildings they passed. “The strongest guilds hold the biggest buildings.”

      “Like the keeps, back in the Twilight Realms?” Sam asked.

      Harald paused to think about it. “More or less. Guilds get points for raids their members complete. Each week, the guilds move to new halls based on their rank. The top ten guilds hold the best positions, at the very peak of the hill around the Bazaar. The next row is for the next twenty, then something like thirty more in the row below. Only the top hundred guilds have halls.”

      “Hundred! How many guilds are there?” Sam asked.

      “Who knows? Anyone with enough coin can start a guild. It takes more than that to keep one going and building strength, though,” Harald replied. He shook his head. “Not your worry anyway, though. You’re just passing through, right?”

      Sam nodded as firmly as she could. This Realm made even less sense to her than the previous one. Warfare over castles and lands she could at least understand. But this place, where people risked their lives to venture into dungeons like the one she’d had so much trouble in? It was baffling. Status she understood, but she was used to the idea of building a reputation by doing things that mattered.

      The final halls were enormous, almost the size of the inner keep from the fort she’d once held. What lay past them was even more fascinating, though.

      The hilltop was clear of structures. It was an open field, studded with standing stones. Each stone had a symbol on it, and there were dozens of the things. Hundreds of people milled about, shouting to one another and turning the place into a cacophony of sound.

      “Need healer for group!” one man shouted nearby. “Group for the Forest Giant Lair! Need a healer!”

      “Tank and healer needed!” another called out.

      “DPS LFG!” one man said, standing by himself.

      Sam had only the barest idea what they were talking about. The acronyms were as strange to her as Army ones probably were to civilians, she thought wryly. Jorge saw her confusion and leaned over to whisper in her ear.

      “DPS stands for damage per second - a person who focuses on dealing lots of damage quickly. A tank is someone who can soak up a lot of hits, like our friend here. A healer is…well, me,” he said.

      “And LFG?” Sam asked.

      “Looking for group,” he replied with a grin at the look she gave him. “Don’t worry, you’ll get it down.”

      Sam stuck to Harald like glue as he made his way through the crowd. The Bazaar was filling up rapidly. More and more people were waking and preparing for their day of…whatever it was they did on these raids. Sam watched one group link hands as she passed them. One of them touched a stone menhir with a picture of a mountain and lightning bolt carved on the side. As soon as the man touched the thing, the entire group vanished. Sam gasped and stopped in her tracks.

      “What?” Harald asked, hearing her.

      “Those people - they disappeared!”

      “They’ve gone on their raid. Thunder Mountain. High-end stuff. We’re not ready for that yet. Well, you’re not, anyway,” he replied. “Keep up.”

      Sam blinked, half expecting the people to appear again. But it was no trick. They’d disappeared altogether. She turned away and followed Harald through the crowd again. What she’d seen was impossible. But then, so was her ability to throw blasts of fire from her fingertips. Everything about this place was impossible. What was one more thing? Everything in Valhalla Online was lines of code, which meant anything the makers could imagine and program, could be.

      They were heading directly for a green, moss-covered standing stone. This one had a tree carved into the side. Several groups were gathered around it, making their own preparations. It was toward one of those clusters of people that Harald led them.

      “We’re here,” Harald said.

      “About time,” snapped a tall, reedy man with dark hair and a black mustache. “We’ve been waiting.”

      “Weren’t going to go far without us,” Harald growled. “We’re not filler. You needed the healer, remember?”

      “That him?” the stranger replied, pointing at Jorge. When Jorge nodded, the man huffed. “He any good?”

      “Level ten basic heal, level five group heal,” Jorge replied. “I can keep you alive, if you let the tanks hold the aggro.”

      “Sounds good enough for me,” replied another of the group. “Drakken, let him be. We do need the healer. And having another tank won’t hurt. I’m Benson. Our group’s main tank, although I think I might be alternate tank now that Harald is with us.”

      Benson smiled in a welcoming manner. He didn’t seem to mind the idea of playing second fiddle to Harald in this adventure. Drakken, the man with the mustache, kept his scowl firmly in place, though.

      “I’m Sam,” she said, stepping forward to shake Benson’s hand. He returned the hand-clasp firmly.

      “She has a cold spell that snares, and a stun spell,” Harald said. “Crowd control. It’ll be useful if we get too many at once.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Benson replied. “Come meet the rest of the team.”

      Besides Benson and Drakken, there were three other men in the group. Kristoff reminded Sam of Drakken. He had the same oily feel to him. He shook her hand, but his eyes gave her the creeps. She wanted to wipe her hand off on her trousers after shaking his but restrained herself. Like them or not, she was going to have to work with these people.

      Markus was of a medium build, with bronze hair and a full beard. He carried a huge bow. The weapon was almost as tall as him. Sam eyed it appreciatively.

      “I miss my pistol from home. Bet you can do almost as much damage with that thing,” she said.

      “Likely more, unless you could make your bullets explode,” he replied, chuckling a little. “Keep the buggering giants off me, and I’ll do for them, no worries.”

      The last man wore dark robes that reminded Sam of the skeletons she’d faced in the dungeon. For a moment, with his face turned away from her, Sam could imagine that he was one of those things. That one of them had survived, and journeyed all the way here to hunt for her. Her hand went toward the hilt of her sword without even thinking about it.

      He turned then, and she saw his face at last. He was human after all, and she relaxed. It was silly to think one of those skeletons would be here. They were confined to that dungeon. Or certainly to that Realm. She might find other ones similar to that here, but they wouldn’t be in an adventuring party!

      The robed man was unusual in one way, though. He was the first black man Sam had seen since arriving here. A mischievous smile broke his face as he took in the look on hers.

      “First time seeing a wizard, then?” he asked. “Or is it my dark robes bothering you? Don’t worry. I’m one of the good guys.”

      Sam liked him at once. His straightforward, friendly manner won her over in an instant. There was something about him that just made her want to trust him. Her instincts about people were usually good. She was going to go with her gut on this one.

      “I’m Sam,” she said, giving him a grin and offering her hand.

      “Jayden.”

      “Good to meet you. So…you have magic?” she asked.

      “Don’t we all? I have more than some. Less than others. With luck, it will be enough,” he replied.

      “If the introductions and chit-chat are done?” Drakken snapped. Once he had everyone’s attention, he went on. “We’re hitting the Forest Giant Lair today. It’s not a difficult raid, but this is our first mission as a team. I thought it would be better to get through something simple before we try for hard stuff. Has anyone here completed that raid?”

      Sam glanced around. Everyone in the group was shaking their heads in the negative. Were they going into this place utterly blind?

      “OK, we can handle it, I think. Benson and I have been inside before, but we never made it past the first level,” Drakken said. “The outside is full of low-level giants. Easy pickings, but we don’t want to get too bogged down. Once we’re past them, we go inside. Things get progressively harder from there.”

      “Three levels to the place,” Benson rumbled. “Top floor is the hardest. That’s where the forest giant chieftain lives.”

      “If we’re ready?” Drakken said. “Then join hands.”

      Harald reached out for one of Sam’s hands. Jayden took the other, joining them together into a long chain. Once he was sure they were all linked, Drakken nodded, and then touched the standing stone with his free hand. Reality swirled around Sam. There was a sense of movement, of spinning, and she almost lost her balance. But it lasted less than a second, and then they were elsewhere.
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      Sam rocked back on her heels. She realized why as soon as her vision cleared. She was standing on a hill, looking upward. The ground beneath her feet was soft loam. Ferns covered the soil. The entire place was in shade, massive trees overhead blocking most of the sunlight.

      “We’re not in Kansas anymore,” she said aloud. Benson overheard her and chuckled.

      “Haven’t heard that line in a while,” he said.

      “OK people, listen up,” Drakken cut in. “The keep is down the hill from here, in the valley. Built into and around a massive tree. We need to clear the guards out here.”

      “What’s up the hill?” Harald asked.

      “More guards. Just weaker ones. We don’t need to mess with them. Just hit the keep, bust in, kill the giant chief, and we’re out of here,” Drakken said.

      “Sounds good. Just didn’t want any surprises from the rear,” Harald replied.

      Drakken grunted an affirmative. “We’ll move slowly, pick off the guards, and then hit the keep. Everyone ready?”

      The team spread out as they picked their way down the hill. Markus led the way, followed closely by Harald and Benson. The rest trailed behind them. Drakken brought up the rear, trailing a few paces back. Privately, Sam had the feeling that was so he could bug out if things went badly. She didn’t trust him to stick with the team if the raid started to fail. But the rest of the team felt fairly solid.

      The first sign of trouble came from the left. The thundering footsteps were a dead giveaway. One nice thing about giants - they didn’t seem to be able to sneak very well. Even in the woods, they could hear him coming long before they could see him. Those with ranged attacks ducked down behind trees while the two melee fighters drew their weapons and stood out in the middle of a clearing, making themselves into targets.

      The giant rounded a particularly massive tree with a roar. It looked a lot like the one Sam had seen the day before. It towered a good twelve feet tall. It was dirty, with a smell that wafted to her even from fifty feet away. This one was dressed in a shirt made from animal hides and carried a massive club.

      Harald darted in to attack. His axe took it behind one knee, biting deep. The giant roared again, this time with pain and anger. Benson rushed over to join the fighting, and Markus fired an arrow at its head. The arrow exploded on impact, blinding the giant. It swung wildly, but Harald jumped back and avoided the blow.

      Another roar - this one from the opposite side! Sam whirled and saw a second giant bearing down on them. They’d been flanked! Quickly she brought her ray of frost to her fingertips and blasted the giant. Her spell struck home, and the giant slowed to about half its usual speed. It was still coming, but they at least had time to react.

      “Well done,” Jayden said. He made a gesture with his hands, and a bolt of lightning flew from his fingertips, smashing into the giant’s chest. The impact rocked the giant backward so hard that it almost tumbled over.

      “Glad to help,” Sam said. She fired a flame arrow, sending it streaking against the same general place the lightning had struck. This time the giant did topple over, crashing to the ground with enough force that Sam could feel the shaking.

      Kristoff was somehow right there as the giant fell. Sam hadn’t seen him move, hadn’t seen him sneaking up on the thing at all. But his blades slashed into the giant’s neck, finishing it off. He sheathed the weapons - a pair of daggers so long they were almost short swords.

      Sam turned back to see how the other fight was doing, but it was almost over. The giant had stumbled and gone down to one knee. Benson and Harald were cutting it apart, while Markus continued to pepper it with arrows. It crashed to the ground as well.

      “Not bad for a first fight,” Jorge said. “Anyone hurt?”

      Miraculously, no one was. They’d taken down two of the things without even breaking a sweat! Maybe her earlier misgivings over the group were premature. It certainly seemed like they were capable of working together when it came down to it. Of course, things were likely to get worse once they were inside. Sam had no doubt this was the simplest encounter they would face. But she couldn’t help feeling better about the mission now, and she could see the same thoughts written across the faces of the others on her team.

      They searched the giants quickly before continuing. Each had a few gold coins on them. Not a lot of money, but a few more wins like this and Sam would be set for food and lodging for a little longer. It was good to know she had a ready source of income.

      A short walk down the hill brought them within sight of the front gate to a massive palisade. The wall was made from trees, each one stripped of branches and then driven into the soil to form a crude barrier, then roped together at the top for added strength.

      Two more giants stood outside the gate, looking warily out into the forest. The giants hadn’t seen the party yet. They’d darted back into the bushes just in time to avoid detection.

      “Alpha strike on the one to the left,” Drakken whispered. “All ranged, hit it with everything you’ve got on five.”

      Sam readied her most powerful flame bolt as Drakken counted down. As soon as he said five, most of the party leaped from their hiding places. Sam flung her bolt, then looked to see what the others were doing.

      Markus had fired a single arrow, but the shaft glowed like it was a missile. It exploded against the giant’s chest at almost the same second her spell struck. Harald brought down lightning from the sky, showering both giants with electricity. Jayden used a spell Sam had never seen before, creating a black ball that somehow almost seemed to glow. The ball flew from his fingertips, gliding across the distance to strike the giant squarely in the chest. For a moment Sam wasn’t sure what it had done. It seemed like it just hit the target and then winked out. But then she realized it had cut a hole straight through the giant - cored him like he was an apple.

      That one crashed to the ground, dead before he even realized what was striking him. The other was alerted though and beat his club against a gong hung from the door. Then he rushed up the hill toward the team.

      Benson met him halfway up. Drakken and Kristoff were by his side, flanking the giant and slicing away at it with their blades while Benson took it from the front. The giant’s club smashed down. Benson took the blow on his shield, which rang almost as loud as the gong had. Sam winced. That couldn’t have felt good.

      Jorge was muttering something under his breath, and his hands were glowing with yellow light. Probably a healing spell of some sort. Sam readied her magic, sending another arrow down to strike the giant. She checked her stats quickly.

      Health 80/80, Stamina 240/260, Mana 180/230.

      She was going to burn through her mana way too fast at this rate. Still, her power was her biggest asset to the team, wasn’t it? She started down the hill, drawing her sword. It might be her greatest asset, but it wasn’t the only thing she could do.

      “One club strike could kill me, according to Harald,” she said. “Then I’ll have to make sure not to get hit.”

      “You’d best not,” Harald said, suddenly walking alongside her. “You’ll be like a cranberry jelly if he gets you.”

      Sam looked over at him and caught his wolfish grin, the sparkle in his eyes. “Admit it. You’ve missed this sort of thing.”

      “Aye, I have somewhat. Simpler in the Twilight Realm, but this can be fun too. Thank you for reminding me,” he said. Then he rushed ahead toward the giant, swinging his axe at its club arm.

      Sam darted in from the other side, slashing up at the giant’s ribs. It roared, then coughed. One of them had struck something vital. The giant clutched a hand to its wounds, swung once more at Benson. He dodged the blow and landed another of his own in return. Kristoff used the distraction to dart in, stabbing upward into the giant’s chest with both blades. The thing began toppling forward slowing like a felled tree. Kristoff rolled clear just before the giant crashed to the ground where he’d been standing.

      They were all breathing hard, but they were in good shape after another pair of giants. If they kept coming two by two like this, the whole thing might be a cake-walk.

      Just as Sam had the thought, the doors to the fort swung outward with a booming sound. More giants stormed forth from the opening. This time, it was a lot more than two of them.
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      Sam froze for a moment, shocked by the raw rage emanating from the troop of giants lumbering up the hill toward them. There were six of the things, each one as tall as a cottage. Snarling faces with sharp tusks protruding from the mouths contorted with fury when the giants spied their fallen comrades.

      “Samantha! Snap out of it!” Harald shouted to her. He stood his ground a few feet in front of her, his body a living barrier against the giants. “Freeze them!”

      She shook herself, embarrassed at losing herself. It wasn’t her first battle, damn it! But the sight of six tons of angry enemies bearing down on them left her feeling shaken and fragile. One swing from any of those clubs would be enough to finish her.

      Which meant the best bet was to keep them all the hell away from her. She called magic to her fingertips and lashed out at one of the trailing giants. The blast of ice hit him, slowing his movements down. She didn’t wait to see how long the effect would last, already targeting a second giant with her ice snare.

      She managed to slow down three of the things before the others crashed into Harald and Benson. The two of them worked seamlessly together with their weapons and shields, blocking or dodging one attack after another. Arrows sprouted from one of the giants as Markus peppered its head and shoulders with one shot after another. Each impact struck like a small missile with a blast of fire.

      Kristoff appeared behind the trailing giants, slicing at vulnerable leg muscles with his knives. They grunted in pain and slowed even more. They tried to turn their clubs on him, but he darted away before they could strike him. He was gone again in an instant, vanishing like a ghost into the underbrush.

      Jayden and Jorge stepped up beside Sam, forming a second rank wall. Jorge was casting one healing spell after another, working to keep the front rank fighters alive in the midst of a vicious melee. Jayden fired bolts of lightning from his hands at the giants. The strikes burnt the giants and seemed to stun them for a moment or two, giving Jorge time to get caught up on healing the ‘tank’ fighters.

      Sam joined her magic with Jayden’s assault, firing one flame bolt after another. Her mana was waning precipitously. There was only so long she could keep this up, and she had the feeling she’d last ten seconds inside the mad melee with her sword. One giant fell. Then another.

      Just in time, because the other three caught up with the band. They were wounded by Sam’s ice spell, hurt further by Kristoff’s quick slashes. But they were still fresh enough that Benson and Harald took an involuntary step back when the new opponents joined the fray. Then another. And a third. They were being forced slowly back up the hill.

      With a cry, Drakken rushed in from the left. He had two swords out, the blades a blur of motion. He cut and stabbed the nearest giant, and it roared in fury at the assault. Kristoff appeared on the right flank, launching his own attack. Together with a steady barrage of spells, they slowly overwhelmed the giants. One after another, each went down.

      When the last had fallen, Sam sank to a knee. Her mana was spent. She’d barely been able to fire that final flame bolt, and it would take her time to recover. She felt exhausted, even though her status report said that her stamina was fine.

      “Anyone else hurt?” Jorge asked. He was casting another healing spell on Benson, who was rubbing his shield arm. Sam winced at the sight of the bruises running up and down the arm. He’d been pummeled behind his shield. If he’d missed even a single block, he probably would have had more than just bruises.

      “Me,” Kristoff replied, limping over. “One of them caught my leg right before he went down.”

      Jorge sent more healing energy his way, and he sighed with relief. Sam could see the spell take effect as the lines of pain vanished from Kristoff’s face.

      “I’m going to need some time to recover mana,” Jorge warned. “I’ve spent nearly all I had.”

      “I think most of us have,” Sam said.

      “Nicely done with the ice spells. We would have been in trouble facing all six at once,” Benson told her. He beamed at Sam in a way that she couldn’t help returning.

      “Next time don’t hesitate, though!” Drakken added. He had a nasty note that never did seem to leave his voice. Sam had the feeling that Drakken could make singing happy birthday sound like a funeral dirge.

      “She got the job done. That’s good enough for me,” Benson said.

      Harald stomped over and leaned on his axe, staring across at Drakken in an open challenge. Drakken looked away first. There were a few moments of uncomfortable silence before Jayden cleared his throat to speak. All eyes went to the sorcerer.

      “Now what?” he asked quietly. “We’ve cleared the first few challenges, but this one was difficult. We have time to rest here, but we may not, inside. The battles will grow more difficult from here, not less so. We need to ask if we are up for this, or not?”

      “We haven’t come this far just to walk away now,” Drakken said. “We need to see this through. If everyone does their part, we should be fine.”

      Sam went over the course of the battles they’d fought so far, suddenly suspicious. Drakken had entered the fray at the very last minute, during that final battle. He’d certainly helped there. But had he done anything in the previous fights? She couldn’t be sure, but she didn’t remember seeing him engage the giants in their first skirmishes, and he’d held back until the very last minute this time. What was his deal? If they needed everyone to contribute maximally to win this raid, then they were going to need him, too.

      She glanced over at Harald and opened her mouth. But she saw him give her a tiny shake of his head. She closed her mouth again, pursing her lips together hard. He’d seen it too, then. She was pretty sure he had about the same opinion she did of Drakken and was angry about it. It wouldn’t do the group any good to argue about it in the middle of the raid, though.

      They could always walk away, but that might hurt their ability to get into another group. And she needed these raids if she was ever going to get through this Realm and on to the next. Better to keep quiet and try to make things work, at least for now.

      “I think we can do this,” Benson said. “We just need to work together. Snare the bad guys, and then the tanks block them while the rest of the team cuts them down.”

      “And I keep the tanks from dying,” Jorge said.

      “Yes, please,” Benson replied, smiling. “Got to love the healer!”

      Jayden nodded. “I’m game with pushing on as well. But let’s be cautious about our pace. We have a lot of mana dependent people in this group. We can hit hard, but once we’re out of mana…”

      “Once we’re out of mana, we’re in trouble,” Sam finished for him. “Keeping the pace slow will give us time to recover between engagements.”

      Her status was already coming back, the mana slowly rebuilding. Sam wished that she could make it rise faster. That seemed to be the main thing holding her back, right now. If she wasn’t limited by the mana pool, she’d be a hell of a lot more effective.

      “Then we’re agreed?” Drakken asked.

      Everyone nodded.

      “Let’s search the bodies for loot and move out, then. Kristoff, scout the entrance. See what we’re up against. Everyone else, search a giant and then we go.”

      Sam went to the nearest body and checked it over. The bodies had become bland, featureless things after they died. Bodies in the Twilight Realms had done the same thing after death. Sam supposed it was a nod to peoples’ sensibilities. It felt strange to be rooting through the pockets of dead people, or even dead giants. The game made the dead forms featureless, the faces blurred to remove the look of a living thing. It was more like looting a manikin than stealing from a corpse.

      She found a small pouch on the giant’s belt and opened it up.

      You have found eleven gold coins.

      Sam held out the bag. “Found some coins. How are we splitting?”

      “Keep what you find, for that stuff,” Drakken replied, waving the pouch away. “We’ll toss dice for any item loot, but need before greed.”

      “Need before…?” Sam asked, confused.

      “If you can use it, you get first dibs,” Benson replied. “If more than one person can use an item, they roll for it. If no one can use it, then everyone can roll for it. You can always sell stuff you can’t directly use.”

      “If we’re all done? Any special items?” Drakken asked. No one had found anything unusual, it seemed. Kristoff came jogging back up the hill.

      “We’re clear just inside the gate,” he said. “It looks like they might have retreated to the fort inside.”

      “Then that’s where we need to go,” Drakken said. He started off down the hill toward the still-open gate.

      The rest of the party fell in behind him. Sam couldn’t help feeling an ominous sense of foreboding as she stepped through the doors, though. They’d barely survived the last fight, and that was outside the giant fortress, in the open. What greater threats awaited them within? She checked to ensure that her sword was loose in its sheath, and re-checked her mana bar one more time - almost full. Whatever lay ahead, she was as ready as she was going to be.
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      Sam stepped through the gate, wary for the smallest hint of danger. The air seemed darker on this side of the crude wall. A tree towered in the center of the enclosed area, the trunk at least a hundred feet across. She couldn’t see any giants about, but there were plenty of signs of their presence. Little huts and tents littered the space beneath the massive tree. Here and there a few fire pits still smoked. One even had a pot of something brewing over the fire. She could smell the rank stench of whatever was inside the pot from twenty feet away.

      The whole place reeked like a mixture of unwashed socks, rotten meat, and someone who hadn’t bathed in a very long time. Which didn’t shock her - that was how the giants smelled close up, too. But he intensity of the smell in this place was so much greater that Sam felt her stomach roil in protest.

      “Stay alert,” Drakken warned. No one replied. It hadn’t needed saying in the first place. Sam could feel eyes on her, watching from somewhere. The giants knew they were there. They were waiting somewhere ahead.

      Benson and Harald took the lead without a word, walking slowly toward the massive tree. The rest of the party followed close behind. They picked their way past enormous tents with care. Any one of those things might house a hidden giant. A trickle of sweat dripped down from Sam’s brow, and she wiped it away quickly.

      They made the base of the tree without encountering a single enemy. Another gate was there, cut into the tree itself. The massive double doors stood almost twenty feet tall. Harald reached out to them and pushed, but they didn’t give.

      “Barred from the inside,” he said.

      “Allow me. Stand back,” Jayden said. Once the others had done as he bid, the spell-caster summoned another black ball of energy between his hands. He flung the thing at the center of the door. It cored the wood just as it had the giant he’d used the spell on earlier. The sphere cut a hole straight through the center, about where Sam guessed the bar would be.

      Harald pushed against the doors again. They still didn’t move.

      “You hit too high,” Kristoff called. He’d scaled ten feet up the tree, and was peering into the hole. “Aim about a foot lower.”

      “Be ready. I hear movement on the inside. They’ll be waiting for us,” Harald said. He and Benson took up positions near the door to block any attackers rushing the party.

      Jayden grunted acknowledgment and fired off his spell again. This time his sphere struck a little lower, slicing through the wood. Where it touched, the door just ceased to exist. This time, the strike hit the right place and cut the bar in two. Sam heard a pair of crashing noises as the remaining pieces hit the floor inside.

      Without warning the doors swung outward at the team. Two giants stood in the doorway, armed with big spears. Harald parried the one stabbing at him, sweeping aside the blow with his axe. Benson tried to block with his shield and was only partly successful. The spear skittered off the shield and dug along his armor with a screeching noise that set Sam’s teeth on edge.

      She didn’t wait. The power for a flame bolt was already in her hands, ready for release. She blasted the nearest giant and prepared another spell. All around her the team sprung into action, blades and spells flashing. Moments later the giants were down.

      “Keep moving!” Drakken said. “There were only two here. Let’s not give them time to organize.”

      He rushed into the room ahead, the rest of the party following along more cautiously. It seemed to Sam like the entire tree had been hollowed out. The first room was a massive chamber almost the full width of the tree across.

      But as big as the room was, no other giants were waiting for them there. There was a spiral staircase leading up, which ran around the inside wall of the tree. It was toward those stairs Drakken sprinted. The rest of the party struggled to keep up with him as he dashed upward.

      “Slow down,” Jayden said. “We need mana.”

      “No time. Have to hit the upper floors before they get more giants in place,” Drakken huffed. “The ones below will respawn and come after us too, if we wait too long.”

      The staircase climbed toward the ceiling. Another floor lay above. Sam had no way to tell what was inside it, but it was likely going to be more enemy combatants.

      “Drakken, maybe let the tanks lead?” she called.

      “Good call,” he said, slowing and allowing Benson and Harald to pass him. They reached the narrow gap to the next level. Sam hated the look of the thing. The staircase ran up to another floor, and she couldn’t see what waited there. An entire army of giants could be waiting in that room, and they would never know it until they were in full view. Worse, the team could only proceed two at a time. The first party members up would face the full brunt of whatever waited there.

      Harald and Benson had slowed as they approached the next floor. They seemed to be thinking about how best to proceed without getting killed.

      “What are you waiting for?” Drakken hissed.

      “I don’t like the looks of this,” Harald said. “They’ll get a clean shot at us before we even see them.”

      “What about a flash-bang?” Sam asked. The others looked at her. “We used them to stun people. Big flash of light. Big noise. Harald, if you and I both hit the floor above with our area-effect lightning, together…?”

      “The stun will only last a couple of seconds, but it would be enough,” he said.

      “Do it,” Drakken said.

      Sam called up the magic Harald had taught her. She didn’t have as much experience with this spell as she did with most of her others, but it had been useful on occasion. Harald’s lightning spell hit an area, did damage, and briefly stunned the targets. His spell was better trained than hers, but together they could hit a much wider area. Sam held her magic, pausing until after Harald cast.

      Flashes of light lit the passage above, and a booming sound rocked the tree. Harald and Benson didn’t wait - they rushed upward. Sam released her spell two seconds after Harald’s, hopefully hitting whatever giants might be up there with another stun. More light flashed. She raced up the final stairs with the other party members, toward the sounds of battle.

      Six giants guarded the chamber. They were focusing on Harald and Benson, but one turned and went after Jayden. The mage flinched, backing away quickly and moving his hands frantically to cast a spell. Sam blasted the offending giant with a cold spell, slowing it down just enough. Jayden fired off his ball of nothing, killing the giant instantly.

      “Thanks for the save!” he called out.

      Sam nodded to him, but she was already preparing the lightning spell again. It couldn’t hurt her party, even if they were inside the area it impacted. But a second or so of stunning might just spell the difference between success and failure for their team.

      She blasted them with lightning. Then blasted again. The spell took a few seconds to cast, but she used it over and over. Each time she struck the giants, they stalled in place for a second or so, giving her team-mates critical moments to dodge blows or get in strikes of their own.

      It didn’t take long to finish the giants. Sam was panting, exhausted, when the battle ended. She checked her status.

      Health 80/80, Stamina 230/260, Mana 4/230.

      Four mana! She’d burned through everything she had using the lightning over and over again.

      “I’m tapped out,” she said.

      “My mana is spent as well,” Jayden said.

      “OK, we’ll rest here until the casters are at full again,” Drakken replied. He pointed at another staircase, running upward around the outer wall of the tree. “Let’s watch for trouble though. More giants could come from below or above.”

      A roar from above answered his words. It wasn’t the roar of a single giant. Sam had no idea how many sets of lungs had called out in unison to make that sound. But it seemed like an awful lot of giants.

      They came bounding down the stairs immediately after the battle cry. The giants could only descend one at a time, but they leaped from the stairs to the floor once they were halfway down. Benson immediately engaged the first. Harald brought his axe to bear against the second. But then a third jumped down, and a fourth, and a fifth. There didn’t seem to be any end to the attackers, and Sam was out of mana for her magic.
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      There were too many giants. Sam whipped out her sword, running to fight beside Harald as best she could. But these seemed tougher than the last batch they’d fought. Each wore hide armor that her blade could barely cut through. Harald’s axe was doing more damage, but it still wasn’t enough.

      “We need to retreat!” Harald said.

      “Shut up and fight!” Drakken shouted back. “We hold our ground.”

      Two more giants jumped down, shaking the floor. Sam had lost track. Were there eight giants now, or nine? Whatever, it was too many. They were being pushed back regardless what Drakken might want. Step by step the giants were forcing them to return to the stairwell.

      “We can fight them on the stairs,” Harald said. “Take them one at a time.”

      Drakken made a scoffing noise. “Afraid of a few giants? Watch this!”

      He strode out between the monsters, a sword in each hand. His blades blurred as he went into motion, spinning the swords in flashing arcs. Each swing bit into a giant. One fell, and his sword sliced its neck open, finishing it. Another roared in pain as his blades cut through its leg armor. The giants seemed to quickly sense that Drakken was now the biggest threat, and changed their focus from Harald and Benson.

      “You’re drawing too much aggro!” Harald shouted. He tried to keep the giants focused on him, but there was nothing he could do. They turned as a mass and swung at Drakken. The fighter dodged the first few blows, but a club smashed into his side. He fell to the ground with a cry.

      “Heals coming!” Jorge called. He cast spell after spell, giving Drakken enough health to rise back to his feet before another club could finish him. But there were too many giants focused on the fighter. Another club hit him, and then a third. Sam hacked at a giant desperately, trying to do some damage, but they remained intent on taking out their targeted prey.

      She could see the glow of one healing spell after another lighting up Drakken’s form. Jorge was doing everything he could to keep the man alive, but it wasn’t going to be enough. Sam could already see him weakening. Another club struck him. He fell to the floor again. Two more clubs smashed his prone form, and he didn’t rise again.

      The giants turned in unison then, still ignoring the damage the other fighters were doing to them. They stalked across the room, every one of them focused on a single target again.

      “Jorge drew aggro using all of those heals!” Harald shouted. “Protect him!”

      They rushed toward him, hoping to block the giants’ advance with their bodies if they had to. Jayden tossed a lightning spell, dropping one giant, but then he backed away, shrugging helplessly. He had nothing left to use. Markus was firing arrows, but he was clearly out of mana as well - each shot was now an ordinary shaft.

      One of the giants threw a massive spear. It hurtled through the air and struck Jorge, who cried out once as the weapon carried him through the air and pinned him to the wall of the tree. He did not move again.

      “Healer down!” Harald shouted. “Pull back to the stairs!”

      Sam turned to race back the way they’d come. Before she could take two steps, she saw the leering face of a giant rise from the hole in the floor. More of the things were coming up at them from below.

      “Shit. More below us,” she warned.

      Jayden shook his head. “This isn’t getting us anywhere. I’m out of here. Sorry.”

      He touched something hanging from his neck and vanished in a flash of light.

      “Well, shit,” Harald said. The remaining team members backed themselves against the wall near where Jorge’s body hung. They were surrounded by giants. The enemy was closing in from all sides. Sam could tell they were not getting out of this alive.

      “Welcome to Valhalla,” she said, flashing Harald a grin.

      He smiled back. “Where you fight every day and rise in the evening to toast the battles with friends.”

      “See you both on the other side,” Benson said.

      Together, the three of them rushed at the enemy. Kristoff and Markus followed close behind. Their weapons sang out, striking as many enemies as they could. Sam cut and dodged and fought desperately. She saw Markus go down out of the corner of her eye. Harald died next, taking a blow that had been meant for her.

      Sam never even saw the club that killed her. She felt a brief flash of pain, and then there was nothing at all.

      That nothing was darkness, without pain, and it felt soothing rather than alarming. As she floated there in the utter black, she thought there was a pinpoint of light somewhere in the distance. The light grew brighter, or she was coming closer to it - she couldn’t tell which. Faster and faster the light grew until she was falling into it, and the white light cascaded into a rainbow of brilliant colors. She fell through the rainbow.

      As she was falling Sam saw a woman floating there before her. She had golden hair braided down her back, and was wearing mail armor and a helm. In her hand, she carried a stout spear.

      “Helga?” Sam asked.

      “Seek me out. We have much to discuss,” the strange figure said.

      “Where?” Sam asked.

      “In the next Realm. I am in every Realm. But you will need to be courageous to find me.”

      Then Helga was gone, and Sam was falling through rainbow lightning again. There was one more blinding flash. Sam felt something solid beneath her feet at last, and stumbled. She fell forward into soft grass. Her vision was still blurry, and she felt dizzy. But she was alive again.

      Sam pushed herself back up to a sitting position. She was back in the center of Jordheim, at the obelisk where they’d first started the raid. Around her, the rest of the party were popping back into place, one after another. The raid had failed. They’d come close, but they hadn’t won through. She had to beat six of these dungeons to move on to the next Realm, and she wasn’t even able to survive one of them?

      The memory of seeing Helga in the death tunnel came back to her in a flash. That had felt like the strangest thing. This Helga hadn’t seemed like a simple animated avatar at all. The way her face had been so expressive, the way her words and tone changed as she spoke…the image had felt alive, not programmed.

      Was that some trick of Sam’s imagination? Some pre-programmed quest triggered by her run through the world? She’d seen that same face four times now. That couldn’t be coincidence, could it? No other entity she’d seen had shared a face like that, which meant there was something special about her. Who was she? And what did she want?
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      Sam got back to her feet, brushing the grass and dirt from her armor. The stuff had been good enough for the Twilight Realms, but clearly it was wanting in this place. She could barely remember the blow that had taken her out, but Harald had been right. It had only taken one shot from a giant’s club to finish her.

      On the plus side, she still seemed to have all of her gear. That was a pleasant change. Her armor was still all in place, although it looked a lot more banged up than it had been. She still had her sword, and even the coins in her pouch were still there. Back in the last Realm, she would have lost everything that wasn’t a ‘no drop’ item.

      “Everyone OK?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Little bummed, but not broken,” Benson said. “Nice team rush there at the end.”

      Sam shrugged. “Wasn’t much else we could do, at that point.”

      “You’ll want to get your gear repaired,” Harald told her. “You get to keep your items on death, here, but they take damage when you die. Too much damage and they break for good.”

      “Got it,” Sam said. She wondered where they could do that, but kept the question to herself for the moment. She was already feeling foolish for not knowing even the most basic things about this Realm. It was like her first days in the game all over again. She promised herself that she would study the next Realm before she got there so that the learning curve would be less steep.

      If she ever got there. It seemed a distant and unattainable goal.

      A notification blinked in the corner of her vision, attracting her attention. When Sam looked at it, the notice expanded into a window in front of her sight.

      Congratulations! You have reached Level 7. You have five attribute points and five skill points to allocate as you choose.

      That was an easy decision to make. If she’d had a little more mana, that battle might have gone differently. A few more stuns at the right time might have made all the difference in the world. She put all five points into her Spirit stat to increase her mana, then checked her status.

      Health 3/85, Stamina 56/270, Mana 22/285.

      The numbers were low. She must have come back with one point in each. As she watched, all three slowly ticked back up.

      The skill points would be more complicated to allocate. Sam already knew she wanted to put them into her spell skills, but which ones? She’d think about it and apply them later after some consideration. Several of her spells had proven useful on the raid. But the rest of the party was talking, and it sounded like it was veering into an argument. She brought her attention back to the others.

      “I said I was sorry,” Jayden said. “I have expensive equipment, powerful magic items which cost a lot to repair. Every death is a huge loss for me.”

      “It’s all right. Nobody blames you for teleporting out when you did. The raid had already gone sideways by then,” Harald said.

      “We should have gone faster,” Drakken said. “Would have made it through, then.”

      Harald chuckled, shaking his head slowly.

      “You have something to add, graybeard?” Drakken demanded.

      “We rushed. If we’d waited to see the respawn timer, we could have taken the giants as they respawned, instead of having them come up behind us,” Harald pointed out.

      “Not to mention your stunt with diving into the middle of them,” Sam cut in. How dare the asshole call Harald out? Drakken was the one who’d bitten off more than he could chew, grabbed the attention of every giant onto himself, and forced Jorge to heal him so many times that Jorge became the instant target after they killed Drakken.

      “You! You’re the weakest member of this team,” Drakken said. He walked over to stare down at her. “The only reason you’re here at all is that your friends wouldn’t come without you, and we needed them. You’re just an add-on.”

      “She did pretty well…” Benson tried to say.

      “Don’t defend her!” Drakken shouted back. “She’s calling me out. She doesn’t know enough to keep her mouth shut.”

      Sam’s fingers twitched toward the hilt of her sword before she even realized it. She stopped the motion. It wasn’t like she could hurt Drakken here anyway. None of them could do much beyond calling each other names. The idea that her first reaction had been to respond with violence disturbed her, though. That was new. Back in the real world, drawing her pistol was always the last resort, never the first. She took a breath to calm herself before replying.

      She didn’t get a chance to say anything in response, though. Before she could, a man walked over. “What’s the trouble here? Harald, you causing difficulties in Jordheim again? I thought you were never coming back.”

      He wore brilliant mail armor that practically gleamed in the sunlight. A silk cape hung from his shoulders. A thin platinum coronet circled his brow, holding the thick brown hair up from his eyes. He wore a sword at his belt, a long weapon with a jewel-encrusted hilt. Rings adorned his fingers, and Sam swore some of the things were glowing.

      “Lucian. Might have known,” Harald replied. He spat on the ground. “I thought I smelled something.”

      “It wasn’t him. It’s her. That tart is claiming I ruined the raid,” Drakken said. “Lucian, you know that’s not true.”

      “You’re one of the best fighters I know, Drak,” the man replied. “I doubt you were the cause. Sometimes these things just go south.”

      “Sometimes they just go badly,” Sam agreed. She worked at keeping her temper in check, but both Drakken and Lucian rubbed her the wrong way.

      “See? She's not unreasonable,” Lucian said.

      Sam bit her lip. Should she say what she wanted to say? The guy was an ass. She’d never backed down from calling a spade a spade before. Why start now?

      “And then, sometimes someone screws the pooch,” Sam drawled out. She thought she heard Harald groan.

      Drakken and Lucian both stared at her. Their jaws dropped a little. Sam stifled a chuckle at the look they gave her. Had they expected her just to stand there and take the insults? That wasn’t who she was.

      “You see? You all see? She insults me. I call for a challenge,” Drakken said.

      Sam took a step back away from the man. He was practically foaming at the mouth. She glanced over at Harald, whose eyes were grim. Whatever this challenge was, her friend thought it was serious business.

      “Neither of you leads a guild, Drak,” Lucian said. “You can’t challenge without one.”

      “I’ll form one,” Drakken said. He crossed the ground toward Sam with several swift steps. She dropped back into a fighting stance on instinct, her hand reaching for her sword again. But he stopped just short of barreling into her.

      “You are a waste of all our time, bitch. You were the weakest link of the group. You are a useless bit of trash that never should have left the Twilight Realms,” Drakken said. “Go back there and play with your forts for another year, and you might have what it takes to play with us here. Until then, go away. You are just a useless woman screwing us all over.”

      Was he right? If Sam had been more powerful, had reached a higher level, would she have been able to save the party? Would stronger spells and more mana have spelled enough difference? Maybe she had come here too soon and was pushing too hard. These people had been at the game for a long time. She was trying to rush what had taken them months, even years.

      “I’ll foot the bill for her to form a guild,” Harald said. He was suddenly beside her, glaring at Drakken through narrowed eyes. “You’re an ass, Drakken. I’ll stand beside Sam here against you any day. I support her challenge.”

      Lucian stepped up alongside Drakken, rubbing his chin with a hand. He looked over Harald, and then Sam, his gaze lingering a few moments on each of them. He was appraising them. Assessing them. Sam had the feeling he knew darn near exactly what her stats were, or at least had a good idea.

      “Very well. I’ll back Drak,” Lucian said with a thin smile. “He will have the support of the Brotherhood of Thor in his challenge. Shall we say, the first guild to successfully run the next new raid they introduce?”

      “Fair enough,” Harald drawled. “New ground that neither side knows.”

      “It’s agreed, then. May the best guild win,” Lucian said.

      Sam glanced at Harald. Hadn’t he been the one shaking his head, telling her to back down? What the hell had he gotten her into?
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      Lucian turned on his heel and stalked away from them. Drakken stayed behind. His angry scowl had transformed into a grin. The man looked far too satisfied with himself. Sam wanted to wipe the smile off his face with her fist, but she couldn’t even hit him. Not here. She’d have to beat him at his own game.

      Whatever the hell that was.

      “You’re done here. You think you can get a guild together that will beat the Brotherhood of Thor? With their backing, there’s no way I can lose,” Drakken said.

      “Some people said that about me, back in the last Realm,” Sam replied. “They were wrong, too.”

      “You…” He sputtered for a moment. “You’ll see, soon enough. No one will ever work with you again, once we trounce you. Then maybe you’ll leave this place and go back where you belong.”

      With that, he turned and chased after Lucian, hurrying to catch up. Kristoff, Markus, and Jayden followed behind. Benson paused for a moment.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, frowning as he looked from Sam to Harald. “If I don’t go with him, I can’t join that guild. Which means I’ll be stuck in pick-up groups for ages. I can’t. I’m…I’m sorry.”

      Flushing red, he ducked his head and went after Drakken.

      Harald turned to Jorge, who still stood next to them chewing his lip. “You’re not off to go suck up to Lucian and his little band?”

      Jorge shrugged. “I think he’s a class-a jerk. If it’s just the same with you, I’d rather stick around.”

      “Glad to have you,” Sam said. She whirled on Harald. “Now what the hell was that? I thought you were telling me to keep my cool? What is a challenge?”

      “A guild challenge is like combat between the guilds. This place,” Harald waved his hands to indicate the whole of the Realm. “It’s all about status. It’s about who you know, who you hang out with. What you can do is nice, but secondary.”

      “So we’re back in high school?” Sam asked.

      Harald laughed. “Yeah, more or less. How did you deal with bullies in high school?”

      “I punched them in the nose,” Sam replied.

      “I figured that. Which is what we did here today. By challenging Lucian and Drakken, we’ve bruised their delicate egos. They’ll be wondering what we know that they don’t. They’ll be working hard to figure out how to beat us at this game, sure, but we’ve shaken the bully’s confidence by standing up to him,” Harald said.

      “OK. I get that. What do we do now?” Sam asked.

      “You come with me. I got you into this. I’ll help.”

      Sam followed Harald while he explained what was involved. People created guilds whenever they wanted. They cost a lot of gold to form and maintain though, so it wasn’t something everyone did. Most guilds folded due to the maintenance costs. Sam balked when she heard about the fee to set one up. Where the hell was she going to get fifty thousand gold? Harald waved the concern aside.

      “I’ll get this,” he said. “Worth it, to spit in their faces.”

      “And once we form the guild?” she asked.

      “Once you form it - you’ll have to do it since you were the one challenged. The challenge will immediately become recognized by the game system, and you’ll be on the clock,” he said. “We’ll need to recruit some members and get good at raiding. Fast. The next update should be in about a week. When it goes live, it will include a new raid.”

      “And then the race is on,” Jorge added. He stretched, flexing. “Sounds like fun. I don’t get to push myself too often.”

      Jordheim had a bank on one side of the central clearing. Harald withdrew money from his account and transferred it to Sam’s account. She checked her balance. She’d never had so much wealth, not even in the real world. It was a little dizzying. Harald had so much that he was able to drop this sort of money on a lark?

      He led them from there to another hall the next building over. The place reminded Sam of a Greek temple more than a Norse residence. Everything was stone, with massive pillars supporting the thick marble and granite roof. The place was empty but for a large torch burning on the far side of the hall.

      “Go to the flame,” Harald told her. “The interface is like the fires back in the Twilight Realms. It’ll ask you for a name of the guild, and confirm you want to form one. Then the system will automatically deduct the money from your account, and you’ll be a guild leader.”

      “That’s all there is to it?” Sam asked.

      “Yup. Just don’t name the guild something stupid?”

      “Got it. ‘Purple Ponies’, coming right up,” she replied, flashing him what she hoped was a charming smile.

      He growled. Jorge laughed.

      “I’ll come up with something,” she said.

      She stepped up to the torch and stared into the flames. The flickered in her gaze for only a moment before a screen appeared in front of her vision.

      Guild Creation Management

      Do you wish to form a guild? (Y/N)

      Sam clicked the ‘yes’ answer. A warning appeared that she would have fifty thousand gold deducted from her account, plus an additional two thousand gold per week. The numbers stung. She remembered how much she earned per giant during the raid. If she made ten or twelve gold per monster, how many would she have to beat to keep the guild running? No wonder so many guilds folded. It would require a team working together to maintain the thing. Glancing further, she saw that the cost only went up as you added more features, like guild halls or larger membership caps.

      She selected the basic model, which left her with no guild hall at all and a maximum of twelve members. That would be enough to start. She could always expand it later on if she needed to.

      When the system asked her for a name, Sam thought about it for only a few moments. There was one name which came immediately to mind - the team name she’d used when she was shooting competitively, back at West Point. She checked the name to see if it was available for use as a guild name. It was a little bit of a shock to see that it was open - there had to be very few guilds indeed if such an obvious pick wasn’t already used.

      Black Knights is acceptable for your guild name. Do you wish to use this name? Renaming a guild later will cost an additional thousand gold fee. (Y/N)

      Sam clicked yes. The Black Knights was the name of the sports teams at West Point. It would do, here.

      You have one final task to complete to form your guild. You must invite three other members to join you. These can be any other players. All guilds have a minimum membership of four.

      That was news. Sam glanced over her shoulder. Harald and Jorge were still there, but there were only two of them.

      “Got a snag. I need to invite three people,” she said.

      “They instituted a minimum?” Harald asked. “That’s new since I was here last.”

      “Yeah. What do we do?” Sam replied.

      “Have to go find someone to join us. I’m sure I can find someone…” Harald said.

      “No way in hell,” called out a voice from the doorway.

      Sam whirled. She recognized the speaker immediately. Her hand went back to her sword again, and this time she didn’t hesitate. Sam drew the weapon, her blade flashing in the torchlight.

      “Thorsten,” she hissed. What the hell was he doing here? He’d betrayed their team, back in the Twilight Realms. He led their own clan’s forces against Harald. If Sam hadn’t led his people away, it would have worked, too. Then he’d locked her into a set of caves where she’d died. More than once. Unpleasantly.

      Sure, she’d gotten out eventually and returned the favor. But it didn’t feel like things were even. Not yet.

      “Hi,” he replied. He walked over to join them, waving absently at Sam's sword. “Put that thing away. You can’t hurt me here, just like I can’t hurt you.”

      “What do you want?” Harald asked, eyeing Thorsten with a wary look.

      “As hard as it’s going to be for you to believe, I want to help you,” Thorsten replied. He looked at Harald. “Had to go beard Lucian in his den, didn’t you? Couldn’t just let it be?”

      “He has it coming,” Harald said.

      “Agreed. But he’s already spread the word about you. Anyone who wants to get into any of the top ten guilds won’t go anywhere near you. Which is pretty much everyone here. Good luck finding someone to be your fourth,” Thorsten said.

      Sam could tell that there was some sort of background between Lucian and Harald. The two had been at odds from the moment they’d run into each other outside. Was this whole challenge just a revenge game?

      “I thought you said you were here to help,” Sam said. “How?”

      “I’ll be your fourth.”
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      Sam scoffed, then looked at him again. He hadn’t blinked. “Wait. You’re serious? What makes you think we’d let you join us? Why the hell would we trust you?”

      “He hasn’t told you anything about our history with Lucian, has he?” Thorsten asked, cocking his head sideways. Harald rumbled a growl low in his throat. “No, I can tell he hasn’t. I won’t spill the beans then, you old goat. But suffice to say both Harald and I have plenty of reason to want Lucian to fall on his face. Preferably very hard. I’ll join you. I’d be glad to help topple the bastard. You winning this little challenge after he backed the other guy will embarrass him to no end.”

      Sam looked him over, working to read him. He was vain, selfish, and arrogant. Everything about his posture screamed confidence and a stunning lack of humility.

      But she wasn’t reading a lie from him, and she was good at spotting someone’s tells. There was something else involved beyond what he’d said. Thorsten wasn’t giving her the entire story, holding back part of the truth in some way. What he’d said so far wasn’t a lie, though.

      “What do you think, Harald? Can we trust him?” she asked.

      “Trust? No. But both of us have some good reasons to want to punch Lucian where it hurts,” Harald replied. “Thorsten is an ass, but he’s almost as good a fighter as I am.”

      “Really? He went down fast enough when I went up against him,” Sam said, letting a little irony drip into her tone. They might need Thorsten, but that didn’t mean she needed to be nice to him.

      “I’m right here,” Thorsten replied, speaking through his teeth. He’d flushed red. That was what Sam really needed to see - reaction, emotion, anger. She knew he wasn’t done with her yet. Not even close.

      He didn’t like her. She’d wounded him in the only place he could be hurt, in this world. She’d hit his pride, first by tricking him into chasing her, and then a second time by killing him in the battle for the keep. The two of them had unfinished business to settle at some point down the road. But for whatever reason, Thorsten was going to put that aside for now to get back at Lucian.

      Whatever had happened between Harald, Thorsten, and Lucian, it must have been even worse than what she’d done. It was all about pride. Reputation mattered more than gold in Valhalla. It was worth more than items or fortresses. Worth more than life itself, even - since you always came back from death, but your fame or infamy lasted forever. Thorsten was willing to set aside his vendetta with her to get back at Lucian. Once that score was settled he’d be back after her, but until then he truly would be on her side.

      As utterly strange as that sounded when she thought about it.

      “All right. We’ll take you as our fourth,” Sam said.

      “You sure about this?” Jorge asked. He’d been silent, watching the exchange. “We might find someone else instead.”

      “You won’t. Lucian has already made sure of that,” Thorsten said.

      “He has that kind of power?” Sam asked.

      “Here? He might,” Harald said. “Thorsten, you mess this up, and I will hunt you down. No Realm will be far enough to hide you.”

      “Understood,” Thorsten said, smiling.

      Again same watched him, looking for clues. His pose was confident. Thorsten felt secure, like he knew something they didn’t. That meant he had a plan beyond just getting revenge on Lucian. It probably had something to do with hurting Harald and herself, once Thorsten didn’t need them anymore. She’d need to figure out what that plan was before he put it into motion so that she could foil him.

      “What do I do?” Sam asked.

      “Use the guild interface,” Thorsten said, before anyone else could speak. “It should be minimized in the bottom right corner of your sight. Open it, and then target each of us in turn, and select ‘invite’. That will offer us guild membership.”

      Sam followed his directions. The interface was straightforward, and a few moments later the three acceptances appeared in her sight. Then a pair of new messages appeared.

      Congratulations! Your guild, The Black Knights, has been successfully formed!

      Alert! Your guild has been Challenged by Thor’s Children, another guild. The losing guild will be removed from play. The losing guild leader will not be able to form a new guild for thirty days. The winning guild will receive fifty thousand gold from the loser, and 500 Guild Reputation points.

      The terms of the challenge: the winner will be the guild whose members first complete the next raid instance to be added to Jotunheim.

      Should you choose to refuse this challenge, your guild will suffer the loss of 100 Guild Reputation points. Do you accept the challenge? (Y/N)

      Sam clicked the yes response. They were in it now. She had to win this challenge, or she wouldn’t be able to form a new guild for at least a month. She was pretty sure that Lucian would ensure she and her team wouldn’t be able to join any other guilds during that time either. They’d have a hard time completing any raids without a guild, from the sounds of it. Which meant she could end up stuck here for a very long time.

      She shot a glare at Harald. If his revenge party got her stuck in this Realm for another month or more, she was going to be pissed. She wanted to move on from here sooner than that. She had a life to get back to, out there in the world. Family to speak with. Or…if she was dead, then at least she needed to know what the truth was.

      “There’s a lot on the line here. We need to get to work,” Sam said. “Is there a raid the four of us can do? To help us learn to work together, and get me more experience? I leveled up in that last raid, but I still have a long ways to go.”

      “You need levels more than anything else. That raid will likely be aimed at people in the upper tier of levels for this Realm,” Thorsten said.

      “Forty?” Sam asked.

      “Or thereabouts. You’re not even close to that, are you?”

      “I’ve got a ways to go,” Sam admitted. She was going to have to work hard to build her levels as quickly as she could.

      “Harald, why did you bring her out of the Twilight Realms so soon? She was safer there. This is…rushed,” Thorsten said.

      “We had our reasons,” Harald said, his eyes dark. He shot Sam a look. He didn’t want her discussing the black bowman with Thorsten. She agreed with the sentiment. No sense giving their enemies access to each other. She did still think of Thorsten as an enemy, even if he was working with them for the moment. They needed him; he needed them. But she wasn’t going to forget his true feelings about her for even a moment.

      “Well, whatever. I think I know a place that will work. Follow me,” Thorsten said.

      They went back out into daylight. It was closing on noon. It was hard for Sam to believe that so much had happened in just one day! When she’d gotten up this morning, she’d figured they would do a raid and be done, maybe discuss the attack and train a bit. Instead, they’d formed a guild, and here they were off on another raid.

      Thorsten led them to another obelisk, this one carved into the shape of a gravestone. He reached out for Sam’s hand. She took it after hesitating a moment and offered Harald her other one.

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “To visit some dead giants,” Thorsten replied.

      Jorge joined his hand to Harald’s, and then Thorsten touched the gravestone. The now-familiar burst of rainbow light appeared around them all as the stone transported them back into battle.
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      Sam landed in the middle of a rolling field. Ankle-high grass covered everything as far as she could see. The sun was still high overhead. It seemed the one constant across this entire Realm.

      Low, rolling hills stretched out into the distance. Directly in front of her, the ground was broken by a set of eight massive stones, each driven into the ground and covered with old moss. It was clear they’d been there for many years.

      In the center of the standing stones was what Sam could only describe as a cairn - a jumbled pile of rocks tumbled atop one another. It was almost as big as a small hill by itself. One side of the mound was hollowed out, a hole cut into the face. She looked inside and saw only darkness.

      “Oh good. More underground fun,” Sam muttered.

      “You ought to be good at this sort of thing after your adventures,” Thorsten said.

      “Ha, ha,” Sam replied. She glanced around. Their entire party had arrived. It was going to be just the four of them against whatever lay ahead. She wondered if it would be enough. The last raid had failed with a lot more people on the team.

      “If I’d known you were going to come out of there a sorceress, I never would have collapsed the tunnel,” Thorsten muttered.

      “I earned those spells,” Sam replied. She remembered every bruise, every bite taken out of her by a monster, and most of all the feel of cold, skeletal fingers around her neck. “The hard way.”

      “Come on. Let’s get in there and get this done,” Thorsten said.

      “What are we facing?” Jorge asked.

      “Surrounding plains are full of low-level giants. Too easy for us. We need to face something harder. The tunnel - well, that’s another story,” Thorsten said.

      “I remember this place,” Harald said. “If it’s the same as it was last I was here, it’s packed with undead giants. Lots of ‘em. But it’s a full raid, and one of the simpler ones. If we win through, we’ll have one of the six tokens we need.”

      “In such a rush to move on from this Realm already?” Thorsten asked. When no one replied, he laughed. “No need to tell me the secrets. I’m good at figuring them out eventually. In the meantime, I thought Sam here would feel most at home fighting skeletons again.”

      “Thanks for nothing,” she said. Just about anything would have been better than more moving corpses. She hated the specters she’d fought before. Her gut roiled at the thought of facing bigger, meaner, tougher versions of the same thing.

      Thorsten just laughed again. He drew his sword and headed toward the tunnel. As soon as he cleared the opening, torches lit on either side, revealing a passage that tunneled deep into the earth below the mound. He turned back to the rest of the party.

      “Well? Are you coming, or standing there?” he asked.

      “You up for this?” Harald asked, leaning in close to Sam so that the words were just between them.

      “I’ll be fine,” she snapped back. In reality, she was working hard at keeping her knees from knocking together. But she would not let fear rule her. Not now, not ever.

      They descended into the tunnel. It continued down at a shallow slope for what felt like a long way, the rooftop towering overhead. The whole place was built to giant size, which made her feel small and gave each of their footsteps a hollow echoing tone. Sam looked back over her shoulder and saw the glimmering of daylight in the distance. They’d gone at least a couple hundred feet without any sign of danger. Torches continued to ignite as they approached. It was unnerving, like the place was expecting them. But at least they didn’t have to carry their own illumination.

      She reached down and checked her sword, making sure it was loose in its sheath. Her primary weapon might be her magic, but she wanted to be ready for anything.

      Another set of torches burst into light ahead of them, revealing a door. Thorsten walked up to the door. A thick ring was set into the wood. He grasped the ring and then turned back to the others.

      “This is where it gets tricky. Once I pull this door open, all hell breaks loose. They’ll be on us right away,” he said. “Harald and I will tank them. Jorge, keep us alive. Samantha…blast them with whatever you have that does the most damage. And try not to die.”

      “We have a backup plan if things go badly?” Jorge asked.

      “Retreat up the corridor. There’s a small stone on the ground outside that we can use to teleport home if we want to withdraw,” Harald said.

      “But let’s not do that, if we can avoid it,” Thorsten said. “All ready? OK, then.”

      He pulled the ring.

      The door groaned as he yanked it slowly open. The room behind was pitch black. Only the barest of light from the hall seemed to penetrate. Harald went shoulder to shoulder with Thorsten. The two men looked at each other, nodded in unison, and stepped through.

      Brilliant light flashed from ahead, a brazier the size of a cauldron igniting to illuminate the huge room. Thorsten and Harald took another step in, allowing Sam to peek around the edges of the doorway. The room was a circle, perhaps sixty feet across with a ceiling twenty feet high. Six massive skeletons stood in niches set into the walls around the place. The remains of giants long dead, Sam realized. Except they weren’t dead. Not really. They’d begun to move as soon as the brazier lit.

      “Six of them,” Harald said.

      “Three each. You up to it, old man?” Thorsten said. But Sam could see the trickle of sweat beading on his forehead. She didn’t miss the small tremble in his voice, either. He hadn’t been expecting so many.

      “Bring them to the doorway!” she said. “Back up. Set yourselves so they can only reach you one or two at a time.”

      “She’s right,” Harald said. “One step back.”

      The two fighters backed up together, their shields locking into a barrier between the door jambs. The skeletons rose from where they’d rested, lurching forward one step at a time. Each movement seemed a little more fluid, like the things were slowly waking up after a very long rest. They didn’t have armor, but they were each at least ten feet tall. They’d be tough to take down. Sam didn’t see any weapons around for them to use either, but their boney claws would be enough to deal terrible damage all by themselves.

      “Get them in close,” Sam said.

      “Like we have any choice in the matter?” Thorsten said. Then he laughed and shouted at the skeletons. “Come on then! Face steel! Today you fall!”

      The things lumbered in toward them. Only two of them were going to be able to reach the fighters from the party, but the others crowded in close behind, ready to fill in the gaps if the ones up front fell. There were a lot of skeletons. But Sam had a plan.

      At least she didn’t have to worry anymore about where to put her remaining skill points. Sam quickly loaded them into her lightning spell, boosting it as much as she was able. She wouldn’t be able to cast it many times. It burned a ton of mana. But with a little luck, it would be enough. She readied her magic, building the energy between her hands.

      The first skeletons closed with Harald and Thorsten, their claws raking shields with the sound of nails on a chalkboard. Harald hacked at an arm with his axe, while Thorsten looped his weapon around and broke off a few fingers from his attacker.

      Then Sam unleashed the full fury of her newly-improved lightning spell. Brilliant light flashed as the blast struck all six of the skeletons, blinding her for a moment with the incredible display of blue and white coruscating from ceiling to floor.
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      The lightning flashed, sparks undulating between the skeleton giants. There was a strong, sulfurous smell as some of the bones charred. Best of all, the jolt of electricity stunned the giants. Sam wasn’t sure it would work on dead things. She hadn’t known this spell when she faced the specters, and it was only a guess that the shock would have the same effect on the dead as it did on the living. The giants froze in place.

      It only lasted a couple of seconds, but for seasoned warriors like Harald and Thorsten, that was more than enough. They pushed forward at their stunned foes, blades hacking through bone, breaking the bodies apart. By the time the spell had worn off, the giants in the first rank were already falling apart.

      Sam hit the entire group with another blast. More lightning, an even stronger stink, and the giants froze in place again. The fighters used the distraction to finish off the first pair and start work on the second two.

      One of the giants grabbed Harald’s shield with both claws, lifting his entire body up from the ground. He held on to the shield, hacking away at one of the claws. The other skeleton swiped toward him. There wasn’t time for anything fancy - Sam released her next lightning burst. The energy flickered around the skeletons and Harald alike. But where it burned and charred the giants’ bones, it left Harald unharmed.

      “Glad you can’t hit me with that spell,” Harald said, letting go of the shield and jumping down. “I’d have been toasted like a marshmallow.”

      He swung at the reaching claw as he fell, shattering the bones. Thorsten drove his sword into the skull of the offending giant, and it toppled in a heap of loose bones.

      There were only three of the things left. Sam checked her mana levels.

      Health 85/85, Stamina 250/270, Mana 65/285.

      The lightning spell was burning eighty points of her mana each time she cast it. She didn’t have enough for a fourth blast. She watched the numbers slowly tick back up, willing her mana to increase faster. She could blast the things with fire bolts and do some significant damage that way, but the stuns did more to keep her party safe from harm.

      The battle continued in earnest. Weakened by her lightning, the skeletons were falling more quickly. Another fell. The last two pressed their attack, forcing Thorsten and Harald back a step. Then another. They were compelled to give ground or take severe wounds from those claws, and the giants’ reach kept them from using their weapons on what seemed to be the biggest weak spot - the skulls.

      Finally, Sam’s mana ticked its way back to eighty.

      “Hitting them again!” she called out, building the energy for her spell.

      “About time!” Thorsten said.

      Sam didn’t reply. She focused her attention on putting everything she had into this spell. It would burn out all her mana; she wanted to make it worthwhile. She released the bolts of power, and lightning arced around the skeletons. She’d focused the attack high, aiming the strikes at the giants’ head and shoulders.

      Both of them froze again from the shocks. One of the skulls exploded as a purple bolt slammed directly into its temple. The bones of that skeleton crumbled to the floor in a heap.

      Thorsten and Harald cut into the other one, closing quickly to take advantage of its vulnerability. It had already been hit by so much lightning that its bones were charred and brittle. Each of their attacks shattered a target, cutting the thing down one bone at a time. Finally, Harald landed a blow on the creature’s skull, cleaving it in half and finishing the fight.

      “Why did you pause before using that last lightning strike?” Thorsten asked, rounding quickly on Sam.

      “Out of mana. I had to wait to get the last little bit for that one,” Sam replied. She shrugged. “I’m tapped out now.”

      “Which means we need to wait,” Jorge said. He cast a pair of healing spells on the two fighters, bringing them back up to full health. “In the forest raid, it was rushing ahead before we were ready that killed us.”

      “Agreed,” Harald said. “How long?”

      “Five minutes? Give or take a bit,” Sam said. It felt like a very long time. “Should I have conserved mana, not cast so much?”

      “No, you did well,” Harald said. “We got away with barely any scratches, thanks to those stuns. Very useful. Your casting of that spell might be as strong as mine now.”

      “Good call on backing into the hall, so they’d all bunch up to be hit by your magic,” Thorsten added. He strode out into the room, carefully stepping between the piles of bones. “Doesn’t look like there is much of value here. I imagine the loot from the place is somewhere deeper.”

      He pointed across the room to where another tunnel lay, driving downward at a slight grade. How far underground did this place go? Sam wondered how many rooms the dungeon would have, how many different batches of skeletons they would have to face.

      Once her mana was restored, they continued on their way. The tunnel went down in the same manner as the first passage, delving ever deeper under the ground. Torches continued to light their path, igniting as they walked close. That alone had Sam jittery. It was like the cavern itself knew they were there and was conspiring to find a way to stop them. The effect was eerie.

      “There should be two more encounters for this raid,” Thorsten said. “The next is coming up. This is going to be tough.”

      The passage was growing brighter. It wasn’t just the torchlight. Something ahead of them was glowing, casting off light. Sam thought she felt warmer than before, too. Before she could ask what they were in for in this next fight, the passage opened up into another massive chamber. There was no door this time. The tunnel just ended, leaving them exposed on a rocky outcrop about the size of a bus.

      Below the outcrop was the source of both the light and heat. The room was filled with lava. It plopped and steamed directly below them. Across the lava pool was another outcrop almost identical to the one they stood on. Stretching between the two rocks was a stone bridge just wide enough for a giant to cross. And on the far side of the bridge were six more skeletal giants, waiting. Four of them were dressed in armor, with helms to protect their heads. The other two wore rotting clothes, and their bones were inscribed with old runes. The things were still as statues for the moment, but Sam had no doubt they’d start moving soon enough.
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      The unarmored skeletons reminded Sam of the specters she’d defeated. She had a hunch they were spellcasters, which made the entire encounter a hell of a lot more dangerous, even if the numbers were still the same.

      “Those two in the back?” she said.

      “Mages,” Thorsten confirmed. “They’ll cast cold rays at us, trying to freeze us in our tracks so the armored ones can cut us down.”

      “They’re not moving yet, though,” Jorge said.

      “The things won’t animated until we set foot on the bridge. As soon as we do…” Thorsten said.

      “All hell breaks loose,” Harald finished.

      “Precisely. Now, we can beat these things. Samantha, you have a shield spell that blocks magic, right?” Thorsten asked.

      “Yes. It only stops so much damage, though.”

      “Keep it refreshed on the main tank. That will be Harald,” he replied.

      “Why me?” Harald said.

      “Because I have this,” Thorsten replied. He pulled a little stick from a pouch at his side. It looked like a bent twig. Sam couldn’t figure out what it was, at first. Then Thorsten did something with his hands, and the twig grew until it was several feet long. It changed in shape as it enlarged, becoming a massive longbow.

      “Neat trick,” Harald acknowledged. “You got arrows for that thing?”

      “In here,” Thorsten said, patting the same pouch. “Sam, you keep Harald shielded, and toss shields on anyone else who gets aggro. Harald will hold the bridge. I’ll take down the casters, and then help Harald with the fighters. Jorge…heal us through anything that breaks past Sam’s shields.”

      “I have an attack spell that might help, too,” Jorge said.

      Harald shook his head. “Save your mana. You’ll need it to heal. It’s a good plan, Thorsten. We’ll use it. Let’s get moving.”

      He drew his axe and walked out onto the bridge. Sam watched the skeletons carefully. As soon as Harald’s foot touched the stones of the crossway, they began to lurch into movement. Like the others, they started slowly, but she knew that was an illusion. They’d be as fast as a living giant soon enough.

      She cast the first shield around Harald and was just in time. Twin rays of frost shot from the fingers of the caster giants. They smashed into Sam’s shield, which glowed a brilliant yellow for a moment before winking out. The protective spell absorbed most of the damage, but some of their force broke through and struck Harald. He ducked behind his shield, grunting under the magical attack.

      Sam immediately prepared another spell. Beside her, she could see Jorge already casting a healing spell. Together they’d work to keep Harald alive, but there was a limit to how long they could keep this up before their mana ran out.

      Arrows flew over the gap, pinging against bones. Some of the shafts stuck fast, but it didn’t seem like they were doing a lot of damage. There was no flesh in these things, nothing for the arrows to stick fast into. No vital spots to hit. Sam wondered if Thorsten’s attacks were going to be able to accomplish anything at all.

      Then one of the bolts found its mark in the eye of a caster skeleton. The bolt went in and struck…something. The giant raised both claws to its head, paused in place for a moment, and then collapsed to the ground in a pile of bones.

      “Yes!” Sam said. “Do it again!”

      “It was a lucky shot. I’ll try,” Thorsten replied.

      The first armored giant had reached Harald at the halfway point of the bridge. It had a mighty hammer in its hand, which it swung at Harald’s shield. Sam wasn’t sure why it seemed to be aiming at the shield at first, but the blow shoved Harald back two feet when it impacted. It didn’t look like it had done much damage to the warrior, but a few more blows like that and it might knock him clear off the bridge. She glanced down at the bubbling pool beneath Harald’s feet. The lava would finish him off as surely as any claw.

      She surrounded Harald with another shield to protect him from hostile spells. There had to be more she could do! It was a risk, but the lightning spells had been incredibly effective before. She summoned the energy, watching her mana dip precipitously, and cast the lightning storm around the lead skeleton.

      The other armored skeletons were too distant to be hit by the spell, but it stunned the lead one for just long enough. Harald’s axe chopped through its left femur. Off balance, the giant tumbled from the bridge and fell into the lava below.

      “One for me,” Harald shouted back. “Better keep up, Thorsten!”

      The armored skeletons had identified Harald as a significant threat - and one they could reach right away. The nearest one stepped up onto the bridge to meet him. At first, Sam thought that it intended to engage him in melee, just like the other had. But it was coming on fast. Far too quickly to stop.

      “Harald, look out!” she shouted.

      He saw the danger as well, but there was nothing he could do. He was too far out on the bridge to retreat. The bridge was too narrow to evade the headlong rush of the skeleton giant sprinting to meet him. The thing out-massed him by a ton or more. All he could do was brace himself, set his shield, and hope.

      Sam frantically tried to ready a cold spell to slow the thing’s approach and give Harald more time. But even as she started preparing the spell, she knew she wouldn’t be able to cast it quickly enough.

      It slammed into Harald’s shield at a full sprint. He lashed out with his axe, the blow perfect. His blade bit deeply into the thing’s skull, killing it. But the momentum of its rush continued, carrying the mass of all its bones and armor into Harald. He was swept from the bridge. His arms splayed out, axe flying from his fingers as he dropped into the pool and vanished beneath the sizzling surface. He hadn’t even had time to cry out.

      The other skeletons didn’t wait. They began to rush across the bridge, intent on cutting down the remaining party members.

      “Shit,” Thorsten said. He dropped the bow and brought up his own magic. Sam had seen him cast this spell before - power that made the earth itself tremble. He’d all but dropped a roof on her, once.

      Now he threw his magic forward into the bridge. The earthquake struck the stonework, which shook and rattled, bits flying away into the lava. The weight of the remaining skeletons plus the power of his spell was too much. The stone bridge gave way and collapsed into the lava.

      Across the way, the remaining skeletal mage fired a cold ray at Thorsten. Sam shielded him in time.

      “Retreat,” Thorsten murmured. “We’ve lost. The bridge will re-appear, but not until tomorrow. We are done here. Let’s go back and collect Harald, repair our gear, and try again another day.”

      The walk out of the tunnel seemed even longer than the trip down had been. Sam couldn’t help but wonder if there had been something else she could do. If her magic had been stronger, maybe there would have been another way to face those things. Instead, Harald had gone out - and fallen.

      Was Drakken right? She was far weaker than the rest of the party. If they had a stronger caster in the group, perhaps they could succeed at these raids. Maybe she’d simply come to this Realm too early.

      They reached the outside without any further danger. Thorsten went to the stone he’d spoken of, the one which would return them home. He tapped it with his hand and vanished. Jorge followed suit. Neither of them said a word to Sam, which didn’t make her wonder less if her lack of power had caused them to fail.

      Sam looked into the distance, scanning the hills around the menhir ring. She thought she could see giants out there, stalking around the plains. Thorsten had said those were weak giants, too easy for their group. Sam wondered if she had the skill to beat even those. Feeling lost, she reached out and touched the stone, letting the rainbow light swirl around her again.

      “You’re not wrong. You do need to grow stronger,” a voice said.

      Sam turned - or thought she turned. It was hard to tell in this rainbow place that wasn’t really a place. But one moment the voice was behind her, and the next she was facing Helga again. The woman looked like a comic-book valkyrie. But there was something about her eyes that told Sam she was more than just a basic non-player prop. She was something else.

      “Who are you?” Sam asked.

      “Someone who wants to meet you. But for now, you need to improve. You’ve done that alone before, with success. Do the same thing again,” the woman said.

      “Go out alone? I’ll die!”

      The figure laughed. “You’re in Valhalla, girl! You’re already dead! Haven’t you figured out the point yet? It’s not about living or dying. It’s how you live and die that matters!”

      Then the rainbow light flared again. The woman vanished, and Sam found herself standing once more in the center of Jordheim, next to the gravestone.
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      There was little conversation as the party made its way back down the hill toward the Inn. Most of the discussion was about the raid and their performance. What they could do to improve their odds the next time. Tactics that might let them beat the giant skeletons when they went in again the following day. Sam kept quiet through all of it, lost in her thoughts.

      After all, she knew what needed to happen for them to succeed. The rest of the party were all far more advanced in their skills than she was. Sam was the weakest link in their guild. The rest of them were trying to carry her, but it wasn’t enough. There was only one thing she could do to help them win through these raids, and eventually have a shot at beating the Brotherhood.

      She needed to grow stronger. Not a little bit stronger. Not small steps. She needed a dramatic increase in her skills, and it had to happen rapidly.

      They ate a late lunch. Sam forced herself to eat as much as she could stomach. She knew from experience that you always ate when there was food. In a battle, you never could be sure when the next meal would arrive. Thinking about it, she pocketed a few of the rolls from the table, and a bit of fruit. It wasn’t much, but it would give her something. She’d need more supplies than that for what she had in mind, though.

      Letting the others continue talking among themselves, she slipped away from the table. Sam thought Harald might have looked up at her, his bushy white eyebrows growing together for a moment in concern. She waved it off with a small smile, and he went back to the conversation. If he was disturbed by her quiet, he was willing to let her get over it herself. Which was fine with her. She had things to do. Sam slipped quickly upstairs and wrote a short note explaining that she would be away for a couple of days, not to worry, and that she would return soon. Then she slipped down the stairs toward the back door.

      But waiting outside the inn was the last person she expected to see.

      “You go away?” Gurgle asked her.

      “No, I…” Sam started to spin out a lie and found that she couldn’t do that to her friend. She owed him honesty, at least. “Yes. Just for a bit. I need to go do some work.”

      “Gurgle come too.”

      “You can’t! If you die out there, you can’t come back. This isn’t like the other battles, Gurgle. I don’t know if I can win,” Sam said. Frankly, she was pretty sure she was going to die horribly. Probably more than once. She didn’t want Gurgle to die as well.

      “Is Gurgle’s life. Even if Gurgle only has one, is his to live. Or to give,” he said.

      It sounded a lot like what the Helga-Valkyrie had said to her while she was in the rainbow portal. Was that what she was talking about? By protecting Gurgle, was Sam doing the kobold a service, or was she taking away his freedom? He wasn’t a pet, she reminded herself. He was her friend.

      “I don’t want to lose you,” she said.

      “Then don’t lose,” Gurgle replied, grinning. “Gurgle is coming too.”

      Sam sighed, then shrugged. “All right, then. Your choice. Your life, as you say.”

      The words were painful, but they felt right. It certainly seemed to buoy the kobold’s confidence. His smile grew even broader.

      “Good. Now, who we fight?”

      “Giants. Lots and lots and lots of giants.”

      The smile vanished. Gurgle made a small ‘eep’ sound.

      “You still want to come?” Sam asked him, half hoping he would change his mind.

      “Yes,” Gurgle replied, stomping his foot down.

      “All right then. Follow me.”

      The pair went first to a repair shop. Harald had pointed it out on their way back to the inn, but none of them had stopped to repair their gear. Sam’s was still in fairly good shape, but a couple more deaths would leave it in tatters. She didn’t want to lose her sword or armor. She dealt out the coins to get the equipment fixed.

      The next stop was to buy adventuring gear. Sam purchased a backpack, tarp, rope, flint and steel, and enough rations to tide the two of them over for a couple of days. It wasn’t the best food, but it would last. They’d miss the innkeeper’s stew if they had to eat too many meals of the travel food, but she wanted to be prepared for whatever they needed.

      With preparations out of the way, the only thing left to do was to climb the hill back to the top. The walk seemed longer than it had that morning. Then she’d been climbing toward adventure with others on whom she could rely. She went out on raids surrounded by allies. This time it would be just Gurgle and herself.

      When she reached the top, the place was still buzzing with activity. Hundreds of adventurers came, joined groups, and departed on raids. Sam wandered a little, wondering which raid instance she should pick. She didn’t need to think about it very long. There was only one place that made real sense. She inevitably found herself standing in front of the tombstone, right where she’d been earlier.

      “Hold my hand,” she told Gurgle. “Don’t let go.”

      Once she had his fingers clasped around her own, she tapped the stone, and they were off.

      They appeared a few seconds later back in the now-familiar plains. The stones stood in front of her, but it wasn’t the passage Sam was interested in. The monsters there were too hard, and besides Thorsten said that the bridge wouldn’t repair itself for them for a full twenty-four hours. Another party would be sent to a different ‘instance’ of this zone, one where the skeletons were all still alive, and the bridge whole. It was a little like website cookies, Sam realized. If you went into a raid, you got a ‘cookie’ that linked you to that instance for twenty-four hours. If you returned, you’d end up in the same copy you left.

      It was the plains around the area which interested Sam more. Out there were giants. Weak ones, if she’d understood correctly. Those would be real tests of her strength. Kill enough of them, and she would be able to rise in level rapidly. Of course, even a weak giant was a lot stronger than she was. This wasn’t going to be easy.

      “We go kill giants?” Gurgle asked.

      “I go kill giants. You stay well away from them. Otherwise they’ll turn you into kobold paste.”

      Sam took a deep breath. Now that it was time to go, just taking the first step toward whatever waited out there was the hardest thing she could imagine. Waiting wasn’t going to make things any better. Time was precious, and she needed to maximize every hour she had remaining to her before the challenge raid opened up.

      She took the first step. Then another. They got easier after that. She was on her way.

      “If things go wrong, run back here, to that stone, OK?” she told Gurgle. “It will take you back to the city. I’ll meet you there.”

      “Gurgle will do.”

      She hoped the kobold would be able to escape. If she went down, he’d be easy pickings for a giant. His presence made everything feel that much more real to her. It wasn’t her life she was so concerned about. She’d died many times. She would come back again and again. But her friend was different. If she failed him, he would be gone forever. Gurgle risked everything by coming with her.

      Sam was so lost in thought that she didn’t notice the giant until it roared.

      The terrific yell got her attention, though. It stood about a hundred feet away, atop a small hill. The giant was only about ten feet tall, smaller than most of those she’d fought. But it would still be deadly if she allowed it to get close.

      She fired a ray of frost at the thing, slowing its approach. Then Sam launched a fire bolt at the thing. The bolt took it in the shoulder, and it roared in fury and pain. It was slowed by her magic, but it was still coming. Sam launched another fire bolt at it, and then another. It still kept coming on. She could see it speed up as the cold spell faded away, so she hit it with another chilling ray.

      She hit it with another flame bolt at twenty feet, and then one more at ten feet. Her mana was mostly gone, and the giant was still coming! It raised a massive club. Sam drew her sword. She was out of other alternatives.

      “Run, Gurgle! Get clear!” she cried. If she could keep it busy for even a few seconds, it might be enough for the kobold to make it away.

      The giant raised its club, preparing to drive Sam into the ground like a tent peg. She raised her weapon, shouting defiance and fury at the giant. If she could dodge its first shot, she might be able to duck inside its range and slash at a leg.

      The club descended.

      But without warning, lines of black energy twisted around the giant, spreading beneath its skin like little rivers of darkness. Then the giant’s body exploded into a hissing rain of ash.
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      Sam dodged the club as it crashed to the ground. She knew precisely where she’d seen that sort of death before, and scanned the fields around her. At first, she didn’t see anything. The ash was still drifting toward the ground, winking out of existence as it fell. Within another minute she knew even the ash would be gone. Nothing at all would remain of the giant.

      An arrow flashed into her sight. There was no time to dodge. It struck her in the middle of her chest, and Sam braced herself as best she could. But the arrow merely tapped her and bounced off. Fast as it had flown, it didn’t hit with even enough force to bruise. The black arrow dropped to the ground in front of her. She reached down to pick the thing up, but it turned into vapor before her fingers could reach it.

      “I had to try, you understand.”

      She looked for the black archer and saw him right away, rising from a clump of tall grass about twenty feet away. He’d been entirely hidden there, waiting for her. He was dressed all in black, complete with a flowing cape and a mask that covered most of his face. The voice was maddeningly familiar to her, but something about his mask was giving his words a gravelly tone that made it hard to recognize.

      “I don’t understand. You help me, and then you try to kill me?” Sam said.

      “Worth a shot. I need you dead. I was pretty sure even this weapon couldn’t kill you,” he said, waving the bow. “Not here, anyway. Which means I need to get you to leave this Realm. You seem wholly inadequate to accomplish that on your own.”

      “I’ve made my own way more than once. I can do it here, too.”

      “Or you can let me help you, and make it so much faster,” he replied.

      Sam wanted to send spells flying at him to knock away the grin she was certain he wore beneath that mask. But her spells would do no more good here than his bow had. Neither of them could harm the other while they were in Jotunheim. That was why she’d come here from the Twilight Realms, after all.

      “You want to help me?” she asked instead, working hard to rein in her temper.

      “The sooner you win the levels you need, the faster you can beat the raids. The sooner you overcome those, the more quickly you can pass through to the next Realm,” he said.

      “Where you can kill me,” Sam said. “Maybe I’ll just stay here forever.”

      The man in black shrugged. “You could do that. Then I fail in my mission. But you’ll fail in yours as well. Or didn’t you still want to reach the final halls, where you can reach out to the world of the living and learn what happened to you?”

      “You seem to know an awful lot about me,” Sam said. “Who are you?”

      “You’ll never know until I tell you. That won’t be until right before I kill you,” he replied.

      There was something sharp in his words. This was more than just a job to him. Her assassin had some motive beyond money. Someone Sam had wronged? A person who disliked her? She thought of Drakken, but he’d been here in Jotunheim when she first saw the black archer in the Twilight Realms. Someone else, then. Perhaps someone who simply loved what he was doing, or was being offered something more valuable than mere money for her death.

      “What do you think, Gurgle?” Sam asked the kobold, who was standing close behind her.

      “Gurgle no trust.”

      “Me either. But can we refuse his help? We weren’t doing so hot on our own,” she said.

      Gurgle shrugged. That wasn’t much help, but Sam didn’t expect sage advice from her small friend. She gave him a grim smile then looked back to her adversary. It wasn’t like she had a lot of choices. If he was offering help, she ought to take it. As strange as it sounded, for the moment their goals were aligned.

      “How do you plan to help me?” she asked.

      “By teaching you,” he replied. “You’re fighting them wrong. You have a fire spell and an ice snare. You need to use them in concert to ‘kite’ the giants.”

      “Kite them?” Sam had never heard the term before.

      “Blast one with the ice ray. Then hit it with as many fire bolts as you can before it gets too close. Before it can close with you, snare it with ice again and run as quickly as you can away from it,” he said. “Then repeat the process.”

      It made sense. The more Sam thought about it, the more surprised she was that she hadn’t come up with the idea herself. She’d seen how the snares slowed the giants’ progress during the first raid. Coupled with her flame bolts, it might be enough to take one down.

      If she could kill one, even if doing so ate up all her mana, then she could rest and hit another one. Over and over. Each kill would give her experience, which would provide her with the levels she needed so badly. There was one problem, though. Sam did the math in her head, estimating how many spells it would take to kill a single giant.

      “I don’t have the mana for this,” she said. “The spells cost too much, and my mana comes back too slowly. I won’t be able to finish one before I’m tapped out.”

      “I can help with that as well,” the assassin said. “Catch!”

      He tossed a small, glittering object her way. She reached out for the thing but missed the throw. It landed in the grass a foot to her right. She glanced down, looking for it among the weeds and spotted it quickly. He’d thrown her a ring. She picked the thing up and held it where she could see it. It was a gold band, with a small blue stone set in the top.

      “If this is a proposal, it’s the strangest one I’ve ever heard of,” she said.

      She was surprised to hear the man bark a short laugh in reply. “It’s a mana ring,” he explained. “Bumps up your maximum mana by two hundred points, and speeds recovery by twenty-five percent. A precious item. Don’t lose it.”

      That would give her an incredible boost in power! If he was telling the truth. Damn it, could she trust a man who was trying to kill her? What if this was just another trick?

      “How do I know this isn’t some sort of cursed item?” she asked.

      “Because any curse would simply slow you down. I’m not a patient man. I want you to win through this place swiftly,” he replied.

      “So you can kill me.”

      “Just so.”

      She slid the ring on her finger. If he was lying, she was probably going to regret this, but… The ring slid into place on her right hand, and other than the cool feeling of the metal on her skin, she felt nothing new. She checked her status to see if it was having any effect.

      Health 85/85, Stamina 270/270, Mana 266/485.

      Sam sucked in a breath. He’d been telling the truth. It worked. She watched the mana level tick up, much more swiftly than it ever had in the past. This item alone would spell the difference between success and failure for her.

      “This has to be incredibly valuable. Why give it to me?” Sam asked.

      “Because I’ll likely get it back later,” he replied. “When I kill you. But even if I don’t, what I am being offered for your destruction is worth so much more than this.”

      “I guess there’s nothing I could offer you to turn aside, then?” she asked.

      “No.” There was no hesitation in his voice. Whatever he was being given, it was worth a great deal to him, indeed. What could you give someone who was already dead and would live forever that was more precious than anything else? If Sam could figure that out, she might be able to get the upper hand on him.

      “I guess there’s nothing left to do but try out your ‘kiting’ technique,” she said.

      “Good. I don’t have all day to chat with you,” he said.

      “Other people to kill?” she asked.

      “No, just you. But other things to do. Go fight one. I’ll stand by and watch the first just in case you need help, but I won’t fire unless you’re in very real trouble. You won’t get experience from any giant I kill with my bow,” he said.

      Sam set off over the hill, the archer following a few dozen paces behind. She found a likely target in a little valley and checked her mana one last time. She was back up to full strength - which was a lot stronger than she’d ever been before. It ought to be more than enough.

      “Keep an eye on him, Gurgle,” she said in a soft voice.

      “Yes, mistress.”

      “But watch out for his bow. I don’t know if he can hurt you here or not, but I don’t want to find out the hard way, OK?”

      Gurgle nodded and crouched down in the grass, blending in so well that he became almost invisible. Good enough, at least for the moment. Sam was pretty sure that Gurgle was attached to her through his contract. The same forces which kept other players from hurting each other in this Realm ought to keep him safe from the archer as well. Hopefully.

      She targeted the giant with her ray of frost and fired the spell. It roared in anger and started toward her. But it was moving slowly, each step a struggle. She began volleying flame bolts at the thing, one shot after another. Sam fired the spell off as quickly as she could. Three fire bolts later, the giant’s legs were growing more mobile, and it began picking up speed.

      Kiting was almost like cheating. Sam cast another ray of frost at the giant and then took off away from it as fast as her legs could go. It quickly fell behind, and then suddenly turned back.

      “Don’t get too far from it, or it will lose aggro and walk away. They heal fast when that happens!” the archer called.

      Sam fired another flame bolt at it, attracting its attention again. It whirled back on her, but before it could come more than a couple of steps, she hit it with another frost ray. More flame bolts followed, as fast as she could cast. By her reckoning, the thing should be dead already, but it must have healed some when it turned away from her. It closed to fifteen feet, building speed again.

      One more time she fired her ray of frost to slow it. Again she sprinted clear, this time making sure not to go too far away. She turned back and shot more flame bolts. Once, twice, and three times she cast the spell at the giant. The second shot sent it stumbling to one knee. The third shot killed it.

      “Got him!” Sam shouted. “I can do this!”

      She glanced around to look for the archer. Sam wasn’t sure if she wanted to thank him or curse him. He was helping her - but only so that he could kill her sooner.

      But he was gone. She scanned the hillside, but there was no sign of the man at all. He’d vanished.
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      The rest of the afternoon became a blur of combat. The whole thing turned into a routine. Sam would go find another giant - they wandered all over the plains here, seemingly without pattern or aim. Then she would grab its attention and kite it with her spells until it went down. Loot the body for the handful of gold on each, and move on to the next.

      The giants patrolled close enough together that she always found a new target by the time her mana returned. There didn’t seem to be any end to the monsters. In fact, rolling back over the land she’d already hunted Sam discovered that the giants were respawning behind her. There was no limit to this. The things would just keep popping here forever.

      They were too weak to be of use to most of the people in Jotunheim. Sam guessed these giants were all in the level twelve to level fifteen range, although she ran into one which seemed a bit tougher. That fight required every ounce of her mana and a lot of extra running. Since the Realm’s level range went from twenty to forty, for most players these giants were too weak. For Sam’s lower level, they were ideal.

      By the time the sun was beginning to set, she’d acquired three more levels. It was incredible. She’d never accomplished so much advancement in a single day. Thanks to the level difference between her and the giants she was killing, and the steady rate she kept up the pace, it was finally making a difference.

      It was also exhausting work. She’d been at it for hours, and as the sun began to set at last, Sam made her way toward the menhirs that marked the tunnel, and her way home.

      “I’m going to out-level this spot soon, Gurgle,” she said as they walked back. “Need to find another place.”

      “With bigger giants?” Gurgle asked. His eyes widened with alarm.

      “Much bigger, most likely,” Sam said. She wondered what spot might work. Maybe Harald would know?

      Thinking about Harald made Sam a bit sad, and at first she couldn’t figure out why. He’d helped her in the Twilight Realm, and then again when she needed to flee that Realm to escape the archer. He’s advised her, guided her, helped push her along.

      Until they’d arrived here, anyway. Sam thought about it. Since getting to Jotunheim, Harald hadn’t pushed hard. They’d found a group, sure. But then he’d gotten her involved in a challenge match between guilds, and spent a massive amount of money setting her up as a guild leader. He was making contacts with people here. Stirring up old enmities and probably old friendships as well. It was almost like Harald was interested in setting down roots here, and helping Sam do the same.

      But he knew that she wanted to move on as soon as possible. They had to keep going. There was only one thing which might have caused him to subtly change his attitude - the assassin.

      She needed to reach the final Realm, get a message out, and find out what she was. More than anything else, Sam burned to know the truth. Was Harald going to help her find it? Or was his fear of the black archer enough to make him grow cautious, to encourage her to hold back?

      “Gurgle, what do you say we camp out here tonight?” Sam asked.

      “With giants?”

      “I thought we could camp in the mouth of the tunnel,” she replied. “The wandering giants don’t come close to the menhir ring, so we’d be safe from them. And the ones below have a big door between them and us. We’ll keep a watch, but I think it might be best to stay in the area so we can get an early start tomorrow.

      “Gurgle will gather sticks for fire,” he replied. He made a move to wander off then stopped, looking around. “No trees?”

      “Nope. Not going to have a fire tonight. But we have food and good company.”

      They nestled into the opening of the cave area, using bundles of grass as bedding and the tarp as a big blanket. Sam wondered what Harald was doing. He would have found the note. He’d be frustrated, worried, and probably furious. But she needed to do this. It wasn’t enough to just go on raids with people. Sam had to play catch-up, as quickly as she could. There was no time for her to raid, as weak as she was relative to the other party members.

      She needed to grow stronger more quickly. It was the only way she could beat Drakken in the challenge ahead, and from there move on to the next Realm.

      Thinking about that, as she drifted off to sleep, Sam wondered if she truly needed to move on. She recalled the black archer’s words. He would be waiting for her on the other side. He’d try to kill her there. With the skills he had, he’d probably succeed. If his arrow had been able to hurt her today, she would have been destroyed.

      Death by one of those arrows wasn’t just dying. It meant erasure. She would cease to exist. She’d be gone, forever. Sam glanced over at Gurgle. It was a little bit like what her kobold friend faced every day. Or what she had faced, back outside in the real world.

      She could stay in Jotunheim forever if she wanted to. She could build up a great guild. She could lead teams on raids. In her mind, Sam saw herself there, dressed in armor and silks like Lucian, leading teams into the most difficult of quests. But it would just be a pretty, gilded cage. She would be trapped in the place, and she didn’t think that she’d fare well in a prison, no matter how nicely decorated the bars were.

      “Everyone dies,” Sam whispered to herself as she drifted off to sleep. Gurgle shifted at her words, his eyes reflecting moonlight as he glanced her way. He had first watch and would wake her later.

      Everyone died, eventually. But here in Valhalla, everyone lived forever. Except when they didn’t. Except when they were someone like Gurgle, with a single life to spend. Or someone like Jacinda who was struck down by a weapon which shouldn’t exist. Even in Valhalla, there were times when death came calling. Something about that thought made Sam’s heart beat a little harder. She realized that the illusion of immortality made the place feel boring to her. But only with the realization that they could all still die did Sam find the very strong desire to truly live.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27

          

        

      

    

    
      Sam checked her status over breakfast the following morning. She’d grown quite a bit, with those three levels. She put ten of her new points into Spirit, which boosted her mana even more. The rest she put into Intelligence, to increase the damage potential of her spells. Eventually she knew she was going to need to raise other stats as well. But for now, the short term benefits of boosting those two key stats outweighed the downsides of being so highly focused.

      She used her skill points on improving spell skills. Rune Mastery got the most attention, since she had to raise that skill to level up any of her spells. Aside from that she focused on the flame bolt spell for most of her remaining points. That was her bread and butter damage spell, and she needed it to be as strong as possible.

      After eating, she and Gurgle took to the fields again. The giants fell even easier than they had the day before. Her spells were stronger, and she had more mana available. It took less hits to kill an opponent. She had to run around less. And she could cut down the time between fights, since her mana was going back up so quickly. It was getting faster and smoother with each practice.

      “Truth be told, I’m a little bored,” she told Gurgle. “These things aren’t that much of a challenge anymore.”

      “Is helping, though?” Gurgle asked.

      “Yes, but not as much as it was yesterday,” she replied. Then, she’d made three fast levels in one evening. By her guess she might gain two by lunch, if she pushed very hard. As her level increased, she needed ever more giants to reach the next one. Maybe that was a function of just needing more experience for each new level than she had for the one before. Or maybe it was because she wasn’t earning as much per kill, now that her level was closer to that of the giants she fought. Sam had the sense that she’d been getting bonuses the day before, for fighting monsters so much above her own level.

      Whatever the case, her leveling wasn’t moving as fast as it had been.

      “I think I need to change things up some,” Sam said. “But I want to hit twelfth level first.”

      That took another hour. It was already past lunch time. At the rate she was slowing down, this practice wasn’t going to help her out for much longer. She could go wandering around to other zones, looking for harder solo giants to fight. That would take time she didn’t have, though. There was one nearby place where there were giants that were much harder, just waiting for her. If she was brave enough to try, and strong enough to win. She wasn’t certain about either.

      The pair headed back to the tunnel entrance to eat where they wouldn’t be disturbed by wandering giants. Sam was procrastinating, and she knew it. There was one way to see if her idea would work. One way to prove beyond any reasonable doubt that she had what it took to be a valuable member of any team. If it worked, then she ought to have no trouble recruiting the additional people they needed to make a successful raid.

      If she failed? Well, this was Valhalla. The worst that would happen was she’d find herself back in the center of Jordheim with some equipment to repair. She needed to make sure Gurgle was safe, though. That would be more difficult. It would be simplest to just send him back now. Have him report in to Harald that she was all right. Sam wasn’t sure he would agree to that. He seemed extremely attached to the idea of sticking close to her through all her training.

      It might be easier to have him along, at least for a while. She could always send him back if things went badly.

      “Gurgle, I want to offer you a chance to head back for home now. I’m going to do something dangerous,” she said. He opened his mouth to protest, and she held up a hand. “I’m not ordering you back. I just want you to understand that I won’t be upset if you go. If you do, you can tell Harald what I’m up to, and that I’m OK. That one way or another, I should be having dinner with him.”

      “Gurgle will stay if that OK,” he said.

      “I thought you might say that,” Sam replied. She took another bite of her food, thinking through her next words. “I’m going to try to beat the dungeon below us.”

      “Alone?” Gurgle’s eyes widened with alarm. “Bad things beat four tough humans. Not as tough as Great One, but why face alone?”

      “Because I have something to prove. To myself, as much as to anyone else,” Sam replied. There, she’d said it aloud. It wasn’t just about the experience points or the levels. It wasn’t enough to simply grow stronger, or even prove herself worthy of a spot on a team to the other players. She’d been relying on others to carry her, and that wasn’t Sam’s style. She needed to know she was capable enough to pull this off solo.

      She might fail. She’d only seen two encounters from the dungeon, and Thorsten said there was at least one more. Without knowing what it was Sam had no idea if she could beat it or not. But if she could even conquer the first two, she’d have done more by herself than the entire team managed as a group. That ought to be enough.

      “Gurgle still stay,” he said.

      “OK, then. Let’s get packed up. It’s time to go.”

      Sam had two levels worth of points to add. This time, she put everything into her Intelligence stat. That would boost the strength of all her spells. With the ring increasing her mana and mana regeneration, she needed the extra damage more than she needed the few mana points additional Spirit would grant her. The ten skill points she poured into two spells, both of which she was going to need very badly: the lightning storm, and her flame bolt.

      As ready as she was going to get, she descended into the tunnel for a second time, Gurgle at her side. They didn’t speak much as they went down the long hall, torches coming to light along the path again, just as they had last time. After a long walk they reached the door, which was closed again.

      It had been more than a day. If Thorsten was right about timing, then the bridge should be back in place. Most likely the six skeletons on the far side of this door would all be there again, as well. That was the first challenge. She needed to beat all six of them by herself.

      There was no way she could tank them, like Harald had. And she’d run out of mana long before she could blast them all to death with fire bolts. But there was another way. Sam paced from one side of the tunnel to the other. It was wide enough for two humans to stand side by side. Three or four kobolds could have fit across in a single rank. But it was only wide enough for a single giant. She’d remembered the dimensions correctly. The giant skeletons would only be able to come at her one at a time. Which meant her plan ought to work.

      “Gurgle, run back down the hall, at least a hundred paces. Stay ahead of me - I’ll be running your way too,” she said.

      He turned to go, but she called out again to him, and he stopped.

      “Hey - if this goes badly, run outside and use the rock to get home, all right? No heroics. We can always try this again if I fail.”

      The kobold nodded to her gravely. He didn’t seem happy about the idea, but Sam thought he would do as she asked.

      There was nothing left to do but face her demons. Sam’s hands were shaking a little at the idea of facing all those skeletal things by herself. These ones wouldn’t wrap their claws around her neck, at least. She ran her fingers over her throat, remembering how helpless she had felt in the claws of that first specter, a month ago.

      “But you’re not helpless anymore,” she whispered aloud to herself. “You are stronger now. And it’s time to prove that. To them. And to yourself.”

      Enough stalling. Sam grabbed the ring on the door, and before she could lose her nerve, she pulled hard. It took all of her strength, but the massive door swung slowly open.
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      The brazier was burning inside, just as she’d recalled. The giant skeletons were back, too. All six of them stood in a circle around the room, the same as they had when she first came to this place. They came to life just as before, too. Each jerked once, shifting suddenly in place like they were waking from a long slumber. Then slowly but building speed, the skeletons lurched toward her.

      Sam backed up, giving a little distance between herself and the doorway. They kept coming. How far down the hall would they chase her? She peeked back over her shoulder. The opening to the outside was very far away. If she kept them interested by peppering the things with spell attacks, would they follow her all the way out there?

      Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that, but she did want enough space between her and the monsters that she could avoid getting squashed like a bug. She kept walking backward until there were about fifteen feet between her and the door.

      The first giant came into view, staring down the tunnel toward her. It halted in the doorway for a moment, and Sam wondered if it would follow at all. Were the things programmed to remain in the room?

      But no - it lurched into motion again, giving chase. They didn’t move exceptionally fast, but their long legs made each stride eat up a lot more ground than her legs could manage. The skeleton would close with her in moments.

      Sam released the spell she’d been building, aiming a finger at the giant and firing a ray of frost directly at it. The spell struck, frost and ice forming over the ancient bones as the magic worked its way through the creature. It slowed, each new step coming with agonizing sluggishness. Behind the first skeleton, the second entered the tunnel. Then the third. But they were bottlenecked by the lead giant, its slow pace keeping them all slowed down.

      “Time to fry, boys,” Sam said. She released a lightning storm into the middle of the monsters.

      They froze in place for a moment as the lightning crackled around them, each blast blackening a bone. The stink was terrific. She hit them a second time, and then a third. Clouds of smoke billowed from scorched bodies, but still they came on.

      Her spell was hitting all of them, but Sam had no way of knowing how many spells it would take to finish them off. She zapped the leader with a second ray of frost - his steps were beginning to come a little more quickly than she liked. Then Sam turned and sprinted down the hall away from the things as fast as she could. She checked her status as she ran.

      Health 110/110, Stamina 187/320, Mana 291/610.

      Her mana continued to tick upward at several points per second, but with the additional points she’d put into the lightning spell each cast now cost a hundred points. What she had would be enough. It had to be. Sam whirled and readied another lightning storm, blasting the monster pack again. A fifth time. A sixth time and they kept coming at her! There wasn’t enough mana for another lightning blast. She hit the lead skeleton with another ray of frost. But this time, the giant didn’t just slow. The ray did damage as well as snaring the target, and it did just enough. The bones froze solid, and then shattered into chunks of icy, blackened calcium, scattering all across the floor of the tunnel.

      Which would have been terrific news, except that the other five skeletons were still alive, and now none of them were slowed down.

      “Shit!” Sam shouted. She was nearly tapped out on mana. She ran for all she was worth, knowing that the things would be gaining ground behind her. All the while she watched her mana bar roll upward. As soon as it hit thirty, she readied the ray of frost spell and fired it.

      Just in time! The giant was barely ten feet away from her when the spell struck. It slowed, still coming at her. Sam ran again, working to put a little more distance between them and her. She was panting, running out of breath. But at last:

      Health 110/110, Stamina 62/320, Mana 101/610.

      She turned and fired one more lightning blast into the batch of monsters. The storm exploded around them, crackling and snapping at their bones. Femurs exploded. Ribs burst apart. One skeleton’s skull detonated, and then another. When the electricity had stopped wreaking its havoc on the giants, none of them remained standing.

      Sam sank to a knee. She stared at the corridor ahead, where the remnants of the things lay in smoking piles of broken bone. She looked down at her hands. She’d done it. That fight had been a tough one even for the entire party. They’d managed to win through without too much in the way of injury, but Sam had won this rematch all by herself.

      “Mistress is OK?” Gurgle asked from her side.

      Sam realized she was crying a little. She wiped the tears from her face and smiled at the kobold.

      “Yes, I’m fine. Happy tears. I didn’t know if I could do this or not,” she said.

      “Gurgle believes in Great One,” he replied with a shrug.

      “I’m glad. Sometimes…sometimes we humans have a hard time believing in ourselves.”

      She stood. Her stamina was rising slowly, and her mana was zipping up as fast as ever. Sam glanced down at her right hand, where the ring rested. Without that ring, she would probably not have been able to win this fight. It felt odd, knowing that she owed part of this victory to someone who wanted to kill her. She’d find a way to turn his gift into a way to beat him. With enough power and strength, she would end even that threat.

      Of course, this was the easiest of the battles in this raid. If she wanted to, she could return home now. Harald would be proud of what she’d accomplished. Even winning this one fight would be enough to show him she had improved. Sam didn’t think it would suffice to impress the rest of Jordheim, though. That was what she needed. She had to show them all that she was someone to be reckoned with. If she could beat the entire raid by herself, it might be enough to make Drakken and even Lucian sweat a little.

      “All right, let’s get moving,” Sam said. “One battle down, but there’s more to come.”

      She set off down the hall toward the lava room, already pondering what strategy she might use to best the adversaries awaiting her there.
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      Thorsten was right about the reset. The bridge was restored, precisely the way it had been before he’d used his magic to knock it down so they could escape. Unfortunately, the skeletons had reset as well. Just like in the room above, all six skeleton giants were back precisely where they had been. They stood like statues on the far side of the bridge, ready to animate into action the moment Sam stepped out onto the narrow causeway over the lava pool.

      There was no way she could cross that bridge. Not with two spell casting skeletons firing at her and four armored warrior-skeletons barring her way. The monsters stood too far apart for her lightning storm to hit more than two or three of them at a time, and she was pretty sure if she cast the spell at any of them, they’d all wake up. She’d be right back to facing all six.

      Sam wasn’t going to win this battle by fighting it the way it had been intended. She needed to get sneaky. Thorsten said the guardian skeletons activated when someone stepped onto the bridge. That’s what she’d seen, too. As soon as Harald had walked onto the bridge, they’d all gone after him. If the bridge was a trigger, could she go around?

      The walls of the chamber were rock, with plenty of ledges and cracks. Sam thought she might be able to climb her way around the outside edge of the lava pool. One slip and she’d be roasted in an instant. But that way she would get neatly around the enemy. The only question then was whether they would wake up once she stepped onto the far platform. If she spent all her energy climbing the wall around the room, and they all came to life the instant she reached her destination, they’d squash her like a bug.

      “I’ve got an idea. But I’m going to need your help to make it work, Gurgle. And you’ll need to be very brave,” she said.

      “Gurgle will do.”

      “OK, here’s what you need to do…”

      Ten minutes later, Sam was hanging onto a rock ledge with her fingers, cursing as she scrabbled with her legs to find a foothold on the crumbling stone wall. It turned out the walls had a lot more cracks and crevasses than she’d thought. But they weren’t hard rock. The stuff was more like slate. In some places, it held her weight well. In others, it came apart in her fingers or snapped under her foot. Her progress around the wall was slower than she wanted. Her arms were already beginning to tire.

      She slipped again, just barely holding on with one hand. Sam’s heart raced, grasping the cliff face with everything she had while her toes found another hold. After that, she tested each hold carefully before putting her full weight on it. It was exhausting work. Her stamina level was slipping away. Sam stopped to rest twice in spots where the holds were good enough that she could shake out her tired arms.

      At last, she’d circled the room. She stood on a narrow ledge, her feet about the same height as the skeleton’s eyes. She could jump down from there and reach the outcrop where they all stood, but they’d likely all animate as soon as she did. Instead, she readied a shield spell, casting it on Gurgle - who stood just off the bridge, on the far side. The spell took effect, protecting him from hostile magic.

      “OK!” Sam shouted. “Step on, then as soon as they come after you, back up and take cover behind those boulders.”

      If she was right, they’d all target him, the same way they had all gone after Harald. Sam watched carefully as Gurgle placed one foot out on the bridge. Nothing happened. The kobold took another step, and then a third.

      That did the trick. All at once the skeletons came to life. The two mage skeletons readied magic, preparing to blast Gurgle, while the others staggered forward, walking out onto the bridge to attack. Sam wanted to scream at her friend to run, to hide, but she didn’t dare. There was no way to know for sure what might trigger the skeletons to come after her instead of him. They hadn’t noticed her yet, but the spell-casting giants could blast her from the wall with little effort if they saw her.

      Gurgle followed the plan well. He gave a loud squeak and jumped back from the bridge. One of the rays of frost the casters fired missed entirely. The other struck the shield spell protecting him. He was back behind cover before they could cast another spell. That wasn’t going to protect him from the warrior skeletons, who were already beginning to walk out onto the bridge. Saving Gurgle from them was Sam’s job.

      She waited until all four of the warriors were on the bridge. Then one of the mages stepped up onto the stone causeway as well, and the last one looked ready to follow. All of them were going after Gurgle! If she could just wait a few more seconds, all six would be on the bridge at the same time.

      But no. Sam watched their pace. The first one would exit the bridge before the last one was on it. Sam couldn’t chance letting one of the things loose on the side where Gurgle was. She’d have to deal with one giant by herself.

      Sam fired a flame bolt at the bridge. She’d advanced the damage of the spell significantly. Before her efforts out on the plains, her fire magic would have scorched the rocks, but done little else. This bolt hit with a massive explosion of flame, sending a shockwave out from the impact point.

      It still wasn’t enough. The bridge shook but didn’t fall. Sam fired again, and then for good measure shot a third time before the second bolt impacted. The combination of the shots did the trick. Rock exploded at the base of the bridge, sending chunks of the structure into the lava below. The weakened bridge wasn’t enough to support the weight of five giant skeletons anymore. More rock tumbled away. Then all at once, the entire thing collapsed, toppling five of the things into the pool of molten rock.

      That still left one caster skeleton alive. It turned to face her. Sam jumped down from the wall, hitting the rock and turning her fall into a roll before coming back to her feet. She lashed out at the thing with flame bolts. The first took it in a shoulder, blasting it backward. It returned fire with a ray of frost. The magic splashed over Sam’s shield spell. Most of the attack was absorbed, but Sam still felt her skin and bones chill. She couldn’t let the cold slow her down.

      She fired another flame bolt. It hit the skeleton in the ribs, knocking it back a foot. She slammed another attack into it, striking a hip. Bones snapped and burned from the explosive force of the bolts.

      The skeleton returned fire. Sam’s shield had been spent blocking the first attack. The freezing ray struck her right arm and shoulder, sending pain and cold through her body. She screamed. It hurt - a lot more than things like this had back in the Twilight Realm! Sam was used to pain from injuries being reduced by the game. A terrible gash in the Twilight Realm felt like a cat scratch. In Jotunheim, the pain reduction effect was significantly diminished. The cold spell hurt.

      Snarling, Sam hammered back at the skeleton. She lasted out with a lightning storm, crackling bolts of electricity stunning the skeleton for just the seconds she needed. Its feet were on the edge of the outcrop. Stunned, it was unable to clamber back from the edge. Sam hit it with two more flame bolts, which sent it over the edge. It slipped and tumbled down the face, trying to cling to anything it could grab. The crumbling rock did nothing to stop its fall. The skeleton struck the blazing surface of the lava with a splash and quickly vanished into the stuff, flames briefly marking where it sank until even those traces were no more.
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      Sam looked across the pit at Gurgle, who was staring over at her with a forlorn look. The kobold looked down at the lava, then across at Sam again.

      “Go back,” Sam said. “It’s not worth the risk. Go back and tell Harald what’s up.”

      “Gurgle climb too,” he replied.

      The kobold pulled a pick from his belt and began working his way across the same wall Sam had taken. But where she had struggled to find footholds and handholds, Gurgle simply made new ones. He wielded the little pick with a deft hand. Sam had forgotten how skilled at stonework kobolds were. They might not create gorgeous, finished products, but it was hard to beat them for speed. He was across the wall in half the time it had taken her.

      “You could have reminded me that you could do that before I risked my neck out there,” Sam said with a shaky laugh.

      “Gurgle thought you would want to do it yourself. Become self-empowered.”

      Sam did a double-take at the word. She tried to remember if she’d ever heard Gurgle use a three syllable word before. She’d definitely never heard him say anything as complicated as ‘self-empowered’. What was happening with the kobold? The more time they spent together, the more thoughtful, insightful, and intelligent he seemed to become. It was like the game continued applying more computer resources to him as time went on.

      “The way is clear. Let’s see what lies ahead then, hmm?” Sam said.

      “Together?” Gurgle said.

      “Absolutely,” Sam agreed.

      A passage led from the lava chamber, tunneling even deeper into the ground. This one was taller than the others, and wider as well. That made Sam nervous. Two giants could stand abreast in this hall. That could be a problem if she had to kite more giants down below. She’d need to snare two of them at a time. The ceiling towered overhead, vanishing into the darkness. It looked like it was at least thirty feet tall, twice the height of the old passage.

      “Nobody builds things this big unless they figure they need them this big, Gurgle,” Sam murmured. “What are we walking into down here?”

      “Bigger giants?” Gurgle said.

      Sam looked up. The ceiling was lost in the shadows, too high above for the torches to illuminate. If the giants ahead were that tall, she couldn’t imagine trying to fight them.

      But they’d come this far. She had to press on. She continued down the tunnel, which went straight as an arrow for hundreds of meters deeper into the ground. At least she had room to run, if there was a way to kite the monster.

      A notification informed her that she had leveled up again! She put the points into Intelligence, and then a skill point into her fire rune. That gave her another alert.

      Congratulations! Your superior skill with the Ken rune has earned you a new spell: Burning Heart. This spell will do damage over time, slowly burning up your foe from within.

      That sounded useful! Sam had four more points. She briefly considered putting them into her shield, or some other spell. But the damage over time looked like it might help, too. She tossed all four points into the spell.

      The tunnel ended at last in another outcrop, this one about the size of a big living room. It wasn’t made of the same stone as the passage, cut instead from some sort of smooth, off-white stone. The room beyond wasn’t filled with lava, at least. It was an enormous circular chamber, stretching a hundred feet in diameter.

      In the center of the room blazed a glowing red gem that gave off a terrific radiance. There were no torches in the place. The only light came from the red stone.

      “Nobody left that sitting out there unguarded,” Sam said. She pulled the rope she’d bought from her pack and tied it to a rock near the cavern entrance. The floor was about twenty feet below the outcrop, so she’d have to climb down. “I don’t see any danger yet, but let’s stay on our toes.”

      Sam stepped out onto the outcrop, rope in one hand, and swung herself over the smooth edge. It was difficult to get a grip on the stuff with her boots, but it looked like there were footholds below. Looking down, Sam saw that it ended in a jumble of rubble at the base. She lowered herself down hand over hand.

      It wasn’t until her feet were slipping over a triangular curve of the rock, and her head was level with a deep, round socket in the stuff that she realized she wasn’t climbing a rock at all.

      “Oh, this is bad,” she said.

      The socket was an eye. The triangular glob of rock was a nose. She was climbing down a massive skull, the size of a house! Even as she realized the danger, a light the same color as the glowing gem lit up deep inside the eye socket. The thing was coming to life.

      There wasn’t time to scramble back up. Sam let the rope slide through her fingers, rappelling down the face and sternum of the enormous skeleton as quickly as she could. The thing was sitting down, which was why it had looked like a jumble of rock from above. Even seated it was twenty feet tall. How big was this giant?

      Sam hit the ground and rolled away from the skeleton. It was moving faster now, rising to its feet. It towered over her, head so high it would have been lost in the shadows if the eyes hadn’t been glowing.

      “You have trespassed where you should not,” the giant intoned in a booming voice.

      “I’m sorry?” Sam replied. She backed away from the giant, casting a shield around herself. She didn’t know if the thing was going to attack her with magic or physical force, but it paid to be prepared.

      “Now you will die,” the giant replied.

      “Figured that might be what you said,” Sam replied. “Not without a fight!”

      She hit it with her ray of frost. The room was big, but the giant was going to easily out-pace her with twenty foot long legs. The snare might help at least a little. Then she hit it with Burning Heart. A blast of fire erupted from the skeleton’s chest, then faded away. Sam kept moving, working to get more distance between them. She saw a second fire blast appear. The damage was striking every three seconds or so. She glanced down at the corner of her vision, where a little meter was tracking away the time left on the spell. It did damage for fifteen seconds. Not awful, and each hit seemed to be hurting the giant.

      Sam fired two quick flame bolts, both of which slammed into the giant without slowing it too much. It chased, building up speed as the snare started fading. She snared it again, watching all this use of her mana running her pool down far more rapidly than it was rebuilding.

      The skeleton was some sort of boss monster. There was no way she could kill it with her lightning storms. The damage wasn’t enough to stop it. She might eventually be able to kill it with flame bolts, but one lucky strike from the thing’s fist and she’d be done for. She peppered it with more flame bolts anyway and then cast the Burning Heart spell a second time when the first one expired.

      The giant only chased her as far as the middle of the room. It stopped there right next to the gem, pausing. It looked like it was casting some sort of spell. Sam was out in the open - there was no way she was going to find cover in time.

      An arc of flames shot out from the giant’s feet like a ring. The fire washed over Sam, her shield holding out the worst of the blast before it flickered and died. Her armor ate up some of the rest, but she could feel burns on the exposed parts of her skin.

      Health 65/115, Stamina 280/330, Mana 478/615.

      That one shot had eaten away almost half her health! Without the shield, it would have killed her on the spot. Sam quickly recast the shield and took off at a run again. The giant resumed moving, but it needed to build up speed from its casting position. It was enormous, and fast once it got going, but it was something like a steam locomotive. It took time to get up to speed.

      She had her back to the far wall. Rather than casting the snare again, she let the giant’s speed build. She dropped the damage over time spell on the monster again, each tick showing as a little burst of fire. The giant came at her, moving with increasing speed. At the last moment, Sam cast snare on the thing’s right leg. Ice traveled up the foot and leg bones, chilling and slowing them. Sam sprinted to that side for all she was worth.

      The giant tried to turn toward her, but the frozen leg wouldn’t respond properly. It stumbled instead and crashed headlong into the wall. Sam fired more flame bolts at it as it slowly rose back to its feet and turned to face her. If she could keep it off balance like this, keep running and hitting it, maybe she could win this fight after all.

      “You face not only me,” the giant said, staring down at her with those glowing eyes. “You must cope with the spirits of all our departed as well.”

      That didn’t sound good. It looked like the thing was casting something, too. Sam fired another shot, hoping to disrupt the spell, but the giant barely seemed to notice. When the casting was complete, Sam heard moaning noises. Hands shot from the soil of the cavern floor in two spots next to where the giant stood. Green hands, the color of old, dead things.

      “Oh sure,” Sam said. “Skeleton giants weren’t bad enough.”

      The two creatures clambered from the dirt. Each was the body of a giant, smaller ones about ten feet tall. They were clearly dead and had been for a long time. They made moaning noises as they strode toward her.

      “Now we’ve got zombie giants, too?” Sam asked. She readied her magic, but with so many targets she wasn’t sure she had enough mana to win this fight.
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      The entire pack of monsters was close enough together. She dropped damage over time spells on the zombies and then slammed them with a lightning storm. This was no time to hold back on the spell-slinging. The stun slowed them all down enough that Sam was able to get off a second lightning burst.

      That one dropped both of the zombies. They fell to the ground and seemed to vanish into the soil again. She had the feeling she hadn’t seen the last of them. And the giant continued toward her, picking up steam again. She wasn’t sure if it was going to continue straight on toward her again or stop at the gem. She backed up toward the entrance tunnel, firing off more flame bolts.

      It did stop, and the fire ring rolled over her shield again, winking it out. She was down to less than half of her health! She couldn’t take many more attacks like that. Sam went to case another shield and - couldn’t.

      Her mana was spent.

      She’d been blazing away with everything she had. The giant was showing the damage, too. She’d done enough to shatter any three of the other skeletons, but it had taken everything she could throw at it, and it was still alive and kicking. Or undead and kicking, anyway.

      It didn’t move from the center. Perhaps it knew that she hadn’t recast her shield. Maybe it knew that she was vulnerable. But it began to cast the ring of fire a third time.

      Sam had no defense. She could already see that her mana wasn’t going to go up fast enough to cast the shield spell in time.

      “Grab rope!” Gurgle shouted at her from above. The rope she’d rappelled down on slapped against the back of her head. Sam turned. Gurgle had swung the thing around so that it bumped against her. She grabbed on with both hands and used it to haul herself up.

      Just in time. The ring of fire flashed through the space where she’d been standing moments before. The tail end of the rope caught fire, burning through in a second like it had been cut. Heat washed up against Sam’s legs, but she’d pulled herself high enough that it didn’t do any damage.

      She shot a glance at the giant, images of the thing closing on her with its claws reaching out flashing through her mind. But it still stood in the middle of the room. It was casting another spell. More zombies were rising from the ground. Four of them this time, not just two. Would it be eight the next time, and then sixteen? She had to stop this thing before it could summon up an army!

      It was easy to see why this monster would be a challenge worthy of an entire team. It could hit the whole party at once with its ring of fire. It could summon enough monsters to wipe out a group of players if they were engaging it close up. The only thing that was keeping Sam alive was her wits.

      She finished climbing the rope and hauled herself up into the mouth of the tunnel. Even running away wasn’t going to stop the skeleton. The thing could just clamber into the tunnel and come after her there, too. With no bridge in the lava room, she’d be trapped between the molten rock and the monster. There wasn’t an easy out. As if hearing her thoughts, the enormous skeleton started toward her again, and she had nowhere to go.

      “I don’t know how we can beat it,” Sam told Gurgle.

      “What about eyes?” the kobold asked. “Eyes glow. Maybe are magic?”

      Sam looked the monster in the eyes. Those black pits did have a red blaze in the center of each. It glowed in precisely the same color as the gem on the floor. Had the gem been the key? Or were the eyes a weak spot on this thing? She remembered Thorsten dropping an arrow into the eye of one giant skeleton. It had dropped like a stone.

      But how to get there? The giant towered almost forty feet in the air! Her perch on the tunnel entrance was only about twenty feet up. She didn’t have a bow, and to reach the giant’s head with her sword she’d need a rocket jet-pack.

      Or something similar.

      Sam looked down at the rope in her hand. “I’ve got a crazy idea, Gurgle.”

      Gurgle nodded like he wasn’t surprised. “Most of Great One's ideas are.”

      Sam flashed him a sardonic smile and tied the rope quickly around her waist. She checked the knot, making sure it would hold her. She pulled at her sword hilt, making sure it was loose enough in the sheath that she could draw it quickly. Even if this worked, she’d only have seconds to play with before the monster swatted her like a fly.

      “This is an awful plan,” Sam muttered to herself. “Back up, Gurgle. A lot.”

      The giant was almost on top of her. It reached wide with both claws, preparing to crush her between them. It was entirely open. And Sam’s mana had recovered enough to cast another spell.

      She fired a flame bolt. But instead of firing it out, at the monster, Sam shot it behind her - into the rock of the tunnel floor! The flame bolt slammed into the ground, detonating there with a rush of fire, air, and sound. The explosion was enormous. This was the same bolt she’d shot at the massive stone bridge - a couple of impacts had been enough to knock the stonework to bits. Like a missile exploding, her bolt generated a shock wave of compressed air.

      It was a player-created effect though. It couldn’t hurt her, not in Jotunheim. Even though the flames were striking directly beneath her feet, it couldn’t do damage. The compressed air could and did lift her bodily into the air though. Sam went flying away from the explosion. Her arcing path took her out of the tunnel, flying into open space - straight at the giant!

      She’d been hoping to land near the eye.

      She missed.

      Either her aim was off, or the giant dodged a little, but Sam shot past the giant entirely, sailing over the right shoulder. The rope caught her, and she landed hard against its shoulder blade. Almost immediately the giant reached around with a massive arm to swat her, but it was having a difficult time reaching its back. Sam dove out of the way of its hand, using the rope to clamber up to the thing’s neck.

      A claw smashed in at her again. She ducked, letting it smack itself in the cheekbone. Then she reached up and grabbed the hollow where its ear would be and hauled herself upward. The eye was almost in reach.

      The skeleton took a step back. Sam felt the rope go taut around her waist. Another step and the line would pull her right from the monster. She drew her sword and slashed at the rope, cutting it free with a single swing. Weapon still in hand, she swung her body up onto the cheekbone.

      That baleful red eye stared out at her, a burning ember of dazzling crimson light.

      She stabbed into the light as hard as she could.

      The skeleton gave a terrific shriek. It fell forward, thudding to its knees. Sam grabbed onto a protrusion of bone, struggling not to fall. The giant was dying. Bones fell from its left arm. Ribs dropped from it, falling to the ground with a crash. Below her, the zombies sank back into the ground with moaning noises. She was still about twenty feet in the air, clinging to the skeleton’s face for dear life when the thing leaned forward. Further and further it leaned until Sam realized that it was toppling to the ground like a falling tree. She let go.

      The ground rushed up to her. Sam hit feet first, tucking her legs to absorb the impact just like she would when landing with a parachute. She rolled to dump some of the inertia of the impact - then kept moving to get out from underneath the skeleton as it continued its slow face-plant. The crash sounded like the largest Christmas tree ever falling to the ground, between the massive boom and the tinkling noises made by various smaller bones snapping.

      Sam lay on her back for a few long moments, too exhausted and hurt to feel elation at her victory.

      “You is dead?” Gurgle asked, looking down at her.

      “Nope. Hurt too much to be dead,” Sam replied.

      “Monster is dead. Mistress killed it like Gurgle knew she would.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Sam replied. She struggled back to her feet. A host of little alert messages were flashing in the corner of her vision. She opened them up.

      Congratulations! You have beaten the Tombs of Kargetal! The menace is abated - for now. Your heroism has given you improved reputation in Jordheim.

      Congratulations! You have reached level fourteen! You have five attribute points and five skill points to allocate as you choose.

      You have acquired the Fire Gem of Kargetal! Holding this item in your hand will improve the effectiveness of all fire spells you cast by 10%.

      You have completed one raid instance successfully.

      Sam hauled herself to her feet. One down, five more to go. It still seemed very distant, but there were dozens of other raids out there waiting for her. Once she was back with the team, she felt confident they could beat some of them together. Sam was ready for whatever was coming. Her strength was better than it had been, sure. But even more than that, she had remembered what her real advantage was. She hadn’t beaten these challenges with raw strength. She’d outwitted this tomb, using her mind to triumph over one thing after another. That was her greatest strength. That was how she would win her way past the black archer, and finally reach the end of Valhalla.

      She walked to the middle of the room, where the gem still glowed. Somehow, she knew that was both the magic item that would help improve her fire magic, and also the token which would teleport them back to Jordheim once she held it.

      “It’s time to go home, Gurgle,” she said. She took his hand and picked up the gem. Swirling rainbow lights surrounded them both.
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      Sam appeared by the gravestone, back in Jordheim. She glanced down. Gurgle was there beside her. In her hand, she carried the gem that she’d won. She smiled down at the kobold.

      “Time to find Harald and the others, tell them what we’ve been up to,” she said.

      Then she looked up and realized that all around her the other players were staring. And clapping.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Well done,” one man in heavy armor told her. “Not just every day you see someone solo a boss that tough.”

      “Good job,” added another.

      “You run a guild! Are you looking for recruits?” one woman wearing light armor and carrying a bow asked.

      “I - how did you all know?” Sam asked. She hadn’t said a word. She’d only just gotten back.

      The woman laughed. “You didn’t know? Look up.”

      Sam stared at the sky. It was heading toward evening, with a dimming of the light as the sun moved toward setting. But the lettering in the heavens was easy enough to see.

      Raid Victory! Tombs of Kargetal: Party, Samantha (Guild Leader: Black Knights)

      “Every victory gets printed there until the next party beats a raid. Your little claim to fame for winning,” the woman told her. “But it’s rare for someone to solo a raid, even an easy one like the Tombs. Enjoy the adulation. You earned it!”

      More people were coming forward now, clapping Sam on the back and giving her their congratulations. She smiled and accepted the compliments as best she could. She wasn’t used to being the center of attention, but part of the reason she’d tried to solo the tomb in the first place was to get some attention to her guild and maybe pick some new members up. This was even better than she’d hoped.

      “Better lucky than good, I suppose?” a voice called from her right.

      It was Lucian. The crowd parted as he strode up to Sam. He wasn’t happy, that was clear from the stiffness in his walk, and the slight pink on his cheeks. No, scratch that. He was outright pissed. He’d backed Drakken, figuring that he was betting on a sure thing. Sam had thrown all his certainty out the window.

      “Making you nervous?” she asked.

      “No at all,” he replied. “I’ve underestimated you, though. I think you’ve proven yourself to be a valuable mage, and someone who I’d like to work with more myself.”

      Some watchers in the crowd gave little gasps. Getting in with Lucian was a big deal to some of these people. Once again Sam was reminded of high school. There was always at least one person who had a little club of friends that almost everyone wanted to be a part of. She’d abhorred those cliques as a kid.

      “I’m glad to hear it,” she said, picking her words carefully. “But if you recall, I’m in the middle of a challenge right now.”

      He brushed the thought away with his fingers like it was a fly. “Close your guild, and the challenge goes away with it. You’re too good to leave mildewing in a third rate guild. Join the Brotherhood of Thor. We’ll help you gain levels, win raids, and equip yourself properly.”

      That was quite the offer. If Sam got seated in with a top guild like that, she could jet through this place and be out the other side in no time. She could exit this Realm in a week, maybe less, and then be on her way to whatever challenges waited in the next - with some improved levels and gear to boot.

      “And my friends?” she asked.

      “They have no place with us,” Lucian snarled. “Harald is an old leftover from a bygone day. He is nothing here, now. Let him go back to the Twilight Realms where he can rot, for all I care.”

      “I don’t think you really want me,” Sam said, stepping up very close to Lucian. She was almost nose to nose with the man. “I think you’re scared.”

      He took a step back. “Scared of what?”

      “Of me. Of losing. You’re worried you backed the wrong horse,” Sam said, pitching her voice so it would carry to the crowd around them. Her words started a low buzz of conversation from those watching.

      “You frighten no one. I hoped to give you something to reward your success, but I can see it is lost on you. I will leave, then,” Lucian said.

      “I stand by my friends,” Sam replied.

      “Then rot with him,” Lucian shouted back. He whirled and stalked away.

      A heavy clapping from beside her caught Sam’s attention. She turned to see Harald standing there, a lopsided grin on his face. He stopped applauding and nodded to her.

      “How much of that did you hear?” she asked, suddenly embarrassed.

      “Enough,” he replied.

      “He’s an asshole,” she said.

      “That he is.”

      “Did I worry you? I left a note,” Sam said.

      Harald rolled his eyes. “I’ve learned not to worry too much if you go wandering off for a bit. You always seem to come back in one piece. Often better than you were when you left. Did it again, did you?”

      “More or less. I had some unusual help,” Sam replied.

      Harald’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll want to hear all about it, I think. Over some ale. Come back to the Inn, the others will be waiting.”

      They turned to go. Sam was already wondering how much she should tell Harald about her most recent meeting with the archer. The idea of the assassin helping her bugged her more than a little. He wanted her dead, which meant he wanted her to win her way through this zone quickly - so that he could kill her. It was a chilling idea.

      “Sam, wait, please?”

      She looked back over her shoulder. Benson was there, with the woman who’d told her to look up standing beside him.

      “What do you want, Benson?” she asked.

      “We’d like to join you,” the woman said. “My name’s Clara. I’m handy with the bow.”

      “And you know me,” Benson said.

      “I thought you were buddies with Drakken?” Sam asked.

      “Buddies? No,” Benson said, frowning. “He has friends in this city. I thought he could help me get what I wanted, but…not at any cost. Sometimes it’s more important to stand for something.”

      Sam looked over at Harald, who shrugged.

      “You’re the guild leader,” he said. “You get to make the call about new members. But we could use a couple more people if they’re willing to be team players. Benson was a fine tank, too.”

      Sam eyed each of them in turn. She liked the woman - Clara - from the start. She had a twinkle in her eyes that spoke of good humor, and her face lines were more from smiles than frowns. Benson, she wasn’t as positive about. What if he was a plant, placed there to mess them up when they needed him most? Could she trust him? He seemed earnest enough. She scanned his face and body, looking for any tells that could indicate he was trying to hide something or feeling at all guilty. She thought she detected the smallest bit of guilt, but that seemed to be more about how he had acted before, rather than anything he was doing now.

      “All right. You can both join us,” Sam said. She turned on her guild interface and sent invitations to both of them. Both of them accepted. “Come along. We have planning to do for tomorrow.”

      “And a celebration as well,” Harald said. “Our guild leader did just solo a raid, after all! That’s worth raising a pint or two.”

      Sam blushed and laughed.

      “I wasn’t sure you could do that,” Harald said, pointing at her cheeks. “Don’t think I’ve ever seen it before.”

      “Come on, you old goat. Before I feed you to my kobold,” Sam said. “We’re hungry. Feed us!”

      “Gurgle not that hungry, mistress,” the kobold said, sniffing Harald and sticking out his tongue. “Gurgle never been that hungry.”

      The party laughed as they set off down the hill toward the Inn. For Sam, it was like a weight she hadn’t known was there had been lifted from her shoulders. It was good to be home.
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      A spear shot past Sam’s head. That was closer than she liked. She brought up a lightning storm around the pair of giants, stunning them for long enough that Harald and Benson were able to regain their full attention.

      “Soon as those two are down, they’ll come at us with the next wave,” Sam shouted over the din. “I’ll snare them on the stairs. Harald, tank the upper stair. Benson the lower.”

      She aimed her sword at the remaining giants and tossed out a flame bolt toward each, helping to weaken them enough that Thorsten and Clara’s arrows could finish the job. The weapon’s hilt glittered with the glowing red gem she’d acquired during her solo raid. With the stone embedded in her sword, she could cast her flame bolts and hold the weapon at the same time. It gave her a versatility that she liked.

      While Sam was casting the spells, she moved to a spot where she’d be able to see both sets of stairs at the same time. There wouldn’t be much time to stop the giants before they were swarmed. She had to be ready.

      The team had come together stunningly well. They’d run the Tombs again three days ago, which had been almost casually simple with a party of six. It had been an excellent team-building exercise though, and because she’d been through the entire Tomb before Sam found herself calling the shots, giving orders and commands like she was back in the military.

      After beating the Tombs, they’d gone on to smash through the Fen Giants of Trogmoor, the Cave Trolls, and the Ettins of High Peak. Four raids with four victories. The fame of the Black Knights had spread, and Sam was getting dozens of people asking her if they could join daily. She refused all of them, though. Harald and Thorsten both agreed that the raid for their upcoming challenge would likely be capped at six players. Sam wanted a tightly knit team ready for that mission.

      This raid was probably the last practice run they’d get before the main event. She’d picked the Forest Giant Chief’s Lair as the target. Mostly because her first group had failed there. Sam hated leaving unfinished business behind. It was a hard raid, designed for eight players. They were running it with only six.

      “They’re coming!” Thorsten called out.

      A giant came into view on the stairs, storming down on them from below. Sam blasted him with a ray of frost, slowing his descent. She knew from hard experience that more giants would follow that one. By slowing the first, she slowed the advance of their entire wave.

      Another group was coming up from below as well. She hit the first one there with the same spell. That gave the tanks enough time to get into place, blocking their advance while the archers filled them with arrows.

      The ice snares started to wear off, so Sam hit both groups with lightning storms. That dropped the front one in each rank and injured the second and third. The stun also let the tanks get in some serious hits before the giants could react. She watched her mana carefully. It seemed best to keep it at right around the halfway full mark. With that much left, she could cast a flurry of spells one after another, launching an ‘alpha strike’ that did tremendous damage. But she never wanted the bar to fill up. Her mana refilled quickly enough that if she had a full bar, she was wasting mana. She was always working to cast something, even if it was just restoring shield spells on the tanks.

      It took less than five minutes to finish off the wave of attackers. There had been five from above, and three from below. That roughly matched Sam’s memory of their first attempt at this place.

      “Anyone know what’s waiting for us upstairs?” Sam asked.

      “Nope, this one was added since I was here last,” Thorsten said.

      No one else knew, either. The Forest Keep was a newer instance. Not many people had made it even this far. That was part of the point of running it. It would only add to the group’s prestige to win through the place. The difficulty would help them refine their team. Fighting such fierce monsters was excellent experience, too. Sam was hoping to win another level from this raid.

      “OK, Harald and Benson lead out. I’m going to follow right behind them,” Sam said.

      “Risky,” Harald replied.

      “Yeah, but if I’m not close I can’t stun the things before they cut you in half,” Sam replied with a grin. “I want the whole team to make it through in one piece.”

      “My mana is low,” Jorge said.

      “How long to fifty percent?” Sam asked.

      “About a minute.”

      “OK, we’ll wait for that and then go. I’m over seventy-five percent already,” Sam said.

      Jorge gave her a questioning look, but she shrugged and turned away. Sam could tell that he was curious about how she threw around so many spells without seemed to need to wait a long time for mana regeneration. The ring was a secret that she kept from everyone but Harald. She’d told him everything. About meeting the black archer, the tips he’d given her, and the ring. He had the ring examined by an item shop, but they’d assured him there were no lingering curses or additional spells on the thing. It was what it seemed - a simple but extraordinarily useful tool.

      “Set,” Jorge said.

      “Let’s move, people!” Sam said.

      The party started up the stairs. Benson and Harald led out, their shields ready to take whatever attacks were waiting for them. But to Sam’s surprise, no giants were waiting for them at the top. The stairs opened up onto a massive platform, carved into the boughs and trunk of the tree. Huge branches the thickness of a subway car ran out from the tree, their ends masked by leaves. The tree was alive, despite all the shaping and carving that had been done to it.

      Standing in the middle of the platform was one of the largest giants Sam had ever seen. He was almost forty feet tall and towered over the fifteen and twenty-foot giants around him. There were a dozen of those.

      “You have fought valiantly,” the enormous giant said with a booming voice. “But it ends here. You cannot pass. The heart of the forest is mine.”

      His minion giants started toward Sam’s team at a quick jog. They had seconds left before they were engaged.

      “Back up,” Sam said. “We’ll fight them on the stairs, use it as a choke point.”

      The team retreated down the stairs, but the giants didn’t follow. Sam waited there for several minutes, but there was no movement above them. No sign that the giants were coming down after them.

      “Up again, slow and careful. Let’s see what they’re up to,” Sam said.

      They peeked out from the top of the stairs. All of the giants had returned to their posts by the forest lord. It was like they’d never moved at all.

      “They’re not going to leave the platform,” Thorsten said. “The designers didn’t want this group to be kited. We’re going to need to win this fight the old fashioned way.”

      “But as soon as we’re engaged with the dozen smaller ones, big bad over there is going to come down on us like a pile of bricks,” Benson warned.

      “It’s going to be a tough fight,” Clara said. She pointed at the forest lord. “See his necklace and rings? They’re glowing. I think he has some magical abilities, not just melee.”

      “What’s the plan, then?” Jorge asked.

      Everyone turned to look at Sam, and suddenly calling out orders felt a lot less fun.
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      They were all looking to her for leadership. Even Harald was standing there waiting for her orders. Oh, Sam had no doubt Harald would step in and take over if she stood there dithering for too long. But the team had gotten used to hearing her tell them how to win. She’d built up a good record, and they trusted her to continue leading them to victories.

      If there was one thing they were going to require for the challenge raid, it would be faith in one another. Sam took a deep breath. They needed faith in her. She had to pull this off.

      “Harald, you’re with me. We’ll take the smaller ones. I’m going to nuke them to death with lightning. You just keep me alive long enough to drop them all,” Sam said.

      “That will be tough, but we can do it,” Harald replied.

      “The rest of you will break left as soon as you’re out of the stairs. Stay as far from the smaller giants as you can while they rush us. You don’t want to pick up aggro from them,” Sam said. “As soon as you see my lightning storms landing, take the forest lord down.”

      It would be a hard fight. Two of them against a dozen giants was hard enough, but the other four fighting against a raid boss that was designed for a full team of eight? They were going to need help. Sam and Harald had to clear the smaller giants fast. She cast shields on everyone, just in case one of their opponents started throwing magic around.

      “We’re as ready as we’re going to get,” Sam said. “Let’s move!”

      Harald led the way back up the stairs. The giants left their posts as soon as he stepped onto the platform. Sam came up immediately behind him, and the two of them shifted over toward the right. In a pinch, they could retreat to the stairwell again - but that would leave the rest of the team hanging. Sam blasted the giants with a lightning spell, catching about half of them in the area of effect. They froze, letting the other six get ahead and close with Harald. As soon as that batch were bunched together enough, she hit them with lightning too.

      They were all after her now. She’d managed to aggro the entire batch. Which was great - in that they were all ignoring the rest of the team. Less good in that one or two hits from them would kill her, and their healer was out of range on his way to engage the giant leader.

      Sam stepped back, gently easing her way onto the stairs. As soon as she left the platform, the giants lost interest in her. But Harald was still right there. They redirected their attention to the new target, working to surround him. He blocked and parried as best he could, trying to stay alive. He’d be crushed to death in seconds unless she acted.

      Weaving the lightning blast as quickly as she could, Sam hammered the entire cluster of giants with the spell. They froze. Harald backed clear of them, hacking away as he went. Now that he wasn’t surrounded, he was better able to defend himself. Before they could get behind him again, Sam shocked them once more. She kept the lightning blasts coming, one spell after another, blasting the giants as quickly as she could. Each stunned them long enough for Harald to get in telling blows. One giant fell, then another. Sam reached for more power - and found she’d tapped her mana pool too low.

      Deep as her well of mana was, it wasn’t without limits. Sam ground her teeth together, watching the mana trickle back up to where she could cast another lightning storm. Harald would be overwhelmed before she could manage it. She glanced over at the rest of the party. Benson was down, his armor cracked, but he was at least still moving. Jorge was madly healing Thorsten, trying to keep him up and fighting. They were running out of time, too.

      Sam drew her sword with a yell and rushed at the giants. She slid through their ranks. Their entire focus had been on Harald. She was able to cut into them from behind, landing blows before they even knew she was there. Then she was out the other side of them. She had their attention now, for certain! The giants loped toward her, growling and swinging their clubs.

      Gurgle rushed in and bit one of the giants on the ankle, trying to slow it down. It didn’t seem even to notice him. They were going to crush Sam, and nothing anyone could do would stop them.

      Except her mana had finally refilled.

      They were only feet away from her when the lightning storm struck them, shocking them where they stood. Most of the remaining giants died in the blast, their bodies falling where they stood. Only two remained standing. Harald rushed in and finished one of them while he was still stunned, and Sam cut down the other with her sword.

      “Out of mana!” Sam said, panting.

      “You did well,” he replied. “Now let me.”

      He turned toward the boss giant, raising his axe. Lightning slashed down from the sky and smashed into the Forest Lord. It hit with enough force that the giant was thrown from his feet. Growling, the giant rose again and turned toward this new attacker. He raised his fist and fired a bolt of energy toward Harald. The spell crashed into the shield Sam had placed over him, which blocked most of the damage. Harald rocked back on his heels, but he didn’t go down.

      Sam’s mana was coming back. She didn’t have enough to go on the offensive yet, but she could renew Harald’s shield. She recast the spell - just in time. The Forest Lord fired another blast.

      “I’ll keep shielding you!” Sam shouted over the noise. “Go! Get him!”

      Harald nodded and rushed in, while Sam recast the shield yet again. She wove new shields around the others as rapidly as she could, as well. Harald’s rush carried him right to the feet of the giant, where his axe bit deeply into the thing’s calf. Fighting something this tall was incredibly hard for the melee fighters. But with Harald tanking the giant, Thorsten was able to put up his sword and draw his bow, adding his arrows to those Clara fired. Soon the pair of them had the giant’s upper body riddled with arrows.

      It wasn’t enough. The Forest Lord still wasn’t going down. Sam’s mana was only barely keeping up with shielding Harald. She couldn’t go on the offensive. She rushed in, sword out, to attack the other leg. The Forest Lord lashed out at her with a vicious kick that sent her sprawling across the floor. She couldn’t catch her breath. The pain she felt was the only thing that she could focus on. Then all at once the pain eased away, replaced by a soothing golden light.

      “Thanks, Jorge,” she said, slowly getting to her feet. Her ribs still hurt like hell, but she could move again.

      “Don’t get hit like that again,” he said. “Almost out of mana.”

      The giant must have run out as well. It had stopped bashing Harald with spells. Sam’s pool had recovered a little in the few seconds she’d been on the ground. It wasn’t much, but maybe if they all worked together…

      “Hit it with everything you’ve got!” she shouted.

      She held her sword out, using the gem to focus her magic. A flame bolt leaped from the tip of her sword, soaring through the air. It collided with the Forest Lord’s shoulder in an enormous explosion. The giant staggered, almost falling to the ground. Arrows thudded into it, and it held up an arm vainly trying to fend off the darts. Harald slashed into its leg, taking a blow from the giant’s club on his shield. Benson was back on his feet. He seemed a little unsteady, but he drove his shield into the giant’s other leg, further upsetting its balance.

      Sam waited only a few seconds before casting another spell. That was all the mana she had. She hoped it would be enough.

      The blast slammed into the giant’s head, rocking it backward. It crashed down, landing prone on the platform with a crunching sound they could all feel through their feet.

      It tried to rise, then fell again and was still. The battle was over.

      Sam sank to her knees. That was five. No matter how elated she thought she ought to feel, all Sam could muster was a hollow feeling. One more raid - the challenge raid - and she would fulfill all the requirements to leave this place behind. She hoped that she would be ready to face the archer by then, but part of her wondered if she was only rushing on toward her own final death.
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      Sam woke with the dawn. Just once, it'd be good to sleep in. But not today; the patch was expected today. She had a faint headache - not great when she would need to be at her best. They’d stayed up later than she would have liked the night before, celebrating their victory over the Forest Lord. Hell, it hadn't been just their team. More than a few other adventurers wandered their way down to the inn to pay their respects and toast the victory. Five wins in less than a week were nearly unheard of in Jotunheim, especially for a new guild that was barely starting out.

      She rolled to her feet with a groan. Had to find Jorge and see if he had a healing spell that could get rid of a headache. Why would the damned programmers include hangovers when they built this place? That seemed like one bit of reality which could happily remain in the real world, not the virtual!

      Icons in the corner of her vision alerted her to critical information. She looked at them, and a screen opened up in front of her eyes.

      Patch 405.22 Jotunheim Notes

      New instance added: Frost King’s Castle

      New guild halls added: tier six guild housing is now available!

      ALERT! The Black Knights accepted the challenge issued by the Hammers of Thor guild. The challenge will commence when the Frost King’s Castle opens for players in 46:11

      The numbers were a count-down timer. Sam watched three seconds tick away before she bolted out of bed to throw on her clothes and armor. She moved so quickly that Gurgle woke with a start from his bundle of blankets on the floor. He held up a long knife, looking around for the danger.

      “Great One! What is going on?” he asked.

      “Go get the others,” Sam said. “We need to move. It’s time for the challenge.”

      He darted from the room to wake the rest of the guild. Sam slid on her trousers and shirt, then began buckling her armor into place. There was so little time left, and they had a lot to do. She still planned to grab some breakfast from the innkeeper downstairs. If they were going to thrash Lucian and his lackeys, she thought it would be best to do it on a full stomach!

      The timer was down to about fifteen minutes by the time the group was finally on the move up the hill. That would leave them only minutes before the challenge, once they arrived at the top. It was cutting things far closer than Sam was comfortable with, but the preparation was worth the effort.

      And her team was ready. They'd worked hard for this moment. All of that effort would now be put to the test.

      "At least the rumor mill was right, and the raid turned out to be a six-person run," Jorge said. "We'd have been in trouble if it was eight or ten or twenty."

      "We'd have managed to find a way," Sam said. "I've got a roster of hopeful candidates for the guild we could have called on in a pinch."

      "Frost King's Castle, hmm?" Thorsten said. "Sounds like our resident fire mage may fare well there."

      "Maybe. But I suspect the snare might not work as well," Sam said. Cold based spells would probably be less effective, while fire spells might be more. But there was so much they didn't know about this raid! That was the point, after all. Since no one had ever run it before, prior knowledge and experience would have no impact on the contest. Everyone was in the dark about a new raid until it some group beat it.

      “Crowd ahead. Something’s up,” Harald said. The road ahead was congested, people milling about and shouting angrily.

      They were only about halfway up the hill from the inn. Sam checked the timer. Only a few minutes left. Whatever this was about, if it delayed them long they were going to be late. She pushed her way through the crowd and found herself face to face with a chain of men in armor. They stood across the entire width of the street, arms interlocked.

      “Make way,” she told them.

      The men didn’t reply. They didn’t so much as speak to her, although one of them gave her a sneer that she wanted to wipe from his face. Not much she could do about it though. Punching him would do nothing in Jotunheim. Players couldn’t do anything to harm one another.

      “They’re Lucian’s men,” Harald said. “He’s sent them here to delay us.”

      “And we can’t just bash them aside. Can we go around?” Sam asked.

      “Not without losing too many minutes,” Thorsten said. “He picked a good spot to blockade. We’d have to backtrack and then go around. And for all we know, he’s blocked the other streets as well.”

      Sam glanced around, looking for another way. The rooftops? She’d used them as a road once before. It might work again. But getting the entire party up onto the roofs and then over them to the center of the city would take precious time. Time they didn’t have. There was another way.

      “Everyone stand back,” Sam said. “You lot - last chance to clear out.”

      The chain of men didn’t budge.

      “What are you going to do?” Thorsten asked her.

      “Give them flying lessons,” Sam said. She summoned her magic, preparing a chain of fast spells. “Be ready to move as soon as they do. We’ll need to get up the road quickly.”

      Then she fired a flame bolt. She aimed the spell at the feet of the nearest men in the chain. It slammed into the ground. Even before the first bolt landed, Sam was firing a second, and a third after that.

      Unlike the rock in the Tomb raid, the roads here were apparently programmed not to crumble and crack apart when players did things to them. The road held. But that released the entire explosive force of the spell upward toward the men.

      Air compressed and spread out with a booming shock wave from each impact point. The explosion couldn’t harm them. But the shock wave moved the air, which could lift them off their feet, just like it had for Sam in the Tomb. Those nearest to the explosion weren’t so much as scorched. But they were thrown five feet from the impact sites. Those further from the blasts were thrown back as well, clearing a space ten feet wide through the middle of their ranks.

      “Move!” Sam shouted. Their party sprinted, bursting past what remained of the line. Sam kept up the pace. There was no time left for walking. She ran, burning stamina to speed along the street toward the top. Only a minute remained until the raid instance opened up, and every second that Drakken got in there before them would be an advantage for his team.

      They burst upon the circle clearing at the top of the hill. It was easy to see the starting point for the new raid. It was a ten-foot tall block of ice, somehow not melting despite the already warm morning air. But once again their way was barred. Another ring of Lucian's people surrounded the pillar of ice.

      The timer dropped to zero, and Sam saw a flash of light as Drakken’s team touched the ice block and vanished. They were behind, now. Every second mattered. She stalked directly up to the circle.

      “Open, or I’ll make you,” she said.

      “Your spells won’t work here, my dear. That was brilliant down below - truly. But I heard about it, and we’ve rooted the men in place,” Lucian said, walking over to stand beside her.

      Sam scowled and looked down at the mens' feet, which were tangled in vines that sprouted from the ground beneath them. Some sort of spell to keep them in place - a snare, designed to stop prey, repurposed here to prevent her from moving them with her magic.

      “I suppose you’ll just have to wait until Drakken returns before you get to run your instance,” Lucian added.

      “This is cheating, Lucian,” Harald growled. “You’re griefing other players. They could disband your guild for this!”

      “But they won’t. I have friends in high places,” Lucian said, waving his hand about airily. Then his face grew scarlet, and he snarled. “You embarrassed me in front of my people. Did you really think you were ever going to be allowed a fair chance at winning?”

      Sam stepped back. “Let’s see how many flame blasts those things can take, then.” She gathered her magic.

      “Wait. I have another idea,” Thorsten said.

      Quietly, he stepped forward toward Lucian. He leaned in close, whispering something in the guild leader's ear. Sam couldn't hear the words, but whatever he said had a massive impact on the man. Lucian turned white as snow. His jaw gaped open, and he took two steps back.

      “You would not!” Lucian said.

      “Try me,” Thorsten replied. His voice held only ice.

      “Clear the way! Let them pass!” Lucian shouted, all but tripping over his own feet in his haste to get away. The men, confused, broke their ranks only slowly at first. “Now, you fools! Let them pass!”

      The ring of men moved away from the block of ice. Their way was clear at last. The party joined hands and Sam reached for the block of ice. She paused and turned back to the others.

      “What the hell did you say to him, Thorsten? You scared him halfway to death,” Sam asked.

      “No time now,” he replied. “I’ll tell you later - after we win.”

      Sam nodded to him. She had other fish to fry. She reached out and touched the ice. It felt cold under her fingers for only a moment before the magic of the thing transported them all elsewhere.
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      Wind blasted across the frozen ground, sending thick blobs of snow into Sam’s face. She stood almost knee deep in a snowdrift, and at the rate the stuff was coming down they’d be buried before long if they stayed put. It was freezing cold here, the wind and temperature combining to make her teeth chatter almost from the moment they appeared.

      She looked around, trying to spot some any kind of landmark in the swirling snowstorm. The only thing she could make out was a cliff face directly ahead. That had to be their target - the Frost King’s Castle must be there, somewhere.

      “Of course it’s snowing. Frost King. I get it,” Sam groused aloud.

      “Wishing you’d brought warmer clothing?” Harald said, laughing.

      “If she isn’t, I surely am!” Benson said. “Come on. We’ve got to get moving, or we’ll freeze. Check your stamina levels - the cold is sapping us while we stand here.”

      Sam peeked at her status. He was right. It wasn’t quite dropping at a point a second, but it was close. What happened if your stamina dropped to zero from the freezing cold? Would health be the next thing this simulated hypothermia sapped away? She didn’t want to find out.

      “We need shelter!” she shouted. “Maybe there’s something in the cliff ahead.”

      They trudged on, their tracks filling in behind them with drifting snow. That might be a problem. There was a small standing stone out in the middle of the plain where they’d arrived. Touch that, and they would be returned home again. But if they couldn’t follow their tracks back and couldn’t see more than a few feet through the storm, finding the way home would be almost impossible. This raid would be do or die. There was no turning back, no easy out.

      Sam looked down at Gurgle, shivering beside her as he struggled through the snow. She wanted to send him back now, while she could still see the stone. If the raid failed, they would all die - him, forever. But she knew the kobold well enough to understand he’d never go back willingly. He understood the risks of being here and took them willingly. She would just have to be certain they won through, for his sake if nothing else.

      “There’s a cave!” Clara cried out. She’d gone ahead a little, scouting their way. “We’ll be out of the wind, at least.”

      They made for the spot she indicated. It was more of a cavern than a cave, deep, with a high ceiling. Stalactites of ice hung from above, dripping bits of water which froze when they contacted the floor.

      “It’s warmer in here, at least,” Sam said. There was little light, though. It might be daylight outside, but the storm blocked most of the sun and what little remained didn’t penetrate very far into the cavern.

      “I can make a light,” Jorge said. He held out his hand and cast a spell which summoned a glowing ball of light there.

      “I didn’t know you could do that,” Sam said.

      “Never been a call for it before,” he replied. “No torches here, though.”

      “Probably would melt the ice. Any other tricks up your sleeve?” she asked.

      “A few,” he replied with a smile.

      She let him keep his secrets, for the moment anyway. With the light they were able to travel deeper into the cave. If Sam was right, there was an uphill grade to the floor. Just a subtle climb, barely enough to notice. The cave itself seemed to go on and on. This had to be the right spot. The cave must lead to the castle they were seeking.

      They’d only gone fifty meters when the giants hit them.

      The monsters flowed out of the ice on either side of the cave, looking like they were made from the stuff. Towering statues of ice, each fifteen feet tall, the four giants rushed in at the party wielding weapons that looked like they were frozen water - but Sam had a feeling the things would bite into flesh like steel.

      “Benson left, Harald right! Draw them in,” Sam said. “Everyone else in the middle. Focus fire and take them down.”

      She launched a flame bolt at one of the giants. It sagged and seemed to melt a little from the impact. The archers used her blast to target the same one, slamming shaft after shaft into it. Those, the giant seemed to shrug off like they were insect bites.

      Harald’s axe was harder for them to ignore. He hacked away at the ones he faced, chips of ice flying free from them with every blow. Benson’s sword carved some bits from his opponents. Seeing that the melee weapons were doing more good than his arrows, Thorsten put up his bow and drew his sword, joining Benson in his attack.

      Of all of them, Sam’s flame attacks seemed to be the most effective. She unleashed bolt after bolt, melting away chunks of the giants with every attack. She stopped worrying about mana and blasted away at them as quickly as she could fire off attacks.

      A few minutes later, and the giants were all slain. They were puddles of freezing water or scattered chips of ice. Sam was utterly out of mana, but it would restore itself rapidly. It had been worthwhile to use it up this time. But if they’d been hit again, she realized it might have been a problem. She’d need to be more cautious about running down her pool.

      “Good fighting, everyone,” she said.

      “Was that too easy?” Benson asked. “It seemed too easy to me.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m sure it will get harder as we go,” Thorsten replied.

      “You had to go and say that,” Clara said.

      “Come on. The other guild has a head start. We need to move fast,” Sam said.

      They continued through the cavern. The incline grew more pronounced. They were definitely climbing, going up toward…what? The air was beginning to become more chill again, too. Sam could feel a breeze from somewhere.

      Light shone down from ahead. They kept moving as quickly as they could while remaining alert for danger. With foes that could appear out of the ice around them, there was no telling when they might come under attack next. But no adversaries appeared.

      The passage stopped, opening into a valley. The storm still swirled here, but the valley gave some shelter from the snow and wind. A few hundred meters away stood a fortress. It looked to be made entirely of ice. The walls were fifty feet tall, and towers rose higher still behind them.

      But the gate was open, the drawbridge down. It was like the castle was expecting them, although Sam thought their welcome inside would be anything but warm.

      “This is where the real fight starts,” she said.

      “Stay alert, stay close. Keep moving through as best we can,” Harald said. “Remember, we have to reach the final battle and win it before Drakken’s team can do the same in their instance.”

      “Harald, Benson, lead out. Let’s do this,” Sam said.

      They crossed the drawbridge. Sam peeked down and regretted it. The bridge carried them over a deep ravine. She couldn’t see the bottom of it. They were over the thing quickly though, and then they passed beneath a gate that looked like teeth of ice, jagged jaws above them ready to drop down and crush them all.

      No matter how frightening the thing looked, the gate didn’t drop on them. Nor did it close behind them as they passed under. They’d entered the castle with barely any resistance. Sam didn’t think that was going to last, and winning through this place was going to be much more challenging than getting into it had been.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            37

          

        

      

    

    
      The courtyard on the other side of the gatehouse was empty. Nothing stirred there but the wind and snow. Beyond it lay an inner fortress, with the front gates yawning wide. It was too simple, too straightforward. They were being led deeper into the place, and Sam had a feeling there was a trap waiting for them somewhere just ahead. She couldn’t see anything dangerous. But the sense of impending threat never left. There was nothing else but to go on, though. She signaled for Benson and Harald to lead the way.

      They crossed the threshold of the fortress without incident. Inside those doors was a huge room, with a ceiling that arched high overhead supported by pillars of ice. Everything in the place seemed made of ice. Illumination sprang from wall sconces where some sort of white stuff sat, casting a steady glow. It was a bit like dim fluorescent lights had been placed around the space.

      Once they were all inside, a wall of ice slammed down over the doorway behind them, blocking their retreat.

      “Stay sharp,” Harald said. “I don’t like this.”

      “Me either, but we have to press on,” Sam said. At the far end of the hall was a flight of stairs which seemed to be the only other exit from the place.

      A flicker of movement to the left caught Sam’s eye. She had a flame bolt ready and waiting, casting the spell as she turned to face the threat. Giants were erupting from the wall, flowing out of the ice and rushing to engage the party. She fired the flame bolt, knocking one of them back.

      “Enemy left!” she shouted.

      “They’re to the right as well!” Thorsten said.

      A glance over her shoulder told Sam he was right. Half a dozen giants were coming at them from each side. It was bad odds, but she thought she could even them a bit. She cast a lightning storm at the giants on the left. While it didn’t do nearly as much damage as her fire spells, the stun let Harald and Benson chop one of them down between them. Sam turned back to the right and hit the giants there with another lightning storm. Thorsten was their only melee fighter engaged on that side, and he was hard pressed. Two of the giants turned from him and attacked Jorge.

      Sam knocked one to the ground with a flame bolt, and Jorge cast some sort of energy spell that blasted the same one, shattering it. The other punched him hard in his back, sending him sprawling. Clara stepped in, distracting the giant with arrows while Sam slung flame bolts into it until it broke apart.

      “Are you OK?” Sam asked, helping Jorge to his feet.

      “I will be,” he said. He winced with pain as he stood up, but was already back to casting heals again.

      Sam returned to casting lightning storms on the four facing Thorsten, hoping that Benson and Harald were doing all right with the enemies they faced. She couldn’t spare the time to look. It was taking all her concentration to chain one spell after another. Finally, the giants were down.

      She and Thorsten both turned to see that there were only two left on the other side. Benson stabbed in at one - and slipped! It thrust out with a spear, catching him in the shoulder. He cried out with pain. Before he could back clear of the weapon, a bright blue bolt flashed down the shaft. Mist spiraled around the hapless fighter, and when it cleared, he was encased in a pillar of ice.

      “Benson!” Clara cried.

      She launched arrows at the giant, cracking it and forcing it to back away. Sam fired a flame bolt that finished it off. Harald took the last one’s leg off at the knee, and it crashed to the ground and shattered into a thousand bits of ice.

      Sam went to Benson’s side. The stuff around him was ice, all right. It was cold to the touch and held him frozen fast.

      “He’s still alive,” Jorge said. “I can sense it.”

      Harald hacked at the ice with his axe, but it refused to so much as chip.

      “Let me try. Maybe my fire magic can break him out,” Sam said.

      She shot her strongest flame bolt at the ice. Nothing happened. No melting, no shattering of the icy prison. She cast another, and then a third bolt, with the same lack of effect. Whatever the stuff was, it was impervious to her blasts.

      “It’s a trap spell,” Thorsten said.

      “Never seen one like that,” Harald said. “But I think you’re right. He’s stuck. Won’t be freed until the rest of the party is dead, trapped, or…we win.”

      “We need to press on,” Thorsten said.

      “And just leave him?” Clara said. “That’s outrageous!”

      “We can’t help him. Every second we waste trying, the other team gets closer to victory,” Thorsten snapped. “We must keep moving. The best way to help him will be to beat this place.”

      “What does Sam say? This is her challenge,” Jorge said.

      “Thorsten is right,” Sam said. She went to Clara and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I know you care for Benson. We all do. But if the only way to free him is to win through, to beat this raid? Then the sooner we’re about it, the sooner we can get him loose.”

      “Well, we could free him by dying,” Thorsten said. “But then we lose the challenge as well as the raid. Do you think Benson would want that?”

      “No. No, I am sure he wouldn’t,” Clara said. “I just hate…”

      “We all do,” Sam said. Particularly as it removed one of their tanks from play, in a raid where arrows seemed to be nearly useless. Aside from the pain of leaving a friend behind, it was a hard blow to the team’s effectiveness. “But we must continue.”

      They proceeded across the room, every member of the team alert as they could be for the smallest movement or threat. It wasn’t without many backward glances that they climbed those stairs, though. Leaving one of the team behind didn’t sit well with Sam. She looked back at Benson’s ice prison one last time. She would win through this and free him, she promised silently.

      Then the stairs rounded a corner, still climbing ever upward, and they lost all sight of the room below and the man imprisoned there.
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      The stairs spiraled upward. Sam could feel the tension creeping up her spine intensify with each new landing. The sense that they were being watched - that something would leap out at them - grew with every turn of the steps. But nothing did.

      They climbed five long flights of stairs, with a right turn at the top of each one. It felt like Sam's entire world had devolved into steps of ice with walls of ice all around. Place a foot on the next riser - carefully, because she didn’t want to slip on the slick surface. Shift her weight forward, eyes flickering from side to side, watching for the smallest hint that more frost giants might be jumping out at them.

      It was the not knowing that was most disturbing. The constant sense of impending attack that kept Sam's adrenaline flowing long after she thought her body should have worn itself out. She could sense that the others felt the same strain. The lack of conversation, the lapse in even their usual bantering one-liners said that clearly. But nothing came at them. Nothing so much as moved.

      The stairs ended abruptly, spilling the party out into another large room. It was similar to the first hall, if a bit smaller. The ceiling arched almost as high overhead, but the far wall was nearer. Just like in the first room, the only apparent way to exit was another set of stairs set into the other side.

      “Where are we?” Sam asked. “Still inside the main fort? Or is this one of those towers we saw from outside?”

      “Does it matter? It’s a design from someone’s imagination. Everything here is as it was made to be,” Thorsten said. “All we have to do is get through it.”

      “It’s all magic,” Clara said with a smile. “Of one sort or another.”

      “Magic. Well, it might as well be,” Thorsten said. “Come on.”

      He started across the hall. The rest of the team followed close behind him. Harald right behind him, then Sam and Jorge. Clara brought up the rear, watching for any enemies who might come at them from behind.

      Sam heard Clara cry out and whirled, a spell at the ready. But there wasn’t any enemy in sight. Instead, she saw Clara had sunk up to her knees into the floor. The archer tried to shift her weight and step forward, but every moment only caused her to sink deeper.

      “Help!” Clara called out.

      “Hang on! I have a rope in my pack,” Jorge said. He unslung the backpack and rooted about inside it for the coil of rope. “Just hang on!”

      “Hurry,” Sam said. “She’s still sinking.”

      Sam shifted her weight and noticed her foot sank into the ice a few inches. She yanked her foot back. The ice under her other foot was still solid. Testing again, she dipped her toe into the soft spot, and her boot sank up to her ankle. The ice was turning into slush.

      “Hurry, please,” Clara said. The woman’s teeth were chattering. She was up to her waist in the slush, and visibly going deeper as they watched.

      “Got the rope!” Jorge said. He uncoiled one end and threw it over to Clara. “Tie it around your waist. We’ll pull you out.”

      Clara wrapped the rope around herself, sinking deeper as she fumbled with trying to tie a knot. Sam looked down and realized with horror that the soft area of the floor was spreading. Her own feet had both sunk an inch, and Jorge was up to his ankles.

      “It’s spreading! Back up, back up!” Sam cried. She jumped clear of the sucking slush, landing on ice that was still firm.

      Jorge tried to follow her, but when he attempted to step clear, it was like his foot fell through the ice. The extra weight drove his right leg in up to his knee. He gasped as the cold water washed in around his leg.

      “We’re going to lose both of them! Thorsten growled. He rushed forward, close enough to the slush that his own feet vanished, and took hold of Jorge by the shoulders. “Pull us!”

      Harald grabbed Thorsten and helped him yank the healer out of the ice. Jorge's teeth were already chattering, his lips blue, but he still had the rope in his hands. Sam looked over at Clara. She’d sunk halfway up her chest. She had managed to tie the rope under her arms, but she’d passed out from the cold.

      Arms of ice reached out of the slush, grabbing Clara and pulling her deeper.

      “Grab the rope!” Sam shouted. She reached and snagged a handful of the coil before it was yanked from Jorge’s hands. Harald grabbed on as well. Despite their best efforts, the ice giants pulled Clara under the slush. The rope was still tied to her, though. Sam tried to dig in her heels, holding on. If they could just pull her up, they could still save her!

      “Sam, they’re pulling you in,” Thorsten said.

      She looked down. The rope was taut, and more of the line was vanishing beneath the surface with every passing moment. Her feet were slipping on the ice, the rope tied to her friend slowly pulling her, Jorge, and Harald into the stuff as well.

      “We can’t just abandon her,” Sam said.

      “You’re still thinking like you’re alive, girl,” Thorsten said. “She’s just going to respawn back in Jordheim. It’s a blow for our team, but she’s just dead. That doesn’t mean the same thing, here.”

      Harald let go of the rope and took a step back, tugging at Sam’s shoulder. “Much as I hate to say it, Thorsten is right. She’s gone. If you sink in there too, then this is all over. You’re our best weapon in this place, with your fire spells. We need you.”

      “Yes. I’m sorry, Sam,” Jorge said. He too dropped the rope.

      “Gurgle keep pull if mistress wants.”

      She looked down. The kobold was still holding the rope, right behind her. He’d do it, too. She knew him well enough to know that he would keep fighting alongside her until they were both pulled in. Even if it killed him.

      “Damn it!” Sam shouted. She dropped the rope and stepped back, pulling Gurgle clear of the trap as well. They stood there watching the rope slither deeper into the slush pool, until even the tip was gone.

      Two of their team lost already, and who knew how many challenges left in this place? Sam turned back toward the stairs and began stalking up to them.

      “Want me to lead the way?” Harald asked.

      “No. I want to blast whatever comes at us next into tiny bits,” Sam said.

      She readied her magic. The stairs went up and then cornered again. This was becoming routine. The next room would probably bring whatever the next challenge was. She hoped that it was something she could hit. Sam could feel the anger boiling inside her like she was made of fire herself. She’d smash her way through this place, if that’s what it took. She would turn the entire castle into puddles of water if she had to, but none of the rest of her team was going down.
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      The stairs ended in another hall which looked just like the last. Sam stormed from the doorway at a light jog, her feet moving as quickly as she could manage on the ice without landing on her face. They’d lost too much time. Drakken’s people might have already lost to the ice giants - or they might be well ahead of her people, already facing the final boss perhaps. They needed to pick it up. Besides, taking things slow hadn’t helped Clara much. The loss of a second team member was like bitter ashes in Sam’s mouth.

      “Double time, folks,” she said. “Let’s not give this place any time to trap us.”

      “Watch the left!” Harald shouted.

      “And the right!” Thorsten added.

      More giants poured at them from both flanks. Just what they needed! It wasn’t just a couple of them, either. It looked more like a flood. The attackers flowed out of the walls rapidly, racing across the floor toward them. Too many of them to fight, at least not all at once. They’d surround her team and cut them down from all sides.

      “Move! Sam shouted. “Race to the far stairs! Fight them from the doorway.”

      She followed her own advice. She tossed a lightning storm at the giants on the left, slowing them down with the stun, and then kept running as fast as she could. She reached the far side ahead of the giants. Harald and Thorsten were close behind her. She looked back, trying to see Jorge.

      “Oh, no,” she said.

      He was surrounded with a pillar of ice, just like Benson had been. One of the giants had thrust a spear into him, trapping him. All of them were closing in on the remainder of the party now. At least a dozen giants - Sam had trouble keeping count. They were all wielding those same deadly spears.

      “Looks like one scratch from a spear is enough to do…that,” Thorsten said.

      “So don’t get scratched,” Harald said. He cast his own lightning storm at the giants, stunning one batch of them.

      “Gurgle no get scratch,” the kobold said, shaking his head vigorously.

      “Let me see if I can knock them down a bit,” Sam said. Her mana was back to full, and the room was nearly packed with giants, all rushing at them. They were easy pickings.

      She blasted them with one storm after another. Lightning exploded around the giants, burning away chunks of the ice they were made from with each strike. Every stun gave Sam just enough time to cast again before they giants gained much ground. They were still closing, one painful footfall at a time, but she was making them burn for every step. She gritted her teeth together as she lashed out over and over at the monsters. But her mana was dropping dangerously fast, and more giants were pouring out of the walls behind those she was already fighting. There seemed to be no end to the things!

      “Running low!” she called out.

      “Let me,” Harald. He stepped up and began casting his own spells. He wasn’t as quick on the cast as Sam was. His stuns didn’t last quite as long, either. But he still slowed the giants down a little, and it was enough that Sam was able to recover some of her mana.

      “I’m in!” she called out, stepping up to begin casting again.

      “Look out!” Harald shouted.

      He shoved her aside as a spear sailed through the air where she’d been. It struck Harald in the thigh, cutting a thin line along his leg. Silver mists swirled around him almost instantly.

      “Shit,” he said. “Thorsten, get her out of here. She needs to…”

      The mists closed in over his head, and Harald was silent.

      “No!” Sam shouted. She blasted the nearest giant with a flame bolt, obliterating it.

      They were closing in on the doorway despite all her efforts. A spear licked out at her. Gurgle stepped between her and the weapon, taking the spear on his shield. He cried out in triumph and slashed the giant with his sword. But before Sam could use another spell a second spear struck at the kobold from the side. It cut deep, and he too was surrounded by the shimmering mists.

      “Come on!” Thorsten shouted. “You heard Harald! We need to get up there and finish this, or everything these people did will have been for nothing.”

      “But..!” Sam glanced over at Harald. He was stuck inside a pillar of ice, trapped there until they either succeeded or failed. She wondered if she ought to just give in now and free all of her people. They could run the raid again, try to break through the dungeon as a full team.

      But giving up would hand Drakken the win, and Sam wasn’t quite ready to do that. She took the hand Thorsten offered and followed him, racing up the stairs. Behind them, Sam could hear the giants running along after them. She blasted one as it came around the corner, then hit another with a flame bolt.

      Thorsten slipped on the icy step, falling to his knees. He cursed, rose, and kept going. Sam followed behind as quickly as she could go, but the troop of giants pursuing them was gaining, and there was little she could do to stop them. There were simply too many of the things.

      “Shit,” Thorsten said. He pulled out his bow. “I didn’t want to spill the beans to you this way. Not quite like this. But I need you to finish this raid, girl. Go on ahead. I’ll hold them as long as I can.”

      “By yourself? They’ll overrun you in a second,” she said.

      “No, they won’t,” he said, flashing a shark’s smile. He reached into his quiver, and the arrow he withdrew was nothing like the ones he usually shot. This one was solid black from its head to the fletchings.

      Sam froze. She’d seen that arrow before.

      He nocked the arrow, drew, and fired it. The black shaft slammed into the nearest giant. It exploded into a cloud of ash, which shimmered and vanished before her eyes. Thorsten drew and fired another arrow, and another. Two more giants exploded.

      “It’s you,” Sam said. “You’re the black archer.”

      “Got it in one,” Thorsten said, his voice sarcastic. “Let no one claim you were slow on the uptake when the evidence is right in front of your eyes.”

      “But why?”

      “We don’t have time for this right now!” he snarled. He fired again. “My arrows can’t win us this raid. You need to kill the raid boss, not delete him. You’re our best chance. Go! Before you make me regret this any more than I already am.”

      Sam stared at him. Then she steeled herself and snapped him a nod. “Fine. But this isn’t over.”

      “Nowhere close to over,” he agreed. “Go! I’ll buy you as much time as I can.”

      She went, racing up the steps toward whatever fresh danger lay at their top. Her mind roiled, confused. Thorsten had always been an enemy, even when he’d pretended to be an ally. Joining the guild was just his way of pushing her more swiftly toward the next Realm. Everything he’d ever done had been leading up to the moment when she would win through this Realm - so that he could kill her. She remembered how Thorsten's quiet words had terrified Lucian so much. He must have threatened the man with the hacked arrows.

      Sam shoved aside the thoughts. Thorsten would have to wait. First, she needed to win through the Frost King and finish this. Then she’d deal with Thorsten’s treachery, too.

      The battle raged behind her as Sam sprinted on up the stairs. She forced herself to ignore the sounds of Thorsten’s bowstring cracking with each shot he fired and the burst of noise as each giant exploded into ash. The assassin had been right in front of her all along. He’d walked with her, trained with her, run raids with her. Suddenly Thorsten joining her guild made complete sense.

      She considered throwing the raid. Winning would be playing right into Thorsten’s hands. It was precisely what he wanted her to do. Once she won, she could move on to the next Realm, where he could kill her.

      Two things stopped her from giving up on the spot. Her team was counting on her. They’d all sacrificed so that she could get this far. If she lost now, then Drakken won. Lucian won. Harald and the rest of them would have to live with having backed the losing side against him and his guild. After what she’d seen him do so far, Sam had no doubt that Lucian could make life miserable for all of them for as long as they remained in Jotunheim.

      “The choice on whether to go on is still mine,” Sam said. But if she was even considering remaining in Jotunheim, she needed to win this. Her team needed to beat Drakken.

      But even more than that, the idea of just giving in rankled. Sam wasn’t about to stop trying, not while she still had breath. She would fight until she couldn’t pick up a sword anymore.
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      The stairs ended after several more flights. Sam found herself standing on a wall of ice only a few feet wide that crossed the center of a massive cavern. On either side was a steep drop. The walls were a hundred feet away in every direction, and the arching roof towered somewhere overhead. She couldn’t see the bottom. It was shrouded in mists. But on the far side of the path was a small alcove. A clear gem rested there on a pedestal of ice, casting a brilliant blue light across the room.

      That had to be the final item! Like the red gem from the Tomb raid, if she could beat the boss and grab that, she’d be transported back and win. She started across the ice span toward the gem. Sam drew her sword as she traversed the bridge, readying the magic for a flame bolt. It wouldn’t be as easy as just grabbing the gem. But she would be prepared for whatever came at her.

      A rumbling from off to her right stopped her in her tracks. She looked down into the mists. At first, she could only see the stuff eddying vigorously in the depths below, swirling like something was moving up through it. Was it a flying attacker? She would be incredibly exposed if the final battle was against some flying thing, and the cavern had plenty of space for it. Sam hesitated, about to retreat to the corridor she’d just left.

      As she watched, something enormous slid from the mist, rising slowly toward her. It was a head - belonging to the largest giant she’d ever seen. This one was even bigger than the skeleton giant she’d fought in the tomb. It rose to its full height, towering above her. It had pale blue skin, not made from ice like the other giants she’d met in this fortress. It carried a massive hammer made of ice in one hand and stood so tall that its head was fifteen feet above her own, but from the knees down it remained hidden by the mists filling the bottom of the cave. This had to be the Frost King.

      “You challenge me?” he called out in a booming voice. Then he lifted his chin back and laughed. “You are too small even to be a snack. Go back, little one, and I will let you live.”

      “You talk too much,” Sam said. She aimed her sword at the giant’s chin and fired her flame bolt. It rocketed across the space between them and took him fully in the face.

      He roared with pain, bringing his massive left hand over his chin and mouth to stifle the flames. Then he lashed out with the hammer in his right hand. Sam dove forward, barely staying on the bridge in her haste to avoid the blow. The hammer crashed into the ice wall where she’d been standing. A huge chunk of ice broke away and fell.

      Sam looked back. She could maybe still make the leap across, but it would be a hard jump onto a slick surface. Getting her feet under her again, she fired a second shot at the giant, and then a third. Both flame bolts struck it in the belly. The thing wasn’t wearing any armor. Each of her shots blistered its skin, raising huge welts. It roared in pain and lashed out with its weapon again. Sam rolled. Bits of ice flew in all directions as the hammer struck. Her cheek felt like it was on fire, and when Sam touched the spot, her palm came away red. Some of the ice must have sliced open her skin.

      Aiming her sword as best she could, she fired once more at the Frost King. She could feel the surge of power as the gem she’d embedded gave her spells extra strength. He swung again in return. This time the hammer wasn’t coming straight down - it was cutting across the ice wall at about her knee height. There wasn’t time for anything fancy. Sam swung her sword at the hammer as it plunged toward her.

      There was a brilliant flash of light and an explosive burst of heat. Sam hurtled backward, her sword arm ablaze. She slammed into the ice, sliding along the stuff on her back. Her legs swung out over the abyss before she could stop herself. Another moment and she’d slip off completely, falling who knew how far. She yanked the dagger from her belt and stabbed it into the ice. The knife was almost ripped from her hand, but it slowed her movement enough that she was able to stop herself from sliding over the edge.

      “What have you done?” the giant roared.

      Sam looked up. The fire which had briefly burned on her arm was out, but the pain was enormous. It felt like her skin was cracking beneath her armor, breaking apart with every movement. She winced to keep from crying out.

      The giant hadn’t fared any better. Unarmored, its arm was blackened from the elbow down. All that remained of the hammer it had carried was a little wooden stump. When the weapons had collided, something about the gem in her sword had reacted to the giant’s hammer. The result had been catastrophic.

      Sam rose to her feet. She could barely move her right arm, but she could still cast spells with her left. The giant reeled back, clutching its wounded arm. She lashed out with her flame bolts, peppering the Frost King with one spell after another. The giant tried to stagger forward and strike her with its uninjured arm, but Sam just shifted to targeting the arm instead of its body. It pulled the one good hand it had left away, fearing her fire.

      That let her unleash a series of flame bolts at the thing’s face. One blast after another slammed home.

      “For Benson,” she shouted out through gritted teeth. Sam clung to consciousness and kept fighting through pain so severe she could barely focus on casting spells. “For Clara, and Jorge, and Harald, and Gurgle.”

      She left out one name, but she frankly didn’t care if he was offended. Thorsten could be damned for all she cared.

      The giant was howling now, covering its face with both arms. Sam rained down spells on it, one after another as swiftly as she could cast. His skin caught flame from the blasts, and he roared out in panic.

      “But most of all, for me!” she screamed at it. She threw everything she had into her last spells. All of the pain she felt at being ripped from her world. All of the fear the assassin had brought. Every ounce of the rage she felt for every injustice and cruelty she had suffered went into her magic. Sam didn’t bother tracking her mana. She unloaded with everything she could use, putting her heart and mind and body into the magic.

      When it was over, the giant’s blackened body crashed backward, collapsing against the far wall before sliding down the ice into the mists again.

      Sam sank to her knees. She was utterly spent. There was nothing left. She’d used up everything she had. She knew that if she looked at her status update, the stamina and mana bars would be slowly refilling, but the exhaustion she felt went deeper than game stats. She knelt there on the ice, water filling her eyes. She’d put everything she had into the battle. The pain in her arm came back in full strength, blinding in its intensity. She cradled the arm and tried not to throw up.

      When she could move again, Sam attempted to rise and found she couldn’t trust her legs. If she stood, she’d topple from the ice bridge, and it would all be over. For a long moment, even that felt attractive. The pain would end, at least.

      But that would mean giving up. Somehow, Sam found a small reserve of strength. She crawled along the ice toward the gem. Slowly, painfully, she made her way one foot at a time. She couldn’t put weight on her right arm at all. She could only inch across using her left arm and her legs.

      At long last, she reached the far side. The pedestal was right in front of her. The gem was only a few feet up. All she had to do was stand. Even that defeated her at first.

      Somewhere out there, Drakken’s team would be fighting its way to the finish. He would be rushing to claim this gem in his group's instance. He might have already won, or he might still be trying to finish the Frost King off. Sam had no way of knowing. But she was not going to give him the win, not when she was so close. She turned and grabbed the pedestal with her left arm, slowly pulling herself upright. Everything hurt. She could barely move.

      On her feet at last, Sam stood there before the glowing gem, right arm clutched to her side. She reached out and took the stone into her left hand.

      Rainbow lights swirled around her.
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      Sam appeared, gasping, back in the middle of Jordheim. A crowd of people was all around her, cheering. She lay on the ground, her left arm curled protectively around the gem like it was a football. Around her, she heard the popping sounds of the rest of her team teleporting back in and their groans as they slowly rose from the ground. Her pain came back in a blinding flash. Her entire body screamed with protest at every movement.

      “Looks like your team didn’t do any better than ours, at least,” Drakken said. He towered over her, dripping with water. “Damned slush puddle! We’ll be going back in shortly though. Rest assured, we’ll be ready to beat it this time!”

      Sam laughed, and once she started, she found it hard to stop.

      “What’s so funny?” Drakken said.

      “You…didn’t make it?” Sam asked, once she could turn her belly laughs into giggles.

      “No, but we will. We’ll beat you.”

      “Look up,” Sam said. She cast her eyes skyward, already knowing what she would see. Overhead the sky was announcing her team’s victory over the raid.

      “Impossible!” Drakken said. “Impossible!”

      Sam was still laughing when Jorge got to her side. “Easy, Sam. I’ve got you. Hang on.”

      Healing energy flowed from his hands into her. Slowly the burns in her arm eased, the blackened skin returning to pink. The gash on her face closed. Torn muscles knitted themselves back together again. Sam cried out as much from the sudden lack of pain as anything else.

      She rolled slowly to her feet. The entire team was assembled. Sam was relieved to see that even Gurgle was there. She’d worried that he might not have been freed with the rest, but he was standing there beside her. Sam held the gem out where they could all see it.

      “Well done, Sam,” Harald said. He clapped a hand on her shoulder. “I knew you could do it.”

      “Yes, you did us all proud,” Thorsten said. He flashed her a wicked smile.

      Hearing his voice brought everything back in a flash. Sam reached for her sword, but she no longer had one. It wouldn’t help her here anyway. She started toward the man, but he was already walking away from her toward the center of the town. At first, she wasn’t sure where he was going, but he made straight for an odd pillar shaped like a rainbow. He was going to portal away!

      “Where do you think you’re going, Thorsten?” Sam said. “We have unfinished business, remember?”

      “Oh we absolutely do, girl. But that was the last of the six completed raids I needed to move on. So I’ll be waiting for you - in Vanaheim!” Thorsten said. Then he touched the pillar and vanished in a flash of rainbow light.

      “Shit,” Sam said. He was gone. He was in the next Realm, and he’d be there, preparing for her.

      “What was that about?” Harald asked. “Thorsten just up and left?”

      “I’ll tell you later,” she replied. “Right now I see trouble coming our way.”

      Lucian was stalking toward them. His face was livid. He had an entourage along with him, two ranks of other adventurers clearing a path before him and others following in his wake. At first, Sam thought that he was headed toward her, but Lucian ignored her and went right past Harald as well.

      He stopped in front of Drakken.

      “You have embarrassed me for the final time,” Lucian spat at the other man.

      “But Lucian,” Drakken whined.

      “But nothing! I backed you. You lost. You have shamed me, and the Brotherhood. You are cast out,” Lucian said. Then he raised his voice and shouted to the assembled crowd. “Let it be known that Drakken is no longer welcome in Jordheim. Not in any group or guild. If you take him in, my guild will challenge yours and wipe it out. If you group with him, or give him any aid, likewise.”

      “No! You can’t!” Drakken said. He trembled, even sank to his knees, clutching at Lucian’s cloak.

      Lucian shot him a black look but said nothing else. He shoved Drakken away from him, turned on his heel, and stalked back toward Sam. This time he did pause in front of her.

      “You’ve cost me a lot today, in both gold and prestige,” Lucian told her. “I hope you’re pleased. I’m not an enemy to make lightly.”

      “Lucian, you bluster more than a thirteen-year-old girl,” Sam said. She was tired of dealing with his high school crap. “You’re a grown-up. Act like it. Stop treating people like shit, and nobody will give a rats ass about your prestige. They’ll gather around you because they like you, not because they think they have something to gain from you.”

      Lucian sniffed and looked like he was about to say something else. But then he glanced from side to side.

      Sam’s team had arrayed itself behind her. Lucian’s eyes tracked from Harald’s face to Benson's, and then stopped on Clara’s a moment before looking at Jorge. After taking each of them in, he stared down at the ground for a long moment before looking at Sam again.

      “Perhaps you are right,” he said at last. “In any event, you have done well. May I congratulate you on the victory?”

      He extended a hand to Samantha. She clasped it with her own.
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      Sam glanced back over her shoulder. The Inn was bustling, filled with people come to congratulate them on their win. The queue of players wanting to join the Black Knights had never been longer. Sam ignored the little list on her guild management interface. She didn’t have the heart to tell those people that she wasn’t likely to live through the next twenty-four hours, let alone lead much of anything.

      “Thought I might find you out here,” Harald said, stepping out onto the porch to join her. “You’re not in a celebrating mood, I take it?”

      “Not really, no,” Sam said.

      There was a long silence. She listened to crickets, calling out from somewhere nearby. It was the little things that made this place so special. The programmers who’d designed this world had thought to add not just monsters and swords, but crickets, and even the scent of dew on the grass. It made everything feel just a little more real. Life here wasn’t so bad, after all. It might be a digital life, but it was still life.

      “You could stay, you know,” Harald said.

      She glanced over at him. He was playing with something, running it through his hands. He wasn’t looking at her, and his expression was hard to see in the dim evening light. She couldn’t tell from his tone what he thought of the idea. Was he suggesting she remain in Jotunheim? For how long? Forever?

      “You’ve earned respect here. People like you. They’ll follow you,” he went on. “You could become a great guild leader in time, showing people how to work together. Giving people someone to look up to besides Lucian…that would be a good job.”

      “You think I should stay?” Sam asked.

      “I said you could,” he replied. “In the end, it’s up to you. I said I would support you, and I will. No matter what you decide.”

      “I don’t know,” she said. It would mean safety. She would never have to worry about someone turning her into fine ash with a hacked arrow, not here. She’d be safe.

      Sam checked her guild interface. There were thirty-four names listed there, people who had already applied to join the Black Knights. That number would be bigger by the end of the next day. She could grow the guild to become a real force. If bullies didn’t like it, well - she could challenge them. Eventually, maybe her Knights could challenge Lucian’s guild itself. It would be good to take the Brotherhood of Thor down a few more pegs. She’d wounded their pride, but they were far from gone.

      Sure, she’d be safe, so long as she remained. It would be a decent life. But she’d be trapped there, unable to leave. Cross over into the Twilight Realms to see her old friends there or travel to the next Realm, and Thorsten would hunt her down. Security, but at what cost?

      “A gilded cage is still a cage, Harald. I have to go on,” Sam said. She firmed up her voice as she spoke, feeling more certain of her decision with each word. “I don’t expect you to come along. It’s OK if you stay. Thorsten is my monster to face, not yours. You never asked for this.”

      “No, I never did. But I volunteered to help. So I will,” Harald said. “Girl…Sam. I’ve lived here for years. Long past my time. I’ve had extra days and nights, seen things most men would never dream of.”

      He waved his hands at the still night beyond their porch. “You’re talking about a gilded cage? This whole place is one. I put myself in here. I’ve had fun. I’ve done what I could to seek meaning. I’ve even done a good deed here and there.”

      “But you? Your quest?” He shrugged. “This might be the first real thing I’ve done since I was uploaded here the day I died.”

      “Thorsten might kill you,” Sam said.

      Harald laughed. “He might try! No, you’re right. He might kill both of us. End us for good. But sometimes you have to fight, no matter the cost.”

      “I think it is the cost that makes life worth living,” Sam said. “That, and the risk. You take that away…”

      “And you get Valhalla,” Harald said. “So you’ve decided?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. I was figuring that would be the way you were gonna go,” Harald said. “I’ve got something for you. A little something to keep with you, in case I…just in case.”

      He held out the thing he’d been playing with in his hands. It was the silver Thor’s hammer that he always wore around his neck. The amulet hung from a beaten silver chain. It wasn’t the finest work, but it was beautiful in a wild and untamed way. Harald reached out, took Sam’s hand, and gently placed the hammer in her palm. She could feel the warmth from his hands lingering in the metal.

      “Harald, this is yours…I can’t…”

      “Take it. Wear it, please. Keep it close. If things go badly, you’ll have something to remember me by,” he said.

      When she opened her mouth to protest again, he held up a palm to silence her.

      “I insist,” he said. “Please. This way, no matter what else happens you’ll always have a bit of me with you.”

      Sam took the chain and stared into the hammer. She looked up at Harald’s serious eyes. This meant a lot to him. The gift - and that she accept it. She nodded and placed the chain around her neck.

      “My mother would have kittens if she saw this. She’s Catholic as they come,” Sam said.

      Harald laughed. “You’re in Valhalla, girl! You think that Christian god can hear you in this place? Only gods worth calling to are the Northern ones.”

      “Am I supposed to be worshipping Thor?” she asked with a grin, arching an eyebrow.

      “Nah, he doesn’t need worship. He respects deeds of honor and valor and strength. You do those every day,” Harald said.

      Sam touched the hammer. The weight felt odd around her neck, but she thought she would get used to it. “Thank you, Harald.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said gruffly. “Now you need to get back in there to the party. People are missing you, and they all want to see the woman who tweaked Lucian’s nose hairs. Come inside and share some mead. Tomorrow will be tomorrow. Tonight is for celebrating being alive.”

      He stood up, and Sam found herself following. Tomorrow she would fight for her very right to exist. But for tonight? Harald was right. Tonight she would celebrate being alive.

      

      
        The End

      

      

      Don’t miss the next adventure! Book three - “Vengeance Over Vanaheim” - is available for pre-order right away, and will release July 11th, 2017!

      
        http://mybook.to/vanaheim
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      I know you’ve been waiting for this book for a while. I sincerely hope it’s been worth the wait! Don’t worry - the next novel in the series won’t take quite so long. Book Three - “Vengeance over Vanaheim” - is due out the 11th of July. In fact, the pre-order is already available on Amazon, so you can reserve a copy right away.

      Samantha’s adventures call into question a lot of things we all take for granted. I’ve had a lot of time to think, while I craft these books. What is it that really makes life worthwhile? If we knew that we could live forever, what would we be willing to sacrifice for that? What does it do to us as humans, to live in that sort of immortal security?

      I think that at its very best, science fiction is an exploration of the concepts behind what it is to be human, seen through the lens of technology. Sam’s journey forces me to face my own feelings about mortality, death, and living. Maybe she’s made you think about these things a little as well.

      Or perhaps I’m reading way too much into the story, and it’s just an entertaining read. Either way, I’m thrilled that so many people have loved these books - and I plan many more adventures for Samantha before her story comes to a close. Thank you for following along!

      As always, if you’ve got thoughts, emotions, feelings, or comments about the book, please drop me a line! I can be reached at kevins.studio@gmail.com and would very much love to hear from you!

      

      Kevin

      

      PS: If you’re looking for more great stories of the same sort, DO check out the Facebook LitRPG page. It’s a great group of readers (and a few writers) who are working to push this new genre to the next level.

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup/
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        Exclusive free story for fans of Kevin McLaughlin’s science fiction!

        Find out how the Accord story started… When Captain Nicholas Stein set out to stop one enemy ship, and set in motion events which shaped the course of human history for decades to come.

        http://kevinomclaughlin.com/accordoffire/
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      When not practicing hobbies which include sailing, constructing medieval armor, and swinging swords at his friends, USA Today bestselling author Kevin McLaughlin can usually be found in his Boston home, writing the next book. Kevin’s award-winning science fiction and fantasy stories continue to thrill readers. In science fiction, the “Starship Satori” and “Accord” series have won praise and starred reviews. In urban fantasy, his “Blackwell Magic” and “Raven’s Heart” tales have been widely acclaimed for excellence.

      
        I love hearing from readers!

        
          www.kevinomclaughlin.com

          kevins.studio@gmail.com
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