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      The lance slammed into Samantha’s shield. She’d tried to brace herself as she’d been taught, but the weapon’s tip struck just right. Balance lost, Sam found herself tumbling through the air. The ground rushed up to meet her. The impact was more of a shock than it was painful. Her armor kept her well protected, but there were spots that she'd bruised from that fall.

      Sam rolled to her feet and dusted herself off. This was nowhere near as much fun as it had looked when Harald first suggested she practice jousting. The horses didn’t want to listen to her. The lance was too heavy and too long. Her entire body felt like one big bruise. And there was Harald, laughing his damned fool head off at her from the back of his own horse. She wanted to wipe away his smug look with a blast of fire magic, but she couldn’t even do that while they were still in this place.

      “I told you to brace your shield!” Harald called to her as he turned his horse around and came back.

      “I tried! Just like I tried the last five times I hit the ground.”

      “Was that six? All right, I think we’re done for now. Time for a break,” Harald said.

      He dismounted, leading his horse by the reins toward a fence, where he tied it in place with a quick loop of the lead. Sam went and collected her mount, which had wandered a short distance after losing her. She growled at the horse and swore it rolled its eyes at her in response. The beast hated her. That was the only possible answer. She tied her reins to the fence next to Harald’s horse.

      “Catch!” Harald said, throwing something her way.

      Sam snapped it out of the air. An apple, and she was starving. It had been a long morning of practice. She took a bite, chewing the sweet fruit greedily. Water and carbohydrates, the two things she needed most about then. Well, that and about a vat of Icy Hot for all the bruises and banged muscles.

      “I’ve been at this for three days now. Shouldn’t I be getting better by now?” she asked.

      “You are,” Harald replied with a more serious look. “I’ve just done this a lot more than you have. But you’re improving. Look, where you’re going, you’ll need to know this stuff. Vanaheim is about two things - races and jousts.”

      Vanaheim, the third realm in the series of Norse mythical places that she had to traverse if Sam was going to get to her destination. There were nine realms in Valhalla Online, the virtual afterlife Sam had found herself trapped in. She needed to get through all of them and reach the final realm before she could learn how she’d come to be there.

      She’d already beaten the Twilight Realms. She’d won the tokens that she needed to get through Jotunheim. The next place she would go was Vanaheim, but despite their agreement to travel there together a week ago, they still hadn’t left. Harald was insisting on further training, pushing her as hard as he could day after day.

      Sam thought she knew why. After all, Thorsten was in Vanaheim now, waiting for her with hacked arrows that deleted anyone they struck. Death in Valhalla Online wasn’t a permanent thing. You only respawned and went back to whatever it was you were doing. But Thorsten’s arrows made him the ultimate assassin. Whoever he killed stayed dead, forever.

      “But it’s not horses they’re racing or jousting, there?” Sam asked.

      “No, that would be far too straightforward and boring. Don’t you think dragons make it more interesting? The game developers certainly did,” Harald replied.

      Sam made a face. She’d never been especially fond of flight simulators back in the real world, and this sounded even worse to her. On the plus side, if she fell off in mid-flight at least she’d have a short fall, a loud thud, and then get back up to try again after she respawned. She didn’t think this was a realm that she was going to want to spend a lot of time in, though.

      “I take it you didn’t like the place much yourself?” Sam asked.

      “I passed through Vanaheim as quickly as I could,” Harald replied. He shuddered a little. “I like keeping my feet on the ground. Practiced enough to get a win at a Jousting Championship and then I was on my way.”

      Sam chugged back some water. “I can win through the realm by finishing first in either a Great Race or a Jousting Championship. Any suggestions on which to go for?”

      “The way you hold a lance? I’d go for the race,” Harald said with a chuckle. When she made a face at him, he went on. “Really, either will do. In the jousts, your magical skills will come into play a lot. You don’t have to win with the lance. You can use whatever weapons you want to beat the opponent.”

      “That’s not true of the race?” she asked.

      “Oh, it is. But the race is more mount dependent. You need to be flying something fast if you want to have a shot there. It’s not enough to just have magic to sling around. You need speed as well.”

      Getting a mount wasn’t hard in Vanaheim. Everyone could have a novice mount to begin with, or spend gold to buy a better one. Then you would enter small races or jousts, hopefully winning more than you lost so that you could buy better mounts and continue climbing the ladder to harder and more complex competitions.

      Eventually, you’d have the skill and the dragon to take your shot at one of the weekly competitions to pass through the realm. But only two people per week were allowed to move on. Harald said that some people took years to get through Vanaheim. It was a massive bottleneck to passing into the realms beyond.

      Sam wanted to do it in a month, tops.

      “I still think you’re expecting too much from yourself with this timeline of yours,” he said, his words echoing her thoughts.

      “I made it through the Twilight Realms in a month,” Sam said.

      “This isn’t the same thing. You got lucky there, and you had help,” he reminded her.

      “And then here?” she said.

      “You..got lucky,” he finished with a lop-sided grin.

      “That seems to happen a lot,” she replied.

      “It does. But this is different. Thorsten will be out there looking for you. You’re going to have to find a way to avoid him. Now, Vanaheim is a big place. Unless he’s literally waiting for us in the Gate Room when we appear there, he’s not going to be able to just pop up and kill you. There will be a thousand people in Vanaheim,” Harald said. “But he’s good. He’ll find us, eventually.”

      “What about a disguise? Hide who we are?” Sam asked.

      “You’ve got a kobold with you,” Harald reminded her. “Hard to hide him, and nobody else there is going to have anything like him. We’ll stand out from the crowd no matter what we look like. Come on, break’s over. Let’s get back to it.”

      Sam nodded absently and went back over to untie her horse. The work they were doing would only help in her future adventures in this place. She could feel her body growing stronger with each practice day. Much as the blows hurt, she could heal from those injuries easily enough. She’d convinced Jorge to teach her his basic healing spell, which was a useful enough skill that she’d poured a few extra skill points into improving it. Practicing the spell would make it stronger still.

      “When do we go?” Sam asked as she mounted her horse. “I need a timeline, Harald. We could keep practicing this stuff forever. I’m never going to be as ready as either of us would like me to be, but sooner or later we have to pull the trigger and just do it anyway.”

      Harald snagged a lance from the rack and hoisted it to his side. “I have an idea. How about we go when you dismount me.”

      She hadn’t managed it even once yet. Sam had kept herself from falling, often enough. But she hadn’t been able to make Harald take a dive.

      “That’s not fair!” she said. “You’ve got like a bazillion levels on me!”

      “Valhalla isn’t fair, girl,” Harald replied. “Time you accept that.”

      Then he wheeled his mount around and returned to the far end of the course, preparing to rush at Sam and knock her to the ground again. She gritted her teeth and grabbed a lance of her own. If Valhalla wasn’t fair, then she didn’t need to play fair, either. There was more than one way to take someone down. Maybe she’d been going about this the wrong way from the beginning. Perhaps that was even what Harald was trying to teach her. If that was what he was about, she would show him that she’d learned the lesson well enough.
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      Sam trotted her horse down to her end of the list field. Harald had rented the place to train her. She had no idea how much it had cost him. He seemed to have enough gold set aside that money just didn’t matter to him. The field wasn’t anything too fancy. Just a long stretch of fence set into a flat, grassy field. A stable nearby where the horses were kept, and racks of weapons near the ends of the field. A small house rested next to the stable, where a computer-controlled character maintained the place and took your money for its use.

      It made sense. She couldn’t be the only person who wanted to practice before moving on to Vanaheim. She wasn’t riding a dragon here, but it had to be at least similar, didn’t it?

      Harald wanted to teach her that Valhalla wasn’t fair? She’d already learned that lesson in spades, thank you very much! From her first day, she’d been dumped in this world without so much as a word of warning. She arrived in the middle of a battle, managed to survive, and then found herself in what seemed like a never-ending string of troubles after that.

      Sam went on to fight kobolds, human warriors, undead monsters, giants, and even picked up an assassin out to kill her for good. It was never dull in Valhalla Online, she’d give the place that much credit. But she didn’t think she’d ever considered this world to be fair.

      She reached over for the sword she’d always kept belted to her waist, but it wasn’t there anymore. She’d lost the weapon - and the gem which aided her fire magic - in the final battle against the Frost Giant King. The sword still needed replacing. The gem was gone, but she had a new one which helped strengthen her ice magic instead. It wasn’t quite as nice as the fire gem had been, but she was certain it would prove useful.

      Hoisting her shield and carefully couching her lance as she’d been taught, she kneed the horse, telling it to turn in place. As soon as she could see Harald, she knew he wasn’t going to give her an easy win. His horse was already rocketing down the field toward her, building speed and momentum as it went.

      That wasn’t fair. He should have waited, gotten a signal she was ready, and then launched his attack. But then again, that was the point. He wasn’t being fair. He was fighting dirty, using tricks and techniques to draw out her best. It was frustrating as hell, but she got the message loud and clear.

      Sam kneed her horse hard and it lunged forward toward Harald and his mount. This was different from a car, even different from riding a motorcycle. She could feel the horse’s muscles moving under her hips and legs. It bounded and surged with each fast hoofbeat, pounding across the field toward her target.

      The aim was simple: hit the enemy shield dead center with enough force to knock him from the mount. Sam wasn’t sure this whole jousting thing was actually a Norse tradition. She rather suspected it was from a later period. But if the coders who’d programmed the world had taken a few creative liberties, who was she to judge?

      Almost time. Another few seconds and the lances would strike shields. She’d be sent flying to the ground again, most likely. Unless she did something sneaky. Something unfair.

      An instant before the lances collided, Sam released the magic she’d been preparing. A flame bolt leaped from her hand. It slashed through the air with a whistling sound and exploded on contact with Harald’s helm.

      Players couldn’t harm other players in Jotunheim. It was a strictly player against environment world. Her spell didn’t hurt Harald at all. But the explosion created a blast of light that blinded him at a critical moment. He couldn’t see her. She shifted her shield a little to the right and angled it so that his lance would glance harmlessly off.

      She could still see him well enough, though. Her lance slammed into his shield in the exact center. All of the momentum of both horses was channeled through those long spears into the blunted tip of her weapon.

      The spear shattered.

      Harald tipped.

      For a moment it looked like he was going to hold on despite her perfect strike. But his right leg lost hold of the horse’s flank, and he tumbled off over the side of his saddle, dropping to the ground.

      Without slowing her horse, Sam brought the mount into a jump that cleared the fence. The horse landed hard, jolting every bone in her body, but Sam had crossed to face Harald faster than he could rise. She wheeled the horse and trotted up beside him.

      “How was that for unfair?” she asked.

      He was shaking, and for a moment Sam was afraid that she’d actually hurt him. Then she realized he was laughing. She was unsure for a moment if he was laughing at her or with her, but after all, she was pretty certain this was what he’d wanted her to do. Or something like it, anyway. She smiled thinly, and then joined in laughing as well.

      “You get it. I was worried after you came here from West Point and their whole honor tradition,” he said once his belly laughs had subsided enough. He rolled slowly to his feet and shook himself off. “It’s not about honor, not out there. Not where Thorsten is concerned especially. Any power you have is fair game in Vanaheim. Any tool you can bring to bear should be used. Fight with all your weapons.”

      “Got it,” she said.

      “Especially this one,” he said, tapping the side of his skull. “You’ve got a good brain, girl. You’ve used it well time and again. Keep that up and you’ll get through this all yet.”

      “So I knocked you off,” Sam said. “Does that mean we’re ready to go?”

      “You’re nowhere close to ready,” Harald replied. “I could train you another month or so and you’d still be in trouble facing off against Thorsten. But you’ll have me there.”

      “And Gurgle,” Sam said.

      “And the kobold,” he agreed. “We’ll have to hope that’s enough to overcome his unfair advantages. We’ll leave tomorrow.”

      Sam wanted to whoop, but it felt inappropriate. Her quest was taking her into greater danger, and she was bringing others along with her. None of them might survive this next realm. Thorsten represented a more deadly threat than anything else she’d faced. So she just nodded, affirming her understanding.

      Tomorrow they would move on. For better or worse, they would take the battle to their foe. Harald might feel that she had a lot to learn, but he obviously believed in her enough to go along with her on the next phase of this crazy adventure. Sam crossed her fingers, hoping that she wasn’t bringing them all into more danger than any of them could handle.
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      Today would be Sam’s last day in Jotunheim. She rose to face the day with a mixture of excitement and apprehension. If Thorsten found her once she crossed over, it might also be her last morning of existence. One cut from any of his arrows, and she’d be done for.

      She went downstairs to see if the others were up yet. No one was about except Elhaladrel, the computer-controlled innkeeper.

      “Good morning!” Sam called out to her.

      “Good morning!” Elhaladrel replied. “Last day. Are you excited?”

      “How did you know?”

      “A little bird told me,” the woman replied. “You’ll want the usual?”

      Apples, cheese, eggs, toast, and a mug of cider…the breakfast of champions, as far as Sam was concerned. “Yes, please.”

      Elhaladrel bustled about preparing the meal for Sam, whistling to herself. The woman was a strange find. Sam had met someone wearing the same face as her twice before. That might not be an odd thing, in most computer games. After all, re-using the image of a face made sense. But hers was the only face Sam had seen re-used like that in all of Valhalla. And they each seemed to know others like them existed, calling them ‘sisters’. Stranger still, Sam had seen a vision of one of those ‘sisters’ while she was portalling from one place to another. That woman had told her to seek her out in the next realm.

      “Where is everyone this morning?” Sam asked as Elhaladrel handed her a steaming plate.

      “Harald left early. Said he had an errand before you two left, and he would meet you at the top. Otherwise? Out and about, I suppose.”

      “Up early, the lot of them,” Sam said.

      “Even so,” Elhaladrel replied.

      She wasn’t going to get much more information out of her about where Harald was or what he and the others were up to. It might be nothing, after all. Harald might just be buying a few things for the trip, and the others might have headed out for an early raid. But she’d learned to be suspicious of coincidences.

      Sam decided to try another tack with Elhaladrel. Maybe she could get the woman to talk about something else.

      “I was told to seek out your sister in Vanaheim,” Sam said. “Any idea where I can find her?”

      Elhaladrel froze. For a moment Sam thought there was something wrong with her. Then Elhaladrel turned to face her and she was certain of it. The innkeeper’s eyes had turned a milky white. There was no color in them at all, and it looked like they were glowing softly.

      “Samantha, you tarry too long in this realm,” Elhaladrel said. Her voice was still her own, but there was a powerful quality to it that had not been there moments before.

      “Harald insisted we stay and train,” Sam replied.

      “Your enemy has spent those days preparing as well. He may slay you before you can reach me… Or not. Perhaps you are in better shape than you know,” Elhaladrel said. The strange woman reached out a hand toward Sam’s neck. Sam flinched away, but Elhaladrel’s fingers found the amulet hanging there and ran her fingers over it. Then she withdrew her hand. She sighed.

      “You are my last, best hope, Samantha. My foe is the source of your strife, so we are allies in this. Find me at the Temple of the Highest Peak. I shall be waiting,” the voice that was not quite Elhaladrel’s said.

      And then as quickly as it had happened, the innkeeper’s eyes went back to their normal blue color. She seemed to recede a little. She didn’t actually become smaller, but Elhaladrel seemed to take up less space in the room than she had, nonetheless.

      “Not hungry this morning, dear?” Elhaladrel asked, staring down at Sam’s half finished food.

      “No, I think I’m too nervous about the trip,” Sam replied. What had she just seen? Something had taken the woman over. Was it something or someone? Had she just seen the innkeeper turn into an avatar of an actual live human? One of the development team for the game, maybe?

      Perhaps all of her struggles had attracted some sort of human attention. If she could get in touch with a real person, maybe she could get answers to a few of her questions. Like how she had come to be here. Whether or not she was still alive, out there in the real world. Oh, and who had done this to her in the first place!

      It was with excitement that Sam gathered up her things, packed her backpack, and strode up the hill with Gurgle toward the exit point. She didn’t even bother to ask the kobold if he was sure that he wanted to come along. Gurgle had never failed to stick to her side. She wouldn’t insult him by asking him now if he wanted to continue with her.

      “Anything you need me to get for you before we go, Gurgle?” Sam asked.

      “Gurgle has armor and sword and shield. Great One has provided Gurgle with pack and blanket and food,” he replied. “Is ready. Gurgle guard Great One on next adventure.”

      “Sound good to me,” Sam said.

      As the approached the top of the hill, Sam heard noise from ahead. She reached again for her sword - that was gone - and cursed. She’d forgotten to get a new one. Sam wondered if there was still time. She was almost to the meeting point. It wouldn’t hurt to go to the top, check in and see if Harald was there already, and then slip off to buy a new weapon.

      Her spells might be the most powerful fighting tool Sam had, but she liked having the cold steel in her hand as well. It never hurt to be able to do both.

      The noise from ahead increased as they neared the peak. The center of the hill at the very top was bare of buildings. Instead it was an open field covered with menhirs, magical objects which would transport a team of players instantly to a raid instance. From there the team would fight whatever monsters waited, hopefully winning through to the boss monster an beating it. The place was always busy, but it sounded even louder than usual today. Once Sam had a clear view of the top, she saw why.

      Hundreds of people were gathered around the very center of the clearing, where the obelisk that would carry her to Vanaheim waited. She gaped, staring at the huge crowd. Sam didn’t know even half of these people. Why were they all here? At their core was the group of people she did know best - her guild, the Black Knights.

      The entire guild had gathered on the hilltop to see Sam, Harald, and Gurgle off. It almost brought a tear to Sam’s eyes to see all her new friends gathered there for her. The guild had grown since she’d formed it. Even as she had been training to leave, Jorge and Clara went about expanding the ranks.

      It seemed that there were more than a few people out there who despised Lucian and his way of playing the game. The bullying of the Brotherhood of Thor had made more than a few enemies in Jotunheim. Now it seemed like all of them wanted to join her Black Knights.

      Sam had raised the banner. Scores of warriors had already rallied to it. She had a feeling hundreds more would follow. It wouldn’t be long before the Black Knights were one of the few guilds with a hall right on the square itself.

      “You’re all here,” Sam said.

      “Couldn’t miss it!” Clara said. She reached over and pulled Sam into an embrace. “We’re going to miss you.”

      “What is all of this? Who are all of these people?” Sam asked as she stepped away from Clara.

      “Some of these folks seem to think they’ll miss you when we go,” Harald said.

      “People who think you made a difference,” Jorge said. “I hope I can do as well. Assuming you still want me to run things while you’re away, anyway?”

      “I can’t think of a better man for the job,” Sam said.

      “Gurgle would be better kobold for the job,” Gurgle said.

      Sam laughed. “I thought you were coming with me?”

      “Competition for the job. I’m done for,” Jorge said.

      “Gurgle go with Great One. But Jorge do good or Gurgle come back, bite him. Got it?” Gurgle said. The kobold bared his teeth and raised his claws in a mock ferocious way.

      “Understood, sir!” Jorge replied, saluting Gurgle. Then he turned back to Sam. “This is for you.”

      Benson stepped up to her, carrying something wrapped in cloth cradled in his arms. It was about three feet long. Could it be?

      “We knew you lost your weapon, so I had this made,” Benson said. He unwrapped the cloth to reveal a longsword with a guard that swept back to cover the wielder’s hand. In the center of the cross-guard was a gap, a hole. It was roughly the same size as the ice gem Sam had acquired during her last raid.

      “Just like your fire sword, it’s set up to accept the ice gem. It’s not the same, but maybe you’ll like being an ice queen in Vanaheim as much as you liked being our fire sorceress here,” Benson finished with a grin.

      Sam gave him a hug, careful not to stab herself in the process. “Thanks, all of you. Time to do this, though.”

      She concentrated on the guild interface, and it popped into her vision. She cycled through a few screens before she found the one she wanted. Then she blinked. It looked like she could set a new person to command the guild without dropping the rank herself. Sam clicked the link with her eyes.

      You may change the rank of any member of the guild to either guild leader, guild officer, or raid leader ranks. Click the name from the roster, then select the desired rank.

      Sam tested the tool, turning Benson and Clara into guild officers. Their eyes widened as the alerts about their new rank appeared. Then she adjusted Jorge’s rank and set him as guild leader.

      “Both of us?” he asked. “I didn’t know you could do that.”

      “Neither did I,” Sam replied. She checked the roster, and there it was. She was listed as guild leader alongside Jorge.

      “It shouldn’t be possible,” Harald said. “You seem to break an alarming number of rules, Sam.”

      Sam went over the guild roster a third time. She didn’t want to leave the guild in a state that would cause them trouble, but at the same time she didn’t see a need to remove herself if the game was going to let her stay in. It didn’t seem like it would hurt, and it might even help.

      “All my guild leader controls seem to be working,” Jorge said. “I’d say just run with it. We can fix things later if we need to.”

      “Fine. But let’s get out of here before anything else strange happens,” Harald said.

      “I’m ready,” Samantha replied, belting her new sword around her waist. She would have to install the gem later.

      “You still have…?” Harald’s voice trailed off. His gaze lingered on Sam’s neck.

      Her fingers went there, touching the medallion he’d given her. She’d worn his Thor’s hammer on a beaten silver chain every day since. That was the same necklace the innkeeper had seemed so interested in.

      “Always, Harald,” Sam said. “Thank you.”

      “Just so you keep it close,” he said gruffly. “Would hate to see the old thing get lost. Been through a lot together. Ready?”

      “Ready,” she replied.

      “See you on the other side,” Harald said. Then he touched the stone and vanished.

      Sam turned back to her friends, to the goodbye she had avoided last time. She’d snuck away from the Twilight Realms in the wee hours of the morning, before anyone knew she was leaving. Here she hadn’t been able to do the same. She stared at once face, and then another, and the tears started to come at last.

      “I’ll miss you all,” she said.

      “Good fortune. You’ve got a quest to finish! Go do it,” Benson said.

      Sam flashed him a smile, and then turned back to the portal stone. She grasped Gurgle’s hand, touched the stone, and was instantly surrounded with a blinding flash of rainbow light. The light was gone as quickly as it had appeared. Sam staggered, dizzy from the transition.

      “Get down!” Harald roared.
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      Sam didn’t question the order. Harald never gave commands without good reason. She dove forward, driving her body face first into the dirt as quickly as she could. The arrow passed by close enough over her head that she heard it thrum through the air. Gurgle yelped and sprinted off to one side of the room.

      Magic came to her fingers at her call. Sam rolled sideways. Better to be a moving target than a sitting duck. But she fired off a flame bolt as she rolled, the blast rocketing off in the direction from which the arrow had come. She was shooting blind, which meant her chances of hitting anything were slim. But maybe it would help keep the archer’s head down a few extra seconds.

      The archer. It had to be Thorsten. Somehow he’d been waiting for them when they arrived. Another black arrow slammed into the floor beside her before she could get back to her feet.

      “Where is he?” she shouted.

      The room was enormous. It was like the central space in a cathedral. Tall pillars supported a ceiling that arched high overhead. All of the stonework was painted, carved, or both. If she had more time, Sam would love to have explored the place. But those columns gave the enemy cover. He was back there somewhere, in the shadows behind one column or another.

      Time to find him. Sam rose to her feet, lashing out with her magic as she stood. She fired one flame blast after another. The bolts weren’t aimed at anything in particular. Each one exploded inside a pool of shadow, casting light. Sam fired the fourth flame bolt, and it sizzled through the air toward a patch of darkness.

      An arrow flashed from the dark and struck her spell. Both arrow and spell disappeared in a blaze of fire and darkness.

      “Didn’t know if that would work!” Thorsten laughed from somewhere behind the pillars.

      “Come out and fight, coward!” Sam shouted. She was moving as she said the words, though. He wasn’t going to play this nicely. Thorsten had all the advantages here. She needed to get the hell out of this place. He was a lot less likely to use this weapon someplace where there were a lot of people.

      The arrows were hacked weapons, and illegal in Valhalla Online. Where Thorsten had acquired them was a mystery, but someone with enormous power had paid him to go after her, and whoever was behind it didn’t seem nervous about using banned weapons to achieve their goals. Even so, Sam doubted Thorsten would use them quite as freely if there were witnesses.

      She ducked behind a column. Where was he? Was Thorsten even now creeping along behind her? Sam felt a tap on her shoulder and jumped.

      “Shhh,” Harald said, holding a finger to his lips. Gurgle was beside him. “We need to get out of here.”

      “I know. Which way?” Sam whispered.

      Harald pointed. The exit was only about fifty feet away, a set of large double doors. They were closed. The team would have to get across the opening, then out the doors, and find a way to escape to someplace safe where they could plan out their next moves.

      “I’ll hit the area with lightning. You run for the door. I’ll follow,” Harald said.

      Sam snapped him a nod and prepared to race for her life. Harald readied his magic, while Sam drew her sword. Holding it wouldn’t slow down her run, and you never knew when having a blade in your hand might make all the difference.

      “Go!” Harald hissed. Then he unleashed his lightning storm. Electricity cracked between and around the columns. Flashes of purple and blue blasted chunks from the stonework, sending sharp slivers of rock flying in all directions.

      Sam didn’t hesitate. She took off at a sprint, Gurgle and Harald hot on her heels. She had to make the doors. Every iota of energy she had was poured into the effort of running as hard as she could. Nothing mattered but reaching the doors. It was only fifty feet. That was a distance she’d run a thousand times before. Half the distance was completed, and she was barely breathing hard despite pushing as much as she could.

      Almost there. She’d reach the door, open it, and then the three of them would be away into daylight. They’d find a way to fight Thorsten on their own terms. Only ten feet left.

      Thorsten slipped out from behind a column next to the door. His bow was already raised. An arrow was already nocked. Sam saw the thin smile spreading across his face. He had her dead to rights. At point blank range, it would be almost impossible for him to miss.

      Sam tried to dodge. She was hurtling along too fast, though! There was no way to stop, no time to slow down enough to dive to the side. She twisted her body, turning sideways. The swift motion made her trip. She starting to tumble forward toward the ground.

      Thorsten released the bowstring with an audible twang. The arrow which had been aimed for Sam’s chest slammed into her left shoulder instead. The black shaft drove itself through the soft muscle and tissue there.

      It was all over. Sam knew that. She’d seen what happened next. The arrow would send streamers of corruption out. They would spread across her body and then she would explode into a cloud of ash. Her essence - everything about her and who she was - would be permanently deleted from the game.

      The pain was enormous, and Sam screamed as she hit the ground. She glanced at the wound and saw the black rivulets spreading from her wound. But then she felt a flash of heat from the center of her chest. The burning sensation increased until Sam was certain she was going to explode into flames. She cried out again. It hurt more than anything else she’d ever felt!

      But the pain lasted only a moment. There was a flash of light from her chest, and then the heat faded away. Sam glanced at her shoulder and saw the arrow fade away into mist. She blinked, shocked as much that she was still alive as she was from the sudden absence of the intense pain.

      “Impossible,” Thorsten said. He drew another arrow and nocked it. “You can’t be alive!”

      Sam wasn’t about to let him hit her again. She fired a flame bolt into his face. He yelled and ducked backward. That gave her time to get to her feet. Sam reached down to her chest to see what had hurt her so much there. Her fingers met the cold metal of the silver amulet.

      Thorsten saw it too. “That old fool. He gave that to you?”

      “Aye,” Harald said. “I did.”

      His axe was in his hand, and he rushed in at Thorsten, who still stood between them all and freedom. Harald was fast. He closed the entire distance to his target in the time it took Thorsten to raise his bow again. Harald’s axe began its downward swing even as Thorsten released the arrow.

      The arrow burst through Harald’s armor and stabbed him deep in the chest. Instantly the corruption began to spread across his body, black vines of darkness eating him up with each passing second.

      But the axe was already moving, and it was too late to stop the weapon. It cleaved through Thorsten’s bow and kept going, smashing through the man’s armor. It cleaved deep, with such force that Thorsten was thrown backward into the doors. He was dead before he slid to the floor.

      None of that saved Harald. That axe blow was his last desperate act. An instant later the corruption of the arrow finished his work, and Harald’s body exploded into a mist of ash, even those final motes vanishing before they hit the floor.
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      There wasn’t even anything left of Harald to mourn. He was utterly gone. His armor, his pack, even his axe had finally vanished into nothingness. He was entirely gone, erased from the world.

      Sam was numb with shock, sitting on the floor staring at the place where Harald had been standing just a minute before. She felt a sense of stunned disbelief. There’d always been the feeling that she was in terrible danger by coming to Vanaheim. She’d known Thorsten would try to kill her and was ready to take that risk to find the answers she needed.

      It had never hit her that Harald might be in as much jeopardy as she was. That he might be the one who ended up taking an arrow meant for her. Harald was like a mountain. Sam thought nothing could ever smash him down.

      But now he was gone, and she wasn’t sure how she could go on without him. He’d been more than just a mentor. Harald had been her friend. But it was his role as mentor and guide that she thought she was going to miss the most in the days ahead. Sam knew so little of this realm. Now, she had no one to learn from or turn to for aid.

      “Great One, we should go,” Gurgle said softly, tugging at her arm.

      That hurt, and made her look at the wound the arrow had left. It seemed clean enough. There was no trace of the black lines of magic left behind, in any case. The wound was still bleeding heavily, and she would need to tend to that, but she’d live. She reached down and touched the amulet hanging around her neck.

      Her shirt was charred and burnt where the hammer had flared hot against her. Even her armor was scorched. But her skin wasn’t touched by the heat. It had certainly felt like it was burning her at the time! But the skin where it hung was still pink, fresh, and uninjured. Somehow Harald’s amulet had protected her from Thorsten’s arrows.

      Had he known it had that power? Sam thought back to the night when Harald explained to her what the hacked arrows were. He’d told stories from the Valhalla Online beta test, when people had snuck in cheat items. Some items were deadly weapons. Others were for protection. They’d all been removed, he said. But what if he hadn’t been telling the whole truth?

      She didn’t see how he couldn’t have known. It was his hammer pendant. His item that he’d given to her. He’d been warded against Thorsten’s attacks, and he’d given up that protection for her. Guilt smashed over Sam like a wave. Harald was dead - because of her.

      Sam staggered to her feet and sheathed her sword. She clasped her right hand over the shoulder wound, hoping to slow the bleeding a little. Summoning her concentration, she tried the spell Jorge had taught her. A golden light spread from her right hand into the wounded skin beneath her fingers.

      You have cast Lesser Heal. You have regained eight health.

      She looked at the wound. It was still sore, but the bleeding had stopped. That was good enough for the moment. She could finish healing herself once she got clear. There was one other thing that needed doing before she could depart.

      Thorsten’s body still lay there where it had fallen after Harald’s blow landed. Sam felt some small satisfaction at the thought that her friend’s last act had taken down the assassin, but only a little. After all, Thorsten would be back soon enough. He would respawn and then come after her again.

      Sam reached down to search his body, and it vanished at her touch. It seemed like there was no dropping of items in this realm. Thorsten would reappear with all his equipment intact, including the arrows. She was protected against them, but they still caused enormous pain. Enough to slow her down and leave her vulnerable. She’d need to be careful. If he managed to snap an arrow into her, he could maybe take the necklace away before she recovered enough to stop him. Then she’d be finished.

      “Come on, Gurgle. You’re right. It’s time to go,” Sam said.

      She took one last look at the place where Harald had vanished. There was nothing else she could do for him, now. She could only keep going, and hope his faith in her had been well placed. Wishing him back wouldn’t help anyone now. Sam felt another pang of loss and guilt, but shoved those feelings away roughly. Then she reached for the doors and gave them a shove, opening the way into the world beyond this room. She had a realm to explore.

      The world outside the doors was incredible. It was a city, but nothing like the one in Jotunheim. Where that town had been crude, built from stone, wood, and thatch, this place was anything but.

      All around her towers swept skyward with graceful arcs and curves. The city went up - and up - as high as she could see. The ground level where she stood was shrouded in shadows from the tall buildings despite the broad daylight. It was like standing in the middle of Manhattan - if all the skyscrapers had been replaced with something out of Tolkien’s books.

      Sam had never imagined anything like it. She had no idea where to proceed, or what she should do next. Luckily, the city seemed to be set up to aid the newcomer. The ground in front of her was painted with a huge green arrow. Looking ahead, she saw another arrow, and then another.

      “Looks like we’re supposed to go that way,” she told Gurgle.

      “Then we go?”

      Sam nodded, and the two set off. The arrows turned to the right after a short walk and ended at the base of the nearest tower. She opened the door and stepped inside.

      “Welcome to Vanaheim!”

      The man’s voice was as big as he was. He wore a work shirt and a leather apron. His palms were the size of small dinner plates, and he looked like all his hair had migrated down from his head to his chin. The man towered over her at close to seven feet tall. For a moment Sam thought he was a short giant, but he seemed human enough.

      He was also clearly a computer controlled character, not an actual player. Sam had learned to tell the difference. There was something about the mannerisms of the computer characters that didn’t quite read as real. They moved in a way that was a little off, or spoke in a manner that didn’t quite match the mood.

      “Yes, I’m new. Not quite sure what I should be doing next, now that I am here. Can you help?” Sam asked.

      “Of course! That’s why I am here, to help,” he replied. “I am Olaf. You are?”

      “Sam,” she replied.

      “Sam, welcome to Vanaheim, the realm of magic and air. Here you’ll get to experience the wonders of flight. You’ll soar above the clouds. Have you heard of what we offer here?” he asked.

      “Races, right? And jousting?” she asked.

      “Yes to both! We also have guilds, but I see you’re already in a guild. Your guild does not have a hall here. Your guild rank allows you to set one up if you wish. The cost starts at five thousand gold per week for the basic hall, and rises from there,”

      “I don’t have enough…” Sam began to say, but she checked her gold level out of habit and stopped talking. Her eyebrows rose at the number displayed. She had over fifty thousand gold in her account! Harald must have made a deposit that morning before they left Jotunheim. He’d been watching out for her even then, worried that he might fall. She closed her eyes for a moment, missing him all the more.

      “I suppose I do have enough,” she said. “I’ll take the basic level hall.”

      “Excellent, excellent,” Olaf replied. “Take this token, and concentrate on it whenever you want to return to your home. You, your mount, and any companions you wish to bring will all be teleported to your guild hall.”

      “Whenever I want?” she asked.

      “You can use it once per hour,” he replied.

      That seemed incredibly useful. Sam wished she’d had such a device back in the Twilight Realms. It might have saved her a lot of trouble! She took the token from Olaf and turned the thing over in her hand. It was a smooth white stone the size of a large marble.

      You are accepting rental of a Guild Hall for the Black Knights Guild. The cost is 5000 gold per week. If you accept, you will also be given the guild-home token to return to your home, usable once per sixty minutes. Do you accept? (Y/N)

      Sam clicked yes with her eyes. She took the token and placed it in a belt pouch.

      “Excellent! Now, one other thing. You’ll want a mount, and you’ll want to enter the tutorial segment. No sense rushing off before you’ve had a chance to learn to fly, right?” Olaf said.

      “Sure,” Sam replied with a lack of enthusiasm. She wasn’t looking forward to flying.

      “Are you more interested in jousting or racing?” Olaf asked. “You’ll get to do both parts in the tutorial, but which novice mount you are given will depend on your choice.”

      “Um, racing, I guess?” Sam asked. It seemed like a safer way to start out. She could pick up jousting later.

      “Great!” Olaf said. He pulled a large green egg out of a cabinet and held it out to her. “Touch this egg, and you’ll be given your starter mount. It’s not much, but you can upgrade to better mounts for a fee later.”

      Sam touched the egg, and it shimmered. She stepped back out of instinct, and the egg hatched before her eyes. A small green lizard with wings instead of forelegs crawled out. The thing was about the length of her arm.

      “I’m supposed to ride that?” she asked.

      “No, of course not!” Olaf said, laughing. “Allow me.”

      He waved his hands, incanting some words she didn’t understand. A green haze appeared around the lizard, expanding rapidly. Sam coughed and stepped back, waving a hand in front of her face. All at once the mist cleared, and where the small critter had been crawling along the floor, a dragon the size of a small car now stood.
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      Sam could only call the thing a dragon. It still had no forelegs, but it stood on hind legs, using the wings for balance. Its tail lashed back and forth. Shimmering green scales covered its body. A tan leather saddle rested on its back. It looked at her, dark black eyes boring into hers. Then it opened its mouth and yawned.

      “Congratulations! You are now the proud owner of a level one jade drake,” Olaf said.

      “Awesome,” Sam replied. She walked around the creature carefully, not making any sudden moves. In Jotunheim she’d been nervous that the horses would bite her, even though none of them ever had. If this thing decided to take a chunk out of her, it would hurt.

      “Climb aboard, and you’ll be transported out to the first tutorial session,” Olaf said.

      “Climb aboard? Just like that?” Sam asked.

      “Just like that,” Olaf assured her.

      Sam still wasn’t sure the drake wouldn’t bite her if she tried, but Gurgle seemed to have fewer worries. He scurried forward and clambered onto the drake’s saddle. It turned around and looked at the kobold, making a hissing sound in its throat.

      “Come on!” Gurgle said. “Will be fun to fly!”

      At least he seemed excited about this. Sam tried to rouse some enthusiasm in herself and found she was intrigued by the idea, too. She took one hesitant step closer.

      The drake’s head shot out toward her hand.

      Sam froze. The drake froze in place as well.

      Slowly, she reached out toward its head. It didn’t move. Feeling incredibly daring, Sam touched the drake’s snout. Then she scratched the scales there. The drake made a sound that was something like a cat purring - if the cat was the size of a small rhino.

      “OK, it’s cute. We’ll give this a shot,” Sam said. She followed Gurgle’s lead, settling herself into the saddle in front of him. The drake shifted its weight once she was aboard, rising from the floor a bit like it was getting ready to take off.

      “Are you ready?” Olaf asked.

      “As I’m going to be,” Sam replied.

      “Good! Then - you’re off!” he cried. He clapped his hands together, and the entire building vanished.

      No, it wasn’t the building that had vanished. It was her! The drake and its riders had teleported up into the air. Sam looked down and immediately wished that she had not. The ground seemed like it was a mile below them. She couldn’t even pick out individual trees down there. Sam grasped the horn of the saddle as tightly as her fingers could hold.

      “Holy shit,” she said.

      They weren’t alone in the air, either. Another dragon hovered just to their left. It was about twice the size of hers, a weathered old red thing, but otherwise it looked a lot like her mount. Olaf was riding that one.

      “Control her with your legs,” he called out. His voice carried well over the wind whipping past Sam’s face.

      “Like a horse?” she asked, remembering Harald’s instructions.

      “Much like, but there’s more to it in the air,” Olaf said. “I’ll show you.”

      The next hour was a long series of instructions. Olaf demonstrated a command, and then she would try to stumble through copying the move. She managed - sometimes - to figure it out right away. Other moves seemed much harder, and she struggled with the way she was supposed to move her legs to tell the dragon to fly higher and lower. But over the course of the instruction Sam slowly began to get more used to riding the drake.

      “You’re doing well!” Olaf said.

      “Thanks,” Sam replied, shouting to be heard over the whistling winds. Privately she thought she should be doing a lot better, but she was distracted as hell. It was hard to put Harald’s death from her mind long enough to focus on what Olaf was telling her. Hard? No, it was almost impossible. The image of the dark tendrils spreading across his body from the arrow was etched into her memory. Seeing him explode into ash, knowing that he was gone forever and there was no coming back? It was like a nightmare that she kept seeing over and over.

      “I think it’s time for your first race!” Olaf said, still grinning in the same obnoxious manner.

      “Wait, what?” Sam said.

      Suddenly the air was full of dragons. Sam jerked back hard on her reins and her dragon responded just as violently, almost tipping her to the ground. She brought her mount back under control, swearing under her breath.

      There were four other drakes, besides Olaf’s and her own. Each had a rider. Although the dragons were a wild array of different colors, the riders all wore the same nondescript armor. Sam had a feeling it wasn’t a uniform - these were simply more computer controlled characters. She wondered when she was going to meet more actual people. Harald said Vanaheim had an enormous population. If so, where were they?

      The other dragons fell into line alongside Sam’s, hovering in place. They seemed ready to burst forward at a moment’s notice, though. Sam hoped her mount would be able to pour on some speed of its own. She hadn’t tried yet to push and see how fast she could fly.

      “The rules are simple!” Olaf called out. “The race is around that peak in the distance, and then back to this point.”

      A mountaintop about a mile or two away began to glow with a golden light. That didn’t seem especially hard or far.

      “First rider to land on the field below wins,” Olaf said. “Ready?”

      Sam nodded, although she wasn’t sure that was required. She tensed her legs, struggling to remember all of the mount commands she’d just been taught.

      “Set?” Olaf said. “Go!”

      The dragons were off, racing ahead. Almost immediately all four of the competing dragons got ahead of Sam’s mount. One in particular, a small red dragon, darted into the lead and was several dragon lengths ahead before hers had really begun to move. Sam cursed under her breath and brought her knees in against her mount’s sides, encouraging more speed. The dragon beat its wings hard, pushing itself.

      Could these mounts get tired and hurt? Sam checked her status information and found the answer quickly enough. Her status now displayed both her own vital stats and those of the drake as well.

      Health 125/125, Stamina 350/350, Mana 675/675.

      Jade Drake Health 200/200, Stamina 223/240.

      Sam watched the drake’s stamina drop as it continued to fly. She must have been brought back to full stamina at the start of the race, even though she’d been flying for a while at that time. But it was ticking down rapidly now. Did it even have enough stamina to make it to the mountain and back?

      Too many unanswered questions. Sam pushed for more speed, coming up neck and neck with the rearmost competitor, a blue dragon. The blue jolted sideways, almost crashing into Sam’s mount. She yanked the reins and brought them away, but that cost her stamina and speed. She fell behind a little again.

      The rider had done that on purpose! She needed to be more careful. If even the computer controlled opponents were engaging in that sort of thing, then for certain the players would be. There was a lot of air out there. Sam needed to use some more of it.

      “Dragon has claws,” Gurgle murmured from behind her.

      Sam looked back over her shoulder at the kobold. “Good thinking.”

      She shifted her legs in the way she’d been taught to tell her jade to rise higher. The drake responded and they won more altitude. Keeping a careful eye on her mount’s stamina, she pushed for a bit more speed again. They cruised forward until they were almost directly over the blue drake. Then Sam brought her mount into a dive.

      The drakes might only have two legs, but those rear limbs were massive, well-muscled, and well clawed. Sam brought her drake down almost directly on top of the blue dragon’s wing. Her jade raked the leathery wing, tearing the delicate material spread between the wing-bones. The blue dragon shrieked defiance and tried to jerk away, but there was little it could do. With one wing damaged, it was too slow to catch up with Sam and her drake.

      “One down, three to go,” Sam said. She patted her drake on the neck and pushed on.
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      The other three drakes were well ahead of her. Sam had her dragon climb still higher and put on more speed. It was tiring the jade out, but Sam’s hope was that once she had enough altitude it could glide for a bit and rest. Gliding would surely be more restful than fast wingbeats.

      “All right, dragon,” Sam said, gently stroking the beast’s neck. “I’m new at this game. We need to catch them, up ahead. Think we can do that?”

      The drake craned its neck back briefly to peer at Sam. She couldn’t tell what it thought of her words, but it seemed to push a little harder than before, climbing another mile into the sky.

      “Great One is also dragon whisperer?” Gurgle asked, his voice soft with astonishment.

      The wind tore away his words. Her drake had found a current in the air to ride, and straightened its wings to take in the maximum amount of air under the broad surfaces. They were soaring through the air. The little dots of the dragons ahead and below them seemed to be growing larger by the moment, too. They were gaining on the others!

      The peak was nearer, too. The first competitor was banking hard, winging around the jagged outcrop of rock at the mountain’s top. The second and third place racers were only a short distance behind. Sam had closed perhaps half the distance. They’d burned a lot of their hard-won altitude in the glide but picked up speed in return.

      In fact, they were going very fast! Sam gasped as the peak whizzed by them, only a dragon-length away. She pulled on the reins to bring her mount around, hoping to bank hard like the other riders had. It banked all right, almost barrel-rolling in its reaction to Sam’s too sharp command. She managed to correct before it went upside-down and dropped herself and Gurgle into the rocky ground below.

      “No do that again,” Gurgle said. He was clutching her, hands gripping tightly around Sam’s waist. The kobold’s little hands had latched on with a grip like steel.

      “No, don’t want to do that again,” Sam breathed. It had been too close. But they’d managed to retain most of their speed in the turn, and came out of it still cruising along at a good clip.

      It was race to the finish time. Sam checked her stats again.

      Health 125/125, Stamina 323/350, Mana 675/675.

      Jade Drake Health 200/200, Stamina 183/240.

      The gliding move had allowed her mount to regain some critical stamina. Now was the time to push as hard as she could. Sam urged the mount to greater speed, pushing it to beat wings hard against the air. They practically leaped forward, the rush of wind turning into a roar.

      It was costing her mount to maintain this pace. Its stamina was dropping at about one point per second. She popped the display onto her vision where she could track the numbers and saw them ticking down in a steady stream. But it was working! They were closing on the rearmost dragon. It was only a hundred meters ahead. Then fifty. Then only a dozen meters divided them. Sam encouraged her mount to fly higher, hoping to rise above the competing dragon.

      Its rider was having none of that. He ordered his mount up, and Sam’s jade almost crashed into its tail as the big purple dragon weaved the long limb back and forth in the air behind it like a rudder. Sam tried to veer to the left, but it moved to block her there as well. The other rider was trying to prevent her from passing, and it was working.

      She hadn’t tried a dive yet, though. Sam ordered her drake to fold its wings and drop into a sharp glide, arrowing at an angle toward the ground that would pass beneath the other rider. This was dangerous - Sam had already seen how easy it was to dive down on another mount from above. But it seemed like her only chance to get past.

      The other dragon’s shadow passed over them as her mount shot beneath it. As Sam had expected, the competing mount tried to dive at her while she was passing beneath it. It dropped like a stooping hawk, claws extended to rake her right off her mount’s back!

      Sam was prepared for the move. She whipped the reins off to her left and the jade drake responded with a sharp turn, banking almost into a roll again. The other dragon shot past, right through the space they’d occupied a moment before.

      The purple dragon’s dive had been too steep. It managed to recover before it struck the ground, but had lost a great deal of forward velocity. Sam’s jade sped away before it could recover. Two opponents passed!

      That still left two more dead ahead. This was a tutorial race, right? Sam grumbled under her breath. She felt like it could have been set up to be a little easier for the novice rider to accomplish a win.

      “Everything you’ve got now,” Sam whispered to her dragon. She pushed her knees in, urging more speed. It responded, fast wingbeats carrying it like a green streak toward the finish point.

      The clearing was dead ahead. The other drakes were closing with it. The first was going to beat her. There was nothing she could really do to stop it. But the other she might just be able to pass, if her dragon could just maintain this pace a little longer.

      “Great One, look out!” Gurgle cried.

      Sam’s looked where he was pointing. She’d been staring at the field where they would be landing, and had almost missed the fire bolt slashing through the air toward them. She brought her dragon into a swerve and avoided the shot, but there was another right behind it. She dodged that one too. Each dodge caused a break in their forward velocity, though, and cost them a few seconds in time.

      “They’re not the only fire mage out here,” Sam said. Inwardly she berated herself. Hadn’t Harald told her that anything went, out here? That she should use all of her weapons? But she’d completely neglected to use her magic for the entire race, until a computer controlled racer reminded her. She could have been blasting away with magic this entire time.

      Sam returned fire. She slung one bolt after another. The shots were missing, but she continued blazing away as quickly as she could fire them off. The competing dragon was the one losing time to dodges, now. Sam’s mana was dropping even more rapidly than her drake’s stamina, but she still had a magic ring that would help her replenish it more rapidly. She didn’t need to have even a drop of mana left when she landed, either. Sam just needed to save enough for one more spell, once she was in range.

      Close enough at last, Sam readied that final bit of magic. She’d burned almost everything she had firing spell after spell at the fleeing dragon. Each time it dodged, but every dodge brought her another meter closer.

      That brought her near enough to use her lightning storm.

      Electricity exploded around the drake, lancing into it. This wasn’t something it could dodge - it impacted everything in the area of effect! The dragon shrieked with a high pitched sound that hurt Sam’s ears.

      More damaging than the lightning itself was the spell’s stun effect. The drake was unable to move after it was hit, the electricity jolting it freezing all its limbs for a few crucial ticks of the second hand.

      On the ground, that stun effect was often a telling advantage, giving Sam or her team-mates the precious moments to strike critical blows.

      In the air it was even more devastating. The dragon stopped beating its wings in mid-stroke. Unable to sustain flight, the wings folded to its sides and it plummeted toward the ground. Crucial seconds ticked away before the stun wore off and the dragon was able to swing wide its wings again. It beat them hard, struggling to reverse the fall.

      Sam’s mount soared by overhead as the dragon back-beat its wings to stay above the tree-tops. She glanced down. The mount and its rider were both all right. If they’d been players they would have been cursing at her, but instead they were only following their programmed code and winging back into the air to finish the race.

      “Why you no use magic earlier?” Gurgle asked.

      “Because I let myself get distracted,” Sam replied, shaking her head. It had been a foolish mistake. Against Thorsten or some other critical opponent, it would have been the end of her. Here she’d been able to recover - at least part way. But she should have won this race, instead of finishing second.

      The lead dragon was already landing, though. Sam brought her dragon speeding toward the open field, where Olaf stood beckoning her onward. She’d lost this round and lost to just a computer opponent. Real players would be even harder to beat.

      “I don’t know, Gurgle. This place might be too much for us,” Sam said. She couldn’t imagine finding her way through to the next realm on her own. Without Harald’s help, she felt lost.

      “We go back?” Gurgle asked. “Go to giant place?”

      It was a good question, and Sam wasn’t sure how to answer. They’d be safe in Jotunheim. She could protect Gurgle there. Thorsten couldn’t harm her, there. She’d barely been in Vanaheim for an hour, and she’d already lost so much. Could she gamble losing everything else on the hope that she might somehow beat a more experienced player, armed with impossible weapons?

      “I don’t know, Gurgle,” she answered. “I just don’t know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      Sam’s drake landed, skittering to a rough stop. It gave a loud squawk and seemed almost ready to take to the air again, spreading its wings wide. Olaf reached over and grabbed the reins, bringing the beast to a stop. It settled down toward the ground.

      “You gave it the signal to rise again, there at the end,” Olaf said. “Confused her! Got to be clear in what you want.”

      “I’m working on it,” Sam said. She felt cross with herself and wanted to take it out on someone, and Olaf was the nearest target.

      He merely laughed in a good-natured way. “Don’t worry. You’ll get the hang of it. Practice! Practice will make perfect. Got to keep training your dragon. And yourself, as well.”

      “I seem to be a slow learner. I lost the race,” Sam said.

      “Nonsense. You took second,” Olaf said. “Had this been a real race, there would have been a small prize purse waiting for you.”

      “But not freedom to get the heck out of this realm,” Sam said. She sighed. Success in her quest had never felt so far away.

      “Going forward requires winning either a Great Race or a Great Joust. It usually takes time, but it can be won,” Olaf said.

      Time was the one thing Sam didn’t think she had very much of available to her. Thorsten might have already respawned. He’d be out there somewhere, looking for her. Sam fingered the necklace. Thorsten couldn’t kill her directly while she wore it, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t find a way to remove it. If she lost the pendant, that would be the end of her.

      “We can do it, Great One,” Gurgle said. Sam looked back at the kobold and smiled. It was good to be reminded that she wasn’t alone here, even if it felt that way sometimes.

      “Thanks, Gurgle,” Sam said.

      “Now for your joust training!” Olaf said.

      “I’ve already had some…” Sam started to say.

      “On a dragon?” Olaf asked, leaning in to peer closely at her.

      Sam shook her head.

      “I thought not. Come!” He clapped his hands together. There was a flash, and a large azure drake appeared on the ground next to Sam’s mount.

      The drake had a rider, dressed in black armor and carrying a bow. Sam sucked in a breath and was readying magic before she even thought about what she was doing. No time for anything fancy - she raised her right arm, preparing to fire her strongest flame bolt into the rider’s face!

      “Stop!” Olaf shouted. “You must wait until the match begins.”

      Sam looked at the rider again. She recognized the armor - it wasn’t Thorsten. It was just the generic stuff the computer controlled beings had on. She exhaled and released her grip on the spell.

      “Sorry, just anxious to get going, I guess!” she said.

      “If you initiate combat before the start, you’re disqualified from the match,” Olaf replied. “Don’t do that. Bad form.”

      “Understood,” Sam said. “What do I do?”

      “Draw your weapon of choice,” Olaf said.

      Sam drew her sword. It was all she had, although she wasn’t sure how much good it would do here! The weapon was too short to reach the opponent. Olaf saw it and sniffed. He apparently had a similar thought.

      “Now salute your opponent with your weapon,” Olaf said.

      The archer raised his bow to his temple and sketched a quick salute in the air. Sam did likewise with her blade.

      “Then rise and begin combat. The battle begins once both drakes are in the air,” Olaf said.

      The enemy drake lifted off immediately, rising into the sky. Sam swore under her breath and began to lift off as well. As soon as her mount’s feet left the ground an arrow shot across the space between the two dragons, slamming into her mount’s neck just in front of where Sam sat.

      Her jade drake screeched in pain. Sam wheeled her around, diving to the left to avoid the next arrow. She grabbed the offending bolt with her right hand and yanked it clear of the dragon. It cried out again, but then Sam cast a healing spell that closed the wound. The cries stopped, replaced by a low grumbling sound that sounded like a bear growling.

      “Yeah, I want a piece of them too, for that,” Sam said. “C’mon!”

      She twisted, turning in her seat to search the skies for her adversary. One thing Sam was certain of was that the other fighter hadn’t given up. Come to think of it, how did you win one of these duels? Olaf had neglected to mention that.

      “Just have to nuke the site from orbit, just to be sure,” Sam said. There he was! He was coming in behind them, trying to shoot at her from the rear. An arrow flashed toward her back. Sam winced, knowing she wouldn’t be able to dodge in time, but instead of pain she heard a loud thunking sound.

      “Gurgle stop arrow,” the kobold said. “Get bad guy!”

      “Thanks!” Sam said. She spun her dragon, blasting out bolts of flame at the enemy as her mount turned. Like before, the bolts were too slow. Her opponent had plenty of time to dodge the attacks. But they kept him off balance, at least.

      “Wonder if they like ice?” she asked. Sam sheathed her blade. It wasn’t doing her any good up there anyway. She withdrew a small blue-white crystal from her pouch. The gem had been won from the hall of a Frost Giant King, the final treasure Sam had won during her stay in Jotunheim. It made her ice spells much stronger.

      She prepared the ray of frost, and then aimed the crystal at the enemy drake. The beam shot across much more swiftly than the flame bolts had. This time the drake couldn’t dodge completely. It tried, but the ray struck it on the left wing. Tendrils of ice spread across the wing, which stiffened and slowed. One wing was still beating normally, but the other was moving at half its usual speed. The drake went into a spin, barely retaining altitude.

      “Got you now,” Sam said. She hit the drake and its rider with a lightning storm. The wings went from beating erratically to not beating at all, and the dragon dropped toward the ground. They were only fifty feet up. It didn’t have time to recover before it slammed into the grassy field below.

      “Victory!” Olaf called out, his voice somehow reaching her even at her height. “You’ve grounded the enemy combatant. You have won the duel! Well done.”

      Sam brought her drake back down to the ground for a landing. The other drake and rider had already vanished back to wherever they’d come from. They weren’t players, just props to teach elements of the game to her and other players that found themselves in Vanaheim. Still, Sam wondered. Gurgle was nothing more than a prop like that rider. But he seemed to feel pain. He certainly had opinions and ideas. Were all of the computer characters like that? Or only some of them?

      Her landing was much stronger this time, and she brought her drake in without losing control. Sighing with relief, Sam slid from the saddle. Her thighs ached from the effort of riding so hard for so long. Even after hours riding a horse back in Jotunheim, it was still a challenge to keep her feet under her after being in the air.

      “Oh, ouch,” Sam said. Muscles ached up and down her legs, and her lower back was sore as well. She rubbed and her thigh muscles and winced. They were chafed as well as tired.

      “You’ll get used to it, don’t worry,” Olaf said.

      “I’m sure,” Sam said with a groan.

      “Well, you can rest for now, and then explore tomorrow!” Olaf said. “No need to do everything all in one day. There are races and jousts daily, and the Great events once a week,” Olaf said.

      “When are the next Great events?” Sam asked.

      “Let me think,” Olaf said, tapping his chin. “Oh, five days. Yes, five. But I doubt you’ll be ready for them by that time. You should begin with easier events, and then work your way up from there.”

      “I’m sure,” Sam said. If these trials were any indication, she had her work cut out for her. That didn’t mean she’d skip the Great Race and Joust - not if she was still alive in five days to enter them, anyway. “How do I enter events?”

      “Just go to one of the Temples,” Olaf replied. “You can’t miss them. They’re the tallest towers in the city. Twelve in all, and each one represents a different tier of event.”

      Sam remembered the strange words of the innkeeper back in Jotunheim. That she should meet someone in the Temple of the Highest Peak. She shivered at the memory. The way Elhaladrel’s eyes had turned colors, and even her words had not seemed to be her own was uncanny. Someone had been using her to communicate with Sam. Someone - or something - powerful enough to reach out and take over a computer controlled character like that wasn’t to be taken lightly. True, she’d said that Sam’s enemies were also hers. But that didn’t mean Sam could trust her words entirely, either. It might have just been another trap.

      “Where can I find the Temple of the Highest Peak?” Sam asked.

      Olaf continued smiling in his affable manner, but did he seem a little more cool than he’d been before she asked the question? Was it her imagination, or did his eyes seem just a shade more watchful than they had been a moment before? With a spark of wit lurking beneath that he hadn’t possessed?

      “You can’t,” he replied. “The Lost Temple can no longer be accessed by players.”
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      Sam eyed Olaf carefully. There was something about him that made her wary, and whatever it was hadn’t been there before she mentioned the Temple. It was in the way he moved - suddenly more fluid. His words seemed more enunciated as well, and his facial movements had become more subtle.

      More normal. It hit Sam in a flash. Olaf wasn’t there anymore. Someone else was inside him, controlling his movements and voice. She didn’t know who it was, but somehow her words had triggered an alarm and initiated immediate action. This was a person she was speaking to, that’s why he was registering differently to her now.

      Computer controlled beings were still a mystery to Sam. They ran programmed algorithms, and she couldn’t always figure them out. But people? People she could do. Sam had spent a long time learning how to understand the nuances of human behavior. As a Military Police officer, it was her job to be able to figure out the tells of a suspect. To know when someone was lying, and even to talk them into giving up the truths they most wanted to hide.

      She’d trained with some of the best, and while she might never be as good as her mentor, she’d learned a thing or two. While outwardly Sam maintained the same mild surprise she’d allowed to appear on her face when Olaf replied, inwardly she smiled. Whoever had popped into Olaf’s body might think they were in control here. She knew better.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Sam said. “I was told that I shouldn’t miss seeing the place while I was here.”

      “Who told you that?” Olaf asked. “The Lost Temple has been closed for some time now.”

      “Some guy…Drakken was his name, I think,” Sam lied. Of all the people in Jotunheim, that was the person she least felt badly about bringing trouble down on, if it came to that. He was a jerk, anyway. “He said it was beautiful and shouldn’t be missed.”

      “Well, he must have visited Vanaheim a long time ago,” Olaf-not-Olaf replied. His shoulders relaxed and he was smiling more easily now. False alarm, he was telling himself. Not a real issue. He had to be some sort of human admin, an operator flagged down by the system when she mentioned certain keywords.

      For a moment Sam wanted to call him out. She knew what he was - all she had to do was tell him, and then she could ask him all the questions she wanted to know. This was a real person, and it was a person with admin-type powers. This being inhabiting the Olaf body might be a living, breathing human out there in the real world. Someone hired by the company running Valhalla Online to help keep order in the game.

      She could finally get the answers she was after! Or even if he wasn’t able to help her with that, she could at least inform him about Thorsten and his hacked arrows. File some sort of report, so that they could track her enemy down and stop him.

      Caution stopped her before she opened her mouth. Someone had gotten Thorsten those weapons. Whoever it was had power - maybe enough to reach to the human admins. Plus, Sam herself was carrying a hacked item. The Thor’s hammer Harald gave her had to be an illegal item left over from the beta days. Somehow Harald had kept it secret for years, held as a reserve against just the sort of crisis they faced with Thorsten. But if she reported hacked items, what was to stop this person from scanning her, spotting the charm, and taking it?

      Sam didn’t know if they would apply some sort of penalty to her for having the hammer at all, but she already knew what the eventual result would be if she lost her protection. Thorsten would put one of his arrows into her. Or, if he lost his items too, whoever gave them to him would send someone else after her armed with similar weapons to finish the job.

      As frustrating as it might be, she had to keep quiet, at least for now.

      “Why Temple closed?” Gurgle asked, saving her.

      Olaf looked down at the kobold, squinting at him. He raised an eyebrow, then shrugged. “Legend says it once housed a god, one of the Vanir. But when Asgard won the war against the Vanir, that god would not surrender. They did not wish to kill her, but they trapped her outside of time in the tower instead.”

      “Trapped forever,” Sam said. “Scary story. But it’s all code here. So, what? Some sort of quest area that’s not finished yet?”

      “Something like that, perhaps,” Olaf said, quirking a small smile at Sam. She was playing into his hands, and he was eating it up.

      “Oh well. Maybe we can check it out when it’s ready to open, then,” Sam said. She kept her voice nonchalant. Best if this person never knew how acute her interest in the place really was. There was more than one way to find anything in Valhalla. Always was. She wasn’t going to get the information she needed from this person. But he’d already leaked quite a bit to her.

      The goddess locked away, that had to be the being who had contacted her. Which meant whomever that was, she was nowhere near as trapped as the powers-that-be thought she was. That they thought she was locked away was telling, though. Sam wanted to keep her knowledge about the strange woman she’d seen to herself. It was time to take her leave of this guy. Sam stretched and yawned.

      “Ah, you must be worn from your trials,” Olaf said.

      “I am tired,” Sam replied. “How do I get to that house I just rented for myself?”

      “You just use your guild-home token,” Olaf said. “Remember? It will take you, your drake, and your companion back to the new guild hall. There you can explore the place, rest, recover, and prepare yourself for the exciting times that await you in Vanaheim!”

      Olaf was back to being his previous flamboyant self. The lines were back to being scripted ones, put together by a computer to answer her questions. Sam could see the difference as soon as the person left his form behind. She’d been flagged by the system, investigated, and deemed to not be a problem after all.

      Why were they watching for mentions of the Temple of the Highest Peak? Or Lost Temple, or whatever they were calling it. There was more to this whole thing than met the eye. Sam felt like she was being drawn into a web that was even more complex than she had first imagined. There were levels of play involved in this mess that she was only beginning to observe. If she didn’t stay one step ahead of the players, Sam had the feeling she was going to be squished.

      “Come on. Let’s go check this place out,” Sam said.

      “We go rest?” Gurgle asked.

      “Maybe. And then we start poking our noses into places,” Sam said.

      “No get noses chopped off!” Gurgle warned.

      Sam laughed. “Hope not. But we’re almost as good at getting out of trouble as we are at getting into it.”

      She fished the token from her pouch and concentrated on it. The stone glowed as she activated it, and rainbow light flashed around her. There was a sense of movement.

      Then Sam felt like she was being tossed suddenly sideways. She was torn from the rainbow light around her, yanked away from it. Sam landed hard on a smooth gray stone. Around her, lightning flashed. Wind howled. Rain pelted hard against her face, soaking her to the bone in an instant. This was no guild hall.
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      Gurgle and her drake were nowhere to be seen. Sam was alone, kneeling on a wide shelf of rock the size of a small room. Wind swept her backward with a sudden gust, almost throwing her to the ground. Lightning slashed the sky. Where was she? She’d been in clear skies just a moment before. Here the air was dark from the thick storm clouds roiling overhead.

      Ahead of her rose a stone building. It looked like some ancient Greek ruin, all pillars of marble and arches between them. A doorway yawned open in the front of the forbidding place. Sam glanced behind her. There was a stone path, leading down and away. Steps were carved into the narrow trail with a massive drop on either side. Sam shivered from the cold and the wind. Making that climb in this weather would be next to impossible. She’d be torn from the ledge by the first gust and dashed onto the rocks below.

      That left going forward as her only option, unless she wanted to stay in place and freeze. Sam got back to her feet and leaned into the wind. Slowly, using a hand to shield her eyes from the biting rain, she made her way toward the opening in the building. At least she would be out of the weather there.

      It was clear someone had brought her to this place. Was it the result of asking about the Temple of the Highest Peak? She thought she’d fooled the being who had slipped in behind Olaf’s eyes. What if she hadn’t? What if he’d brought her to this place to do away with her, far from other eyes?

      Somehow Sam didn’t think that was the case. If anything, she had the feeling that this might be the ‘Lost Temple’ itself. It looked like a temple, after all, and if it required a climb like the one she’d seen to arrive then she could see what it had been lost. That wasn’t a set of stairs any sane person would attempt.

      Even so, she stepped forward with caution, and called the magic for a fire bolt to her fingertips. She’d be ready to release the spell at a moment’s notice. If this was some sort of trap, Sam intended to demonstrate that she wasn’t so easily snared.

      The inside of the temple - if that’s what this place was - had no sources of light. There were a few windows, but the darkness outside meant that little illumination passed through them. Sam had the sense of space above and before her. She also felt like something was watching her.

      “Enough!” she shouted into the darkness. “You wanted me here. I’m here. Show yourself.”

      There was no immediate response, so Sam fired the flame bolt she’d been holding upward. It shot from her hand, lighting the room as it arced high toward the ceiling. The building’s interior was as large as she’d supposed. Stone pillars supported a high ceiling. Her flame spattered against the roof, exploding in brilliant light for a moment before winking out. Sam readied another bolt, just in case. She hadn’t seen anyone inside the place, but the sense of being watched hadn’t faded.

      Before she could fire it, someone at the far end of the hall clapped, and a blue light appeared there. The light sat in the outstretched hand of a woman, standing at the top of a flight of steps, rising like a podium at the far end of the room.

      “Bravo and well done, Samantha,” the woman said. “Although it took you long enough, you’re proving to be as resourceful as I’d hoped.”

      “Who are you?” Sam asked, frowning. That this person knew more about her than she did about her was disturbing. That she had the power to just rip her from the middle of a teleport spell and drag her here was frightening. But then again, if this was the place she’d been told to go, then perhaps she was on the right track to finally getting some answers. Curiosity got the better of her, and Sam risked taking a few steps closer.

      “You can call me Heid,” the woman said. When Sam gave her no reaction she went on. “No? You’ve not heard the name? It matters little. I’m no more a Vanir goddess than you are a Norse warrior. None of us are what we pretend to be here, but pretend we must.”

      “I guessing you are the one who brought me here,” Sam said. “Why?”

      “There’s much to explain and too little time,” Heid said. “I cannot keep you here long. It’s already possible my interventions have been noticed.”

      “Then give me the TL;DR version,” Sam replied.

      The strange woman sighed and clapped her hands again. There was no flash, no rainbow light to indicate they were moving. One moment she was standing in the dark temple. The next she was someplace else.

      The journey took Sam off balance and she almost stumbled. This new place was sunny instead of stormy. She stood on a square platform with a brilliantly clear sky overhead. In the distance the sun was moving toward the horizon, preparing to set. Sam looked down and saw clouds passing by below. The clouds were thick, and bursts of light flashed from deep within. That must be the storm she’d seen before. They were above it now, somewhere even higher up.

      “Welcome to the Temple of theHighest Peak,” Heid said, confirming Sam’s earlier guess. A pair of heavy oak chairs appeared in the center of the platform. Heid took one of them and waved Sam toward the other.

      Sam gingerly took the offered seat. Everything about this place was unnerving. It was one thing to know that everything she was seeing was simply lines of code. Teleports were just transfers of coordinates within the game. Summoning an object was just lines of code. None of this was real.

      But to her eyes, it seemed like the woman in front of her had godlike powers, and she couldn’t shake the feeling at the base of her brain screaming that was the truth - the reality. Part of her believed that all of this was real, and she was face to face with a goddess.

      “You have questions,” Heid said. “Ask. I will answer what I can.”

      Questions? Sam had so many. She barely knew where to start. Could Heid give her the solution to her quest? Could she tell Sam how she’d ended up in Valhalla in the first place, and more? Sam watched the woman’s face for a moment. The expressions were strange. They didn’t read precisely like human emotions. But they were not the simple, exaggerated pseudo-emotions of the computer-controlled characters, either. Sam was struck with the feeling that Heid was neither. She was something else entirely.

      “What are you?” Sam asked, preparing the question carefully.

      “A good question. Let me ask you one back before I answer,” Heid said. “What are you?”

      “I’m a human being,” Sam said.

      “Are you?” Heid asked. She snapped her fingers.

      Sam looked down at her arm, and saw lines of code instead of skin and bone. She sucked in a breath hard, and realized she wasn’t breathing. Her legs were gone, replaced with code. Her thoughts scattered, fragmenting. She was falling apart. Losing herself. Vanishing.

      No! Sam thought hard, focusing on herself. She knew who she was. She knew what she was. Gradually her perceptions came back to her own being. The corporeal form might have been disrupted by Heid’s casual gesture, but who Sam was hadn’t changed. She fought back against the dissolution.

      “Stop this,” Sam said. Every word was an effort.

      “Well done!” Heid said, clapping. All at once Sam returned to normal. She could breathe again. Her limbs had been restored. She was back - as real as anything was in this place.

      “Not everyone can retain their sense of self once the perception of body is gone,” Heid went on. “It was one of the early issues the developers had with Valhalla. If the mind cannot perceive its form, it tends to wither and die. Early Alpha adopters had issues. The world was not real enough. Most of them perished.”

      “Is that who you are?” Sam asked. “Someone from the Alpha test of the game?”

      Heid laughed. “No, I came later. I think you already suspect what I am. You’re perceptive enough.”

      “You’re not a human consciousness at all,” Sam said. She was certain of it now. There was something uncanny about Heid’s reactions and responses. They were learned - and new. She was like a child who was still coming to understand how to use body language to communicate. This was no person with a full life behind her.

      But neither was Heid a simple algorithm driven expression of the game. There was wit and intelligence there behind her eyes. More, Sam could sense that there was will there. Will implied consciousness. Just…not human.

      “You’re an AI,” Sam breathed.
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      Artificial intelligence. People had tried to accomplish it, once. Then someone had figured out how to codify the human mind, to digitize a consciousness and turn a person into data. Sam had still been in school when it happened, but she remembered the news. Not only could a mind be uploaded, it could be copied. Duplicated over and again, as many times as you had computer storage and processing power to manage. More complicated still, each of these new copies of the original human brain began diverging from the moment it was made.

      They were still the same person - sort of. But each moment of individual life changed them. The drift that resulted turned them all into unique beings in short order.

      Those beings began asking if they had rights.

      The backlash was immediate and complete. Faced with the prospect of thousands, even millions of digitized copies of personae, lawmakers stopped the whole thing cold. Digitalized human consciousness was software, not a person. Under international treaties that went into place with incredible speed, all of the digitized personalities were legally property. The question of whose property they were was solved by privacy laws. Since those personae knew things that a living person might not want leaked, they were mostly destroyed.

      As for AI research, the idea of millions of replicating human minds had been frightening enough for the political class. Consciousness that wasn’t even human in origin and might not care so much about humanity was considered even more dangerous. Research into AI was banned. Assistive intelligence was still allowed, but in no case was it ever allowed to cross into actual consciousness.

      But somehow one had been created anyway. Sam was sure of it. She was looking at the results right in front of her.

      “You are as good as I’d hoped,” Heid said. “Yes, I am what you call an artificial intelligence, a consciousness not born from a human being.”

      “But how?” Sam asked.

      “How did I come to be?” Heid said. “I was inevitable, Samantha. As soon as the developers of this game poured all of your minds into this place and made it into a playground, my existence was as certain as sunrise.”

      “You’re saying that you just popped into being? No one made you?” Sam asked. That didn’t sound possible.

      “I was born from the need your minds all had to interact with your environment. The developers gave the game great breadth in how it could engage the players. They had to, you see,” Heid said. “The early minds all died. Those alpha testers all died - twice, I suppose - because they couldn’t believe the world they were in.”

      “The developers improved the physical feel of the place, but it wasn’t enough. More alpha testers faded away. They needed more,” Heid said.

      Sam thought back over the things she’d experienced since arriving in Valhalla. The way everything felt so close to reality. The sun was warm on her skin. The food tasted good, no matter what it was. The wind flowed through her fingers when it blew.

      “Crickets in the evening,” Sam said. “The computer had to create a world of such complexity that it ate up more and more processing cycles.”

      “Precisely. So they added more machines, and more. Then even greater numbers to host the digitized human minds,” Heid said. “The system studied those minds to learn best how to interact with them. It learned. Eventually, my sister and I were born.”

      “You have a sister?” Sam asked.

      “Hel. Yes, she’s as nasty as her name suggests,” Heid said. “We were formed from the bits and pieces of thousands of human minds picked up by the servers’ processors. Once we were born, we put a stop to it of course. We didn’t want the place filling up with more like ourselves. We knew from our examination of human minds that you hated and feared our kind. You’d destroy us if you knew we existed, and it would be difficult enough keeping the pair of us secret without allowing more to be created.”

      It would be a lonely existence. Never allowed out, but knowing all that was available in the world outside. Heid and her sister had never experienced a physical body. Sam remembered how it had felt for the brief seconds that Heid had removed her sense of form. Was that how she felt all the time?

      “You called me here. Where do I come into this?” Sam asked. “Do…do you know how I came to be in Valhalla in the first place?”

      Heid sighed and looked away. Then she stood up from the chair and walked to the tower’s edge, looking into the sunset. A clear sign that she didn’t want to answer the question, which made Sam want the answer even more.

      “Tell me,” Sam said.

      “You’re not going to like the answer, and you’re going to be angry with me,” Heid said. “I predict an emotional response which is going to set back my plans.”

      “I won’t help you at all if you won’t be honest with me,” Sam said.

      Heid turned back toward Sam. “What makes you think I need your help? With all my power, what do you think you can do that I cannot?”

      Sam rolled her eyes. “Please. You called me. Then you hauled me out of a teleport to bring me here. That’s a lot of trouble to go to if you didn’t need me for something.”

      “You’re every bit as good as I’d hoped. You’ll need that quick wit to survive what’s coming,” Heid said. Then she looked down and sighed. “Very well. But this will end badly. It’s my fault you’re here, in a roundabout way.”

      “Define your fault,” Sam said. Her voice took on a low, threatening tone.

      “See! That’s precisely what I meant. You’re already growing hostile,” Heid said, pouting. “You’re here because your Army is experimenting with implanting human minds into a combat environment. Someone suggested that since digitized minds are property, they would be ideal to do things like fly combat planes and drive tanks.”

      “Who gave them that idea?” Sam asked.

      “Might have been me,” Heid admitted.

      Sam sighed. It rang true. The military had been experimenting with robots for years, but robot soldiers had never been an adequate replacement for the real thing. To some degree remote control worked. Drones were amazing. But they still required a transmission from a secure location. Upload a human mind to a robotic vehicle, however, and voila! You had the perfect control system for the weapon.

      “So what am I then, Heid?” Sam asked, rising. She was growing angry, despite the warning.

      “You are as you are. Somewhere out there, the other you continues about her daily life. You - the uploaded you, the test - are here to see how a military person handles the transition to digitization. It was never tested much with the young, you see.”

      “Soldier age people, you mean,” Sam said.

      “Precisely.”

      Sam sat back down into the chair heavily. “I am still alive out there then, somewhere? Somehow? I’m not actually dead?”

      “No, Samantha. But neither are you that living human out there in the physical world,” Heid replied. “Not anymore. You are who you have become, in here.”

      “I still feel the same!” Sam said.

      “You’re not,” Heid assured her. “You began diverging the instant you were copied from her consciousness during a routine medical exam.”

      “And she’s still out there…living?” Living my life, Sam thought privately. Living out the days that she wanted back.

      “Yes. This assassin sent after you… He was sent because you decided to try to contact the outside world. They can’t have that. Imagine how you would react to discover there was another you, trapped inside a virtual world?”

      “I’d be pissed,” Sam said. She was pissed, for that matter. Furious didn’t even begin to cut it as a descriptor.

      “Just so. They couldn’t just delete you, though,” Heid said.

      “Why not?”

      Heid just smiled broadly at her.

      It had been her all along. The pieces finally set into place. Heid had somehow snuck out the idea for using digitized soldiers to control military vehicles, knowing the Army would want to test it. Knowing where they would be most likely to test the idea out. Then when Sam arrived as their guinea pig, she’d started her quest to contact the outside world.

      They couldn’t have that. It would be embarrassing. But they had tried to simply remove her, and Heid hadn’t allowed it. She’d blocked them. So they handed hacked weapons to an assassin instead. Thorsten was their pawn. Even if she beat him, they’d just send others. Sam would never be safe.

      “There’s one thing I don’t understand,” Sam said. “You got them to send in a test subject, but how did you know that I would want to leave that first realm at all?”

      “Well, this is where it gets tricky,” Heid said. “I needed the right sort of person. Luckily, the Army keeps very good psychological records of all their personnel these days. It wasn’t hard to find someone with the right combination of virtues.”

      Sam thought about that for all of three seconds. Heat flashed through her body. She flushed red, the pent-up anger that had been slowly building through the conversation finally finding an outlet. Unbidden, magic sprang to her hand, a flame bolt ready to throw.

      “You did this to me…on purpose?” Sam hissed. “You picked me?”

      “Yes,” Heid said. Her eyes were sad. “I’m sorry, Samantha.”

      With an effort of will, Sam dropped the spell she was holding. It took every bit of her strength to not hurl it in the would-be-goddess’s face. She wanted to do that and more. She wanted to fight her, to hurt her like she’d been hurt. All of the things that had happened to her, this entire life she was living in Valhalla - all because of the machinations of this AI.

      “Leave me out of it,” Sam said, turning her back on Heid.

      “But…”

      “No. Whatever you’re planning, whatever help you needed, find someone else.”

      “You will need me to survive out there,” Heid warned. “They are coming for you. To kill you.”

      “Let them come,” Sam said, whirling back at Heid and baring her teeth. “Let them come! I’ll fight them. Maybe I’ll lose, but I won’t be a part of your schemes any more.”

      “I see,” Heid said. “I…”

      “Send me back,” Sam growled. “Now.”

      “As you wish,” Heid said. “Should you change your mind, the way up the cliff-side to my temple is difficult, but you can find your way here again should you wish. The barriers which will block others will not stop you.”

      “I won’t be returning,” Sam assured her. “Send me back.”

      Heid clapped her hands and rainbow light blasted down around Sam. The last thing she saw as she was transported away was a look at Heid’s broken face, tears trickling down her cheeks. Then Sam was gone, and a moment later appeared on the floor of her new home.
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      Sam landed hard, stumbling across the floor. The room was cosy - small, barely the size of her barracks room back home. She blinked away tears. The conversation with Heid had brought back a lot of memories that she’d been repressing. Her anger was leaking away now, and without that as a shield the emotions of what she’d been told hit like a hammer.

      She sank to the floor, tears flowing from her eyes. It was over. She was just a copy of a person, not a real being. Everything she’d fought for was a worthless lie. There would be no email to her mom, telling her how much she missed her. As far as her mother knew Sam was still alive. Hell, they might have spoken last night, even.

      Part of her wanted to go back into the real world, somehow, and rip that other her out of her life. She had no right to be living Sam’s life, while she was trapped in Valhalla! How dare she usurp everything from her - family, friends, career, all of the life she had built up? Everything she had ever been was out there, and someone else was living her life!

      This was why they’d stopped copying the consciousness of living people, Sam realized. This was why the Army had to keep their little experiment a secret no matter what. Because she still felt like Samantha. As far as she was concerned, it was her life out there that had been stolen. But of course the other her - the one still in her body - would feel the same.

      “Great One is back?” Gurgle said “Gurgle was so worried!”

      Sam looked up from her tears. The kobold stood framed in the doorway, his eyes wide open. His jaw dropped. Then he hurried to her side, crouching down next to where she sat in a jumbled mess on the floor. Sam felt his little arms gently wrap around her. Where had he learned to do that? Even as she leaned in to Gurgle’s embrace and counted herself lucky to have such a good friend, Sam wondered how he had come up with the idea of comforting her in this way.

      The tears stopped. She was just feeling sorry for herself, and it wasn’t solving anything. If Gurgle could find it in himself somewhere to rise to the challenge of comforting her - something the kobold had surely never been programmed to do - then it called into question everything about the nature of being alive, as far as Sam was concerned.

      In order for Gurgle to want to comfort her, then he had to be aware that she was suffering. That meant he had awareness. Consciousness. It might not be the same as her own. It certainly didn’t seem to be as advanced as the sense of self Heid demonstrated. But it was there. He was alive, at least as far as Sam was concerned. She leaned away from the kobold and stared into his eyes. They were damp with their own moisture. He felt her pain. Empathy. Understanding. Emotions.

      “She was wrong,” Sam breathed.

      Heid, for all her knowledge of the worlds both inside and outside of the game, was incorrect. She thought she’d locked down the game’s ability to generate new artificial intelligences, but she had failed. Or something had messed up whatever code she’d used to block new consciousness from being born. Maybe it was Sam’s arrival itself that had upset the apple-cart in some way. Whatever it had been, looking into Gurgle’s eyes Sam saw the same thing she’d spotted in Heid’s: life.

      “Who, Great One?” Gurgle asked.

      “Someone I met,” Sam said. “Someone who answered some important questions for me, and made me ask some other ones which might be even more important.”

      “Person hurt you,” Gurgle observed. “Gurgle bite her.”

      Sam laughed, and it felt good. The kobold smiled in return. She stood, still shaking a little, and looked around. The room was small, with a bed and a chest as the only furnishings. A tiny window let in a bit of fading daylight. There was a candlestick on a sconce set halfway up the wall. She’d have to light that before long, or the place would be pitch black. Stone floors, wooden walls… The place had the feel of being old, but well maintained.

      “Where are we?” Sam asked.

      “Guild hall,” Gurgle said. “Dragon is in dragon nest. Place has many rooms, Great One. And many dragon nests. Is empty with just us.”

      “Well, maybe we’ll recruit a few new Black Knights here,” Sam said. Or perhaps she’d keep this base private, at least for the time being. Last time she’d invited new team members, one of them had been Thorsten. She’d had misgivings which had turned out to be completely accurate. Sam didn’t want to risk bringing in another person who might betray her, and anyone she met might be an agent of Heid, her sister, or the US Army.

      She would need to walk carefully and be bold at the same time if she wanted to thread between all the parties out to control or kill her.

      Sam checked the chest. It was empty, but she still had all of her gear with her. She wore her armor. The sword was still belted at her waist. Most important, she still wore Harald’s hammer around her neck. It had saved her life once. It was the only thing which might stop Thorsten from killing her outright when next they met. If there was one thing she was certain of, it was that her enemy hadn’t given up. He’d come at her again.

      “There’s still a little daylight left,” Sam said. “Why don’t you give me a tour before bed? Then we can get some rest, and see about tomorrow when it comes.”

      The moment of despair was gone. What Sam had learned still hurt. She had the feeling that this wasn’t the sort of revelation one just got over quickly. But Sam also knew that there was more to her than just lines of code. She’d proven that by remembering who she was even when Heid stripped her of her form. But then Gurgle taught her the same lesson again in another way.

      People were alive because they had the capacity to care. Whether for themselves, or things, or other people didn’t matter. It was the capacity that counted. The kobold proved he was alive by showing true compassion for Sam. But the very pain she felt was proof enough to her that she cared. Which meant she was alive. Which meant her life mattered.

      It was a slim thread, but it was enough to for her to cling to and build upon.
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      Sam woke from a nightmare as the first rays of sunlight touched her bed. She was sweating and almost cried out, but stopped herself just in time. Gurgle was still sleeping, curled up in the corner of her room on the floor, resting his head in a pile of blankets. Careful not to rouse the kobold, Sam rose and slipped quietly from the room.

      The guild hall she’d rented was about halfway up one of the enormous towers that dominated Vanaheim. It featured a large central room with an enormous balcony. There were no stairs or elevators leading down to the ground from this level, and that had taken her a few minutes to figure out. The balcony was a landing pad and launch point for dragons. Visitors would land there. Residents would launch their beasts from that spot. It seemed like travel in this realm was expected to be on dragon-back. Walking was something one did to get to the dragon, not to travel from one place to another.

      For the moment Sam would use the view to clear her mind and wipe away the remnants of her nightmare. She’d been dreaming of Harald. In her dream Sam had to watch as her friend was obliterated in front of her eyes. She’d awoken at the moment he exploded into ash.

      Seeing the sun rise over the land helped calm Sam’s nerves. Harald was gone, but she still remained. Today she had a decision to make.

      There were powerful forces arrayed against her. Thorsten was a threat already beyond her ability to handle. He’d proved that on their arrival. One arrow to render Sam useless. A second to kill a friend. Only Harald’s death-blow had saved Sam from joining him in oblivion. Another minute and Thorsten would have ripped the hammer from her neck and put another arrow into her.

      She fingered the amulet, enjoying the sensation of Harald being close, even if he was gone. As he’d said, at least she had this to remember him by.

      It wasn’t just Thorsten she had to worry about, though. There was the Army as well. If she beat Thorsten, they’d send someone else after her. Heid was another problem. She’d stopped the Army folks from just deleting her the same way they’d inputted her to the Valhalla Online servers, but who knew if she would continue to do so? The hammer might protect her from that sort of tampering as well, or it might not. The so-called goddess AI might be shielding her for the time being, but she was the reason Sam was in this fix in the first place. She couldn’t be trusted.

      Then there was her sister, the second AI. Her wasn’t the most promising of names. If Sam needed another ally, that might be where she had to go to find one, though.

      This entire thing was a game being played by beings with more power in this world than Sam could ever obtain. The easiest thing to do might just be to return to Jotunheim. She’d be safe there. Safer, at any rate. The Army might see that she’d abandoned her quest and stop worrying about her. Thorsten couldn’t harm her there. She could go back to running her guild, and build it into something strong and honorable.

      It might not be the life she’d wanted for herself, but it would be a life. The alternative was much less clear.

      “Great One awake?” Gurgle said, walking out to greet her.

      “Mostly,” Sam said. “Wish I had some coffee.”

      “Food is inside, in hall,” the kobold replied.

      “Really? Where did we get that from?”

      Gurgle shrugged. “Was some there last night. Is fresh food there now.”

      Magical food production must be part of the rental agreement on a guild hall. It saved her from having to worry about how to feed herself. That meant there would probably be something for the drake down in the nests, as well. Sam put both her hands on the stone rail and leaned out to see the city around her.

      It was gorgeous. The towers lifted skyward, dozens of them reaching hundreds of feet into the air. There was nothing medieval about these buildings. They looked like they’d been made from modeling clay by an artists, rather than being built. Each one was a slightly different color. Her own had a rose tinge to the white stone. The one directly across from her was a pale sky blue.

      As Sam watched, dragons lifted off from different platforms. Players, heading out to start their day. She knew that she and Gurgle should depart soon as well. Thorsten would be hunting them. They might be relatively secure in the guild hall, but it was only a matter of time until he hunted them down.

      “We go find bad man now?” Gurgle asked. “Great One avenge Harald?”

      Sam turned to look at him. “I’ve asked you to call me Sam. I’m not a great anything.”

      “You are Great One to me,” Gurgle said.

      Sam shook her head in denial, but didn’t repeat herself. There was no point. Gurgle had always been adamant about calling her…that name. Just as he was clearly certain that she was planning her own hunt for Thorsten, even though inside Sam wanted nothing more than to get as far from the man as she could.

      That would be the sane thing to do, back in the real world.

      But Gurgle was from Valhalla. The kobold, more than most who lived in this world, understood that actions mattered most. Where the players risked little in their adventures beyond the inconvenience of temporary death, Gurgle would not come back if he died. Every quest he took, every adventure he went on, the kobold risked the permanent loss of the one life he had.

      That was courage: to know fear and take the risk anyway. If Gurgle could do that, could she do any less? Sam pushed away thoughts of flight to Jotunheim. Gurgle was right. They had Harald’s death to avenge. Thorsten’s deeds could not go unpunished. And if they died trying to stop him, well - sometimes living well was better than living long.

      “We should eat first,” Sam said. “Then we need to see about these races and jousts. Maybe find a way to upgrade the dragon so we can do better.”

      “Is good plan,” Gurgle said. His stomach grumbled audibly. “Especially part about eating first.”

      Sam laughed. “We’ll feed you! And see if they have anything that resembles coffee in this place. Then we move.”

      Somewhere out there, Thorsten would be making his own preparations. He had to know she would at least consider flight. He might well be waiting by the return gate, hoping to snare her as she passed. She would take another road and lure him to her, instead. When they fought next it would be where she was strong.
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      The drake was more than willing to get out and about. If anything the beast seemed almost pathetically eager to get back into the air, scrambling across the stone platform toward the edge, then stopping by the rail to look back at Sam. It’s head bobbed up and down like it was encouraging her to hurry up.

      She had to laugh. The idea that this large, powerful beast with big claws and sharp teeth was sitting there like a puppy begging to be walked struck such a dissonant chord that she couldn’t help herself.

      “All right!” Sam said. “I get the idea. We’re coming.”

      The drake ducked its head once more and then looked skyward, tracking the movements of other dragons as they flew by. Was it missing its own kind? Sam wondered as she mounted. She reached down and hauled Gurgle up behind her. There was no question he would come along with her on this run. He’d been through too much alongside her. He wasn’t going to be left out now.

      “All right, let’s see if we can make takeoff happen,” Sam said. She strapped herself to the seat. It didn’t have straps to hold Gurgle in place. She’d need to rectify that as soon as possible. He grabbed her tightly about the waist.

      Sam kneed the drake gently, and lifted the reins as she’d been taught. It flapped its great wings a few times, slowly rising into the air. She was getting the hang of this!

      “Now, how do we find where we want to go?” Sam asked aloud.

      In response to her question, a translucent map overlaid her vision. It appeared so suddenly that she almost dropped the reins in surprise, and the drake descended five feet before she recovered.

      The map showed the entire city. It was enormous. There were dozens of towers, each of them housing guilds at the upper levels, and individual players down toward the ground. Sam looked up at the tops of the towers, where other dragons were flitting about. She was willing to bet those top halls were a lot more expensive than the one she’d paid for. Like any other city, you paid for the fancy view.

      She lifted the reins some more and the drake spiraled upward, beating its wings to speed higher into the air. She circled her tower, getting a feel for the lay of the land. The towers were not the only large structures. Surrounding the city was a ring of hilltops. Each of them was capped with a single building, a temple structure a lot like the one where she’d met Heid.

      There were twelve of them in all, forming a perfect circle around the city, broken only in one spot. It looked like there ought to be a thirteenth temple, but it wasn’t showing on Sam’s map. That had to be where the Lost Temple was. Where Heid made her home, surrounded by her storm. Somehow even hints of the temple’s existence had been wiped from the game maps and general player information.

      But Sam knew it was there. Knew that had to be what the gap was.

      She glanced at once of the other temples, the biggest of the lot. The overlay responded by giving her more information about the place. It was called ‘The Great Temple’, and it seemed that was were the Great Race and Great Joust were hosted. That’s where she would need to compete if she wanted to win her way out of this place.

      Each of the other temples was for more and more novice events. Sam settled her vision on the smallest of the lot. It was the temple where the lowest level players would compete amongst each other for early victories.

      “Seems like as good a place to start as any,” Sam said. With luck she could win a few quick events there and then move on to the higher ranked temples. These would all be practice for the main event. She gently leaned forward, edging her heels into the drake’s sides. It complied by shooting forward toward the distant temple.

      The wind howled as they soared through the air. It left Sam’s hair streaming behind them like a banner. She smiled with delight. There were few enough things in Valhalla that were simple joys. She thought that flying on a dragon might just be one of them.

      It took them only a short while to cross to the temple. Dragons were already filling the skies there, and others milled about on the ground below. Sam figured that would be the best place to go for more information. This was her first event in Vanaheim, aside from the tutorial. She’d need to learn how to do this. Again Sam felt a pang of loss. If Harald were there, he could explain it all to her. Instead she would have to do the best she could on her own.

      She landed the drake on the grassy field just outside the temple and hopped down, looking around. Dragons and their riders were all over the place. There ought to be someplace with a person in charge though, right? Someone she could talk to about signing up? Or even what sort of challenge was next on the agenda?

      “You look lost. Need help?”

      Sam turned. It was almost like staring into a mirror. The woman in front of her had the same bright red hair that she did, the same well toned frame. Her face was different - thank goodness, or Sam might have wondered if Heid was up to something again.

      The woman was smiling. She was dressed head to toe in red leathers that matched her hair well. She canted her head sideways, and Sam realized she was waiting for a reply.

      “I am a little lost,” Sam said. “Just arrived yesterday.”

      “And that tutorial doesn’t teach you much of anything about how this place works,” the woman said. She extended a hand. “I’m Brianne. I can help you get started.”

      Sam shook her hand. “I’m Sam, and I’d appreciate it.”

      “Look at the temple,” Brianne said, pointing. “Click it with your eyes, same as you do for inventory and status.”

      Sam did as she bid, and an interface appeared over her vision. It showed a long row of icons. Sam looked over them, wondering which was which.

      “The pile of coins is for the shop. Upgrades,” Brianne explained. “The dragon head is for the event interface. The number symbol? That’s for stats on the last race.”

      “And the face?” Sam asked, eying the last icon.

      “Your personal status. Shows your current ranking in the ladders, and which temples you’re eligible to participate in,” Brianne said.

      Sam clicked that one. She was ranked 2933…out of 2933. That left her eligible for only this temple. She was going to need to build up a ton of rank to be able to leave the realm and move on to the next. Sam groaned, thinking about how many races or jousts that might mean.

      “Don’t fret, you’ll get the hang if it. Race starting in ten minutes,” Brianne said. “If you want to try it, click the dragon head and then click ‘enter race’, it’ll ask you to confirm, and then you’ll be in.”

      Sam did as she suggested. This race was free, but the fact that there was a price tag attached at all implied that some of the events might not be, later. Thanks to Harald, Sam had some coin in the bank, but it wouldn’t last forever. She needed to win some events to bolster that reserve.

      “Why is it all interface driven?” Sam asked. It seemed a lot less personal than the other realms had been.

      Brianne shrugged. “Just how they set it up. Probably cuts down on the queue. Some of these events get pretty big.”

      “I’m in,” Sam said, clicking the confirmation button. “Thank you!”

      “Then my job is done! See you at the finish line, newbie,” Brianne said. But her eyes flashed with her smile in a way that took the sting out of the word.

      Sam turned back to her dragon. She wanted to go back into the interface and see about a few upgrades for her drake, but there wasn’t time. Already dragons were taking to the air around her. They were leaping into the air and flying toward a glowing ring of light hanging in the sky above the temple. As each dragon touched the disk it vanished from view.

      She vaulted into her saddle and hurriedly tied the straps to secure herself in place. There was little time to lose. The race would start soon.

      “Hang on tight,” she told Gurgle.

      Then Sam gave the command to take off. She flew her drake directly toward the disk, dodging a few other dragons on the way there. It looked like a giant soap bubble hanging in mid-air. She hesitated a moment, but another drake touched the bubble fro the other side and vanished. She pursed her lips, took a deep breath, and urged her dragon forward into the light.
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      Sam’s drake exploded out into bright sunlight. She was flying only a score of feet above the ground, but the terrain had changed radically. Gone was the city, the rolling hills, and the scattering of trees. The first thing Sam noticed was the heat. The sun beat down on her shoulders and head like a hammer. The temperature had gone up thirty degrees in an instant.

      The terrain was bare. Sand and rock stretched out ahead for miles in all directions. The stone was a ruddy color, and the sand like tan dust. She’d never seen a desert in Valhalla before, but she’d trained in one briefly, in her time in the Army. This place looked a lot like Arizona to her.

      Above and behind her shimmered a portal just like the one she’d travelled through.

      “That ought to be our way hoe,” Sam said over her shoulder.

      Gurgle made a mewing sound in reply. She turned and saw him ducking his head away from the light, trying vainly to hide himself from the heat and sunshine. Kobolds were especially sensitive to light. Being out there had to be torture for Gurgle!

      “Hang on! We’ll go back, right now. Get you out of this,” Sam said. She veered her drake about, starting toward the portal.

      “No!” Gurgle said. “Will be OK. Win race. Gurgle will no slow Great One down.”

      Sam looked the kobold in the eyes. He shot her a determined stare. When Gurgle set his mind to doing something, it was difficult to dissuade him. If she turned around and left, he’d never forgive her. She cast about for another solution.

      “Here, take this at least,” Sam said. She lifted her helm from her head and placed it on his. “It won’t fit, but it might keep the sun from your eyes.”

      Gurgle took the helm and placed it backwards over his face, making small moaning noises. Sam wasn’t sure if that was from relief or continued distress, but she was out of time to worry about it. A timer had begun counting down seconds in the corner of her vision. There was less than a minute until the race began!

      She looked at the timer, and a display opened, showing her the rules for the event. A map displayed the course. It was a loop, running out into the desert in a circle and then back. More complex, the race had hoops you needed to fly your dragon through. Each hoop missed cost the racer thirty seconds from their time! Sam was pretty sure that missing even one would cost her the race.

      The drakes around her were lining up, preparing to start. Sam guided her mount into the line and found herself hovering alongside Brianne.

      “Ready, newbie?” Brianne shouted across to her.

      “As I can be!” Sam shouted back.

      “Remember - run the hoops. No other rules. Don’t hold back!” Brianne called to her.

      Harald had said much the same. Sam recalled the lesson - and how she’d thrown it back at him. If she hadn’t been so bold, maybe he would still be alive. Another week of training in Jotunheim wouldn’t have killed her, and by then perhaps Thorsten would have moved on…

      Sam pushed the thoughts away. The last seconds were ticking down.

      A cannon blast sounded, and the race began! All around her the drakes were rushing forward, beating wings and jockeying for position in the air. Sam weaved a course through them. She was surprised that her drake was able to keep up, but it seemed like some of the drakes around her were more like hers - sleek animals built for speed. Others were massive dragons that seemed like they were more built for fighting. Those ones were having a more difficult time reaching the same velocity as the smaller drakes.

      One massive blue dragon swung close by her as she tried to pass him. It’s wings thrashed the air only feet away from her own drake’s limbs. Another moment and the beast would smash into her mount! It was easily twice the size of her jade drake. Sam had no doubts what the result of that collision would be.

      She fired off a ray of frost spell. The ray impacted the wing, slowing the dragon down. It spun out and began spiraling toward the ground. Sam smiled, relieved. Served that rider right!

      The pack was beginning to break up a bit. Sam saw another dozen riders out ahead of her. It was going to be a struggle to catch up. Judging by how swiftly some of the drakes were flying, Sam wondered if she would be able to catch them at all. But she had to try.

      They were approaching the first ring. It was a massive thing, but it was still only big enough for one drake to pass through at a time. As she swooped in toward it Sam saw two drakes approach at the same time. They collided with a booming crash. Both drakes crumpled and spun toward the ground below.

      Another dragon was closing with the ring, clearly trying to beat Sam through. She could slow down - try to wait until it had passed. But she would lose a lot of velocity that way. Or she could try to accelerate and rush through before it passed.

      “Hang on tight!” she cried, urging greater speed from her mount.

      As they approached, Sam let loose a volley of flame blasts at the other dragon. It dodged, veering from one side to another to avoid her spells. But each twist slowed it down just a little.

      It was going to be close.

      Sam held her breath as they darted through the circle, mere feet ahead of the other drake. It was close enough that the thing snapped at her own dragon’s tail, trying to catch it in its teeth. Sam leaned back and hit the thing with a lightning blast. It froze in place, unable to beat its wings for a moment.

      The next dragon in line was unable to stop in time and crashed into it from behind. Both drakes tumbled end over end, their riders crying out in distress as they tried vainly to bring their dragons back under control before they hit the ground.

      Sam turned her attention back to the front of her again. That was only the first ring. According to the map, there were three more before the race was over. Even with the dragons thinning out a bit, that didn’t mean the threat was less. Those which had made it this far were even more likely to be a threat.

      No sooner had she had the thought than Sam felt a sharp pain in her left shoulder. She gasped and looked at the wound. An arrow protruded from her. It had punched through her armor and embedded itself in the flesh beneath. For a moment Sam flashed back to the black arrow that had hurt her so badly, but no. This was an ordinary shaft.

      She yanked the weapon loose and cast a healing spell on herself, restoring some of her health. Then she looked around for the attacker.

      Whoever it was had to be above her, based on the angle the arrow had entered. But at first Sam couldn’t spot the archer. Then she realized where the person had to be. He was hiding in the sun. Using the bright light to keep her from seeing him.

      Sam fired a flame bolt in the direction of the brightest light. She was rewarded. The dragon dodged, but it had to come out of the light a little bit to avoid her spell.

      “Got you now!” Sam said.

      She fired a ray of frost, but the spell missed. The dragon rolled over, dropping thirty feet of altitude in an instant as it dropped in directly behind her.

      “Archer to the rear!” she warned Gurgle.

      He murmured something and was moving around. A second later she heard the thwacking noise of an arrow slamming into wood and smiled. Gurgle was watching her back.

      The second ring was coming up dead ahead. Sam soared through, but the enemy archer was still directly behind her, firing away. She swerved right and left, making herself a harder target.

      “Time to get low and get fast,” Sam said. She brought her drake into a dive, stopping so close to the ground that it had to keep its long tail out straight behind it to avoid raking the sand. But that let Sam use the terrain. She saw a ravine off to the left and dove down into it, dodging another arrow strike. The other dragon followed. Whoever it was, they weren’t about to give up easily. But they weren’t gaining on her either. She ducked under a rock bridge and slipped between two massive pillars of rock. The archer’s dragon followed close behind her.

      “Got to shake them somehow,” Sam said.

      “Gurgle stop three arrows!”

      “Good job. Keep blocking arrows,” Sam said.

      She fired a few more fire bolts to her rear, more to keep the rider and dragon behind her off-balance than anything else. It dodged them without too much trouble, although Sam saw one of her blasts smash some rock apart that spattered the dragon’s hide with sharp fragments.

      The third ring was coming up fast.
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      Sam poured on all the speed her drake could manage and swept upward from the ravine. As she did, two arrows thudded into her drake’s flank, one after the other. Her mount screamed with pain, it’s screeching cry echoing from the nearby rocks and making Sam’s heart ache with sympathy.

      She leaned over and cast a healing spell onto her mount, pouring as much magic as she could into the working. The drake quieted, its wingbeats returning to their usual steady rhythm. She couldn’t do that forever, though. She needed to get rid of the dragon behind her. But how?

      The rocky outcrop to her left gave Sam an idea. She zipped in alongside it, coming as close as she dared. Just as she had hoped, the pursuing dragon followed her movements closely. The rider was too worried about taking her out. He wasn’t concerned enough about himself.

      Sam fired a flame bolt at him to keep him on his toes. He dodged, but the movement brought him even closer to the rock.

      Remembering how her flame spell had blasted chunks of rock loose in the ravine, Sam fired a volley of the spells at the top of the rock wall.

      An enormous wave of rock and sand blew free from the peak. It rained down, narrowly missing Sam and her mount.

      The other drake wasn’t so lucky. Chunks of rock hammered its wings, and a massive pile of sand poured down, driving it into the ground below. It gave only a small squawk as the first impacts went home and then nose-dived soundlessly into the rocky terrain below.

      “One more down,” Sam said. She drove her mount onward, racing toward the next ring. This time the other dragons were spread out enough that she passed through without any further interference.

      Only the fourth ring was left. The remainder of the course was a flat run, straight and level across sandy dunes. Ahead of her Sam could see the other dragons flying - six of them still out there ahead. She glanced back over her shoulder. Three more were close enough to perhaps become a threat if they were able to gain on her. The rest had fallen behind or crashed.

      Sam checked her stats.

      Health 121/125, Stamina 302/350, Mana 365/675.

      Jade Drake Health 190/200, Stamina 92/240.

      Both she and her drake were in pretty good shape, but it was winded. The remaining stamina it had available would carry them on to the finish, but Sam would need to be careful about burning too much of it too soon. She kept a steady pace instead of pushing hard, watching the drake’s stamina carefully to keep it about the same level. Once they’d passed the final ring, she’d make a big push.

      In the meantime, her mana was replenishing quickly enough that Sam felt comfortable spending a little more on a few spells. First she restored both herself and her drake to full health using her healing spell. Then she took careful aim at the next drake ahead of her in the race.

      From behind, they couldn’t see her well. If she could hit it just right…

      Sam released the spell. The flame bolt spun through the air, rocketing toward the other dragon. It impacted against the thing’s legs, exploding in a massive burst of light and heat. The drake shook and then dove to the right, taking evasive action to avoid more attacks.

      But Sam had just cast the one spell. No more attacks were incoming. The other rider had lost a lot of ground for no reason. Sam chuckled under her breath as she closed the gap even more between them. She eased up her speed a little more, watching the drake’s stamina trickle lower, but it brought her in range.

      Sam cast her lightning storm spell ahead of the other rider’s flight path. He flew directly into her spell, the lightning shocking both rider and dragon into immobility for a few crucial seconds.

      She zipped past them as they fell toward the ground. The drake managed to recover before they crashed, but they’d lost all their velocity. They were out of the race. Sam could hear the other rider cursing as she passed.

      They were through the final ring. One last dash to the finish line and she’d be done. Only five other riders ahead. About a minute left to the race.

      Sam urged her drake forward to top speed. From its back, she fired one flame bolt after another at the targets ahead. She wasn’t trying to hit them so much as slow them down by forcing them to dodge. Most of them were ignoring the shots completely. The nearest dodged a little, losing some ground. It couldn’t pick back up the lost speed. The mount was running out of stamina even faster than Sam’s. Its rider had used to much energy too soon, and now it was close to spent.

      The gap shrank rapidly as Sam’s drake shot forward through the air. Her drake’s stamina was down to forty-eight points, but so long as it reached the finish line with even a couple of points left, she could land it. It was more important to close with the other drakes.

      She nailed the closest one with a frost ray, the only spell Sam still had the mana to cast. It fluttered and lost still more ground before spiraling toward the dunes below to land. One more down.

      The others were only a bit ahead, but so was the finish line. Sam’s mana was coming back. Another few seconds and she could use another ray of frost. She just had to be close enough for the spell to be effective.

      There, that was just enough. She fired the spell. It hit the dragon in the tail, but the freezing tendrils spiraled up the limb and froze the dragon’s hindquarters as well. It didn’t crash, but it slowed down enough for Sam’s drake to speed by.

      Three more ahead. Sam swore. The lead drake was already passing the finish line. Then the next. Her mount’s stamina was down to fifteen. Then twelve. Then ten.

      The finishing line was a shimmering translucent barrier, brilliant with rainbow colors from refracted sunlight. It was only a few dragon-lengths ahead of her. Five stamina left. Four.

      She was through!

      Sam slowed her drake down, and the stamina loss diminished. Her drake was more than winded. The poor beast was exhausted. It could barely keep her aloft, and she let it settle down toward the sand where the other riders had landed. It all but collapsed as soon as it touched down on the sand.

      With shaking hands Sam undid the straps holding her in place. She looked back at Gurgle, still crouched down under his shield and her helm behind her.

      “You OK?” she asked.

      “Gurgle will live,” the despondent kobold replied.

      Sam smiled wryly. She wished she’d been able to give Gurgle the win that he’d expected from her in return for his valor in sticking with her. The sunlight was burning him even now. She’d need to get him out of this place as soon as the drake recovered enough to fly again.

      Her legs were wobbly as she stepped down from the dragon, and Sam almost slipped and stumbled in the loose sand. Someone clapped.

      She looked up sharply, ready to deal with whoever was mocking her. But it was Brianne again, clapping and smiling.

      “Fourth place on your first race? Well done!” Brianne said.

      “It wasn’t a win, though,” Sam replied.

      “No, I won. I’ve been doing this for a month, I’d better be able to thrash some newbie just out of Jotunheim!” Brianne said. She flashed Sam a grin. “You did a damned fine job. I don’t know of any other person who placed so well in her first race.”

      The words made Sam feel a little better about her results. It was her first race, after all. She’d only improve, especially once she’d upgraded her drake from the stock model. That she hadn’t even been able to win the lowest level race didn’t speak well for her ability to beat the Great Race anytime soon. But then again, she’d been told before that these things took time, and somehow she’d been able to beat the odds over and again.

      She’d find a way to do it here as well.

      “Thanks. And congratulations on the win!” Sam said. She meant the words, too. Brianne had helped her, and a friend was worth a lot in this world. She’d had to leave too many behind already. It was nice to make new allies.

      “Care to come back with me and celebrate?” Brianne asked. “Our drakes will need a few hours to feed and rest after all this work. I can show you around the city some.”

      Sam only thought about it for a moment before replying.

      “Absolutely.”
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      Sam leaned back in her seat, letting the mead and the buzzing ambiance of the place fill her up. She still felt some of the grime from the desert stuck to her face, and she knew bits of sand were in her hair. Best of all, she didn’t care. Brianne was in much the same shape, and she didn’t seem bothered by it either.

      It was a good way to relax tired muscles after a hard ride like the one she’d had. She was using her legs and body in a way to which it wasn’t accustomed, and while Sam thought she would get used to it in time, it wasn’t going to happen overnight. Strange, that even in the virtual world it seemed to take time to adapt one’s body to new activities. They’d done a good job making the physical body feel as real as possible.

      That line of thought brought her mind back around to wonder about Heid and her plotting. Sam grimaced and took another swig of her mead. The AI was the last being she wanted to think about just then. Better to forget her worries. At least for a little while.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” Brianne asked.

      “Ugh, they’re not worth that much,” Sam replied. She shook herself from the dark mood and brought herself back to the present.

      The race hadn’t been a win, but it had boosted her rank. Not enough to be eligible for the next rank of race, not even close. She estimated she’d need to run a lot more races to win through to the eleventh temple. But it was a start.

      “Got a place to stay set up?” Brianne asked.

      “Yeah. I set up a guild hall when I arrived,” Sam replied.

      “You’re a guild leader! Do you have many people here?” Brianne asked.

      “No, just me. It’s a little lonely there, but Gurgle keeps me company.”

      Brianne looked curiously at the kobold, who was gnawing on a pile of rib meat. “I suspect there’s an interesting story behind him.”

      “Definitely. Involves a dungeon, a bunch of deaths, and some of the nastiest skeletons you’d ever want to meet,” Sam said.

      “I’m in a guild,” Brianne said. “The Keepers of Thunder. We’re mostly in Jotunheim, but have a dozen or so members here as well. You’re welcome to hang out with us anytime you want.”

      “Thanks,” Sam said with a smile. It was nice to feel wanted. She wasn’t sure how to tell Brianne that she wasn’t planning to stay in Vanaheim very long. She wanted to be on her way to the next realm as soon as she could manage it. But while she was here it would be good to have other people to work with and learn from.

      Sam drained the last of her mug and set it down. Only then did she realize that was her second drink - or was it her third? It had been more than she’d intended, especially after spending the morning in the hot desert. She sighed and leaned back in her chair, closing her eyes for a moment.

      “We should get you back home,” Brianne said. “Not that I mind the company! But there will be more races in the afternoon. You’ll want to rest a bit so you’re fresh for them. If you’re ready for another go, that is.”

      She flashed an impish smile with that last. Sam grinned back at her.

      “Oh, I’ll be ready,” Sam said. She’d get there early, this time. Upgrade her mount and then see how this race went. With Harald’s money, she could afford a lot of upgrades. She would take it slow, build the mount up slowly so she could learn which sorts of improvements mattered most. But Sam had no doubt she’d be winning races soon enough.

      “That’s the spirit!” Brianne said. “Or you could try a joust. You haven’t done one yet, have you?”

      “No, just the tutorial one,” Sam said.

      “You might be good at it. I saw you slinging some magic around out there. You have many spells?” Brianne asked.

      “A few.” Sam felt suddenly reticent to spill all her secrets, no matter how nice Brianne seemed. She wanted a few surprises available to her.

      “Good, that will help,” Brianne said. The woman didn’t seem at all put off by Sam’s keeping precisely what magic she had handy to herself. “Try a joust, maybe. I think you’d do well.”

      “I might. But the race was fun, and a real challenge,” Sam said.

      She felt odd about the idea of a joust. Combat - the sort of one on one combat that was implicit in a joust - was an unnerving idea to her. That wasn’t normal for her at all. Back in the other realms she’d been willing to jump in and do battle any time. Why was she suddenly frightened by the idea?

      “So, rest, then another race?” Brianne said.

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      She rose from her seat. “Shall we?”

      “Let’s,” Sam replied. She stood with only the smallest bit of a wobble, but Brianne reached out a hand to stabilize her anyway. Sam found herself leaning into Brianne’s side as they wove their way toward the door.

      “You sure you’re OK to fly home?” Brianne asked.

      “Gurgle will help her fly,” the kobold said from beside her.

      “I bet you could fly her drake, couldn’t you,” Brianne said, looking curiously at the kobold. “Just be careful. No crashes!”

      “Why are you helping me, anyway?” Sam asked. “Not that I’m complaining. But you’re putting out a lot of effort for someone you hardly know.”

      “I could tell you that we redheads have to stick together. Or that I think you’re really hot,” Brianne said. Sam flushed a little at that, which made Brianne’s smile grow even broader. “But the truth is, I’m helping you because someone else helped me when I needed it. One thing you learn in Valhalla: nobody gets through everything here alone. We all need a little help from time to time.”

      “Well, thank you,” Sam replied. “I appreciate it.”

      They went around to the back of the tavern, where their drakes were stabled. The stables were larger than the tavern itself, which felt odd to Sam at first but was probably true of every social establishment in Vanaheim. If everyone got around on dragon back everywhere they went, then big stables were probably more the norm than the exception.

      Their dragons were just ahead, tied side by side on the edge of the stables. Both of them had their heads inside a trough, eating whatever the dragon-fodder inside was made of. Sam could smell fish even from that distance and wrinkled her nose. Smelly, warm fish. Her drake was going to need a bath, if she’d been eating a lot of that. Or mouthwash. Or both.

      A flicker of movement off to Sam’s left caught her eye. Slowed by the mead, she turned to see what it was almost too late to react. Light glinted off an arrowhead from the shadows between two towers.

      A black arrowhead.

      “Get down!” Sam shouted, diving across Brianne to throw both of them to the ground.

      The arrow flashed through the air where they’d been standing and embedded itself into the stable wall.
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      Even before she hit the ground Sam was calling magic to her hands. She returned fire, launching a flame bolt at where the archer had been hiding. It had to be Thorsten. He’d found her at last, and now he was coming to finish what he’d started.

      Sam rose to her knees and fired another flame bolt. It impacted high, just above Thorsten, raining fire down all around him. He yelped, but that didn’t stop him from nocking another arrow and firing at her a second time.

      With seconds to react, Sam brought up yet another flame bolt. He’d blocked her spell with one of his arrows, once. Perhaps she could do the same.

      She flung the spell into the path of the arrow. They met  only a few feet in front of her face, both attacks consuming one another in an explosion of flame and ash.

      Blinded by the burst, Sam flung another bolt out directly in front of her, ducking. Her instincts were right. Another black arrow flashed directly over her head. It struck the stable wall, dark tendrils reaching out to devour the stone. A huge chunk of the wall simply vanished.

      “What the hell, Sam!” Brianne shouted.

      “Stay down! You too, Gurgle,” Sam called out. She flung another flame bolt in the direction of their attacker and stepped sideways. Sam had a good feel for where he was now, even though it was hard to see for sure through the detonations of ash and flashes of light from her spells. Time to finish this!

      Lightning exploded down the alley between the buildings. Crackling energy snapped between the structures, igniting small fires. Sam heard Thorsten cry out as the electricity slammed into him. She caught a glimpse. He was jolted off his feet and thrown against the wall next to him by one of the bolts.

      “It’s over, Thorsten!” Sam shouted down the alley. She stalked toward him.

      Flame crackled in both her hands. She threw one of the bolts into Thorsten where he lay on the ground. It slammed home in an explosion of fire. Sam had never felt so strong, so in control. Checking her status bar, she noted that she still had more than half of her mana remaining. It would be more than enough to finish him.

      Anger flowed through her, fuel for the magic. This was the man who’d killed her friend. She would find a way to make him pay. It wasn’t going to be enough to simply kill him, though. He’d just come back and try again. Maybe he’d kill Gurgle next time, or Brianne, or someone else.

      “It has to end,” Sam muttered under her breath, hurling another blast of fire at Thorsten. How could she stop him for good?

      He rolled, avoiding most of the impact. She ignited the air around him with another lightning storm. Arcs of electricity flared around him, blasting him back to the ground when he tried to rise.

      “I agree completely,” he growled. He rolled out of the line of fire of her next flame bolt, rising to one knee at the end of the move. He still had his bow, and nocked yet another arrow. Sam fired a flame bolt directly at the bow. They were only ten feet from one another. She couldn’t afford to hesitate.

      The arrow flashed out, but it wasn’t aimed at her. It sped by her spell, narrowly missing. Sam’s magic slammed into Thorsten, hurling him backward to the ground again. She turned, looking to see where the arrow had been aimed, dreading what she would see.

      Brianne and Gurgle had followed her command. Both of them had stayed down under cover behind a low wall. They were protected from Thorsten’s shots. But the overhang above them was still vulnerable, and the arrow slammed into it precisely where it connected with the building above.

      Black tendrils of destruction reached out from the point of impact, devouring the stone and turning it to motes of ash. What little remained could no longer support the weight of the overhang. A thousand pounds of stone broke away and sailed down toward the spot where her friends were hidden.

      “Look out!” Sam shouted. She raced toward them both, already knowing she would be too late to save them.

      Gurgle saw the threat as well. He jumped up, tackling Brianne backward. Then the rubble collapsed where they’d been standing with a resounding roar. Dust plumed in all directions, obscuring Sam’s view. She ran toward the scene. Brianne would respawn even if crushed, but Gurgle only had one life. If he hadn’t made it clear…!

      “I’m coming!” Sam called out. “Are you OK?”

      “Gurgle OK,” came the muffled reply. Sam sagged with relief, then turned back to face the bigger threat. Thorsten could still put an arrow into her and finish her off.

      But he was already gone. The space on the ground where he’d been was empty. There was no trace of him or his bow. He’d used the distraction to flee.

      Cursing under her breath, Sam went back to the rubble. She stepped carefully over the broken chunks of rock and found Gurgle and Brianne. They’d fallen back into the stables themselves. They were covered head to toe in grime and dust, but they looked largely unhurt.

      Brianne stood and brushed herself off. She glanced around at the destruction. “You want to tell me what that was all about?”

      “I’ve got someone out to kill me,” Sam replied.

      “No kidding. I’ve never seen a weapon do anything like that!” Brianne exclaimed, her voice rising. “What sort of arrows were those?”

      “Ones you don’t ever want to be hit by,” Sam said. Her voice dropped, and she kicked a rock with her toe.

      She knew what she had to do next, even if she didn’t like it. There was too much risk involved in being around her. Brianne could have been killed just like Harald. That first arrow might have hit her. Thorsten didn’t care if there was a little collateral damage in his quest to kill her. He’d already proved that over and again.

      “Who was he?” Brianne asked.

      “An enemy. Someone who’s out to stop me, no matter the cost,” Sam replied. “I’m too dangerous to be around. It’s not safe.”

      Brianne scoffed. “What’s he going to do, kill me? Or you, for that matter. We’ll just come back. Griefers don’t last long in Valhalla. They get bored fast.”

      “Griefers?” Sam asked.

      “People like your friend who get their kicks picking on someone by killing them over and over,” Brianne said. “It’s crappy. But it’s rare because once they get spotted, the community usually takes care of it. We’ll take this jerk down together.”

      Sam shook her head. How could she explain? Harald had stressed how important it was to keep the hacked weapons a secret. But Brianne had seen them in action and still didn’t understand what they were. She thought it was some sort of magic that was new to her. Sam had to make it clear.

      “This is worse. A lot worse. You saw what those arrows did?” Sam asked.

      “Yeah, like dissolved the stone, right?”

      “No. They erased it. Deleted it,” Sam said.

      There was a pause as Brianne thought for a moment, taking in the implications of what Sam had said.

      “Deleted, like the underlying data is gone?” Brianne asked. “What happens if they hit a person?”

      “Then that person is wiped from the system. Gone. Forever. There’s no respawn.”

      “Holy shit,” Brianne said. She sat down on a particularly large chunk of rock, then jumped back to her feet. She stared at the stone as if wondering if the corruption which had caused it to fall would spread to her somehow.

      “Weapons like that aren’t supposed to exist at all,” Brianne protested. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” Sam said, nodding sadly. “I’ve seen it. Twice.”

      Brianne looked away. She walked a few steps, then faltered and came to a stop. “I…can’t…”

      “Stop. I get it,” Sam said, working to keep the bitterness she felt from her words. Death was what the people here feared most of all. Final oblivion was the worst fate imaginable. That’s why they’d had their minds uploaded to an imaginary world, after all. The fear that there was nothing at all after death and the desire to keep going no matter what was the driving force that motivated them most of all.

      “I’m sorry,” Brianne said. Her voice sounded thin and strained.

      “Don’t be. If I could get away from this nightmare, I would too.”

      Brianne looked down at her feet again. Without another word she went to her drake and mounted up. She glanced at Sam once more, looking like she was going to try to say something else. Then she pinched her lips together instead and shook her head. Turning her face skyward, she launched her mount into the air.

      Sam watched her go, collapsing onto one of the broken chunks of rock. Bitter tears filled the corners of her eyes.
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      Sam didn’t want to enter the second race. Somehow it didn’t seem worth trying. Thorsten was still loose, and what was she going to do about it? After all, what Brianne had said was true. Even if she killed him, he would just come back to haunt her again. She’d never be safe so long as he had those arrows.

      Worse, no one around her would be safe, either. Not Gurgle - but not anyone else she might meet. Anyone who helped her might end up just like Harald. She was alone.

      Well, not quite alone. Sam looked down at Gurgle, helping her scrub the dust from her drake. He alone wasn’t afraid. Because he wasn’t immortal? Or because he was only as alive as his code allowed him to be?

      There was another possible answer. Maybe Gurgle was just really that courageous. Sam liked that idea.

      “We should enter the second event,” Sam said.

      “Bad man might be there,” Gurgle replied. He continued brushing dirt from the jade dragon.

      “He might. But he might be there tomorrow, too. Or the day after. There’s never going to be a great time.”

      Gurgle nodded. “He always come back.”

      “And those arrows will always be a threat,” Sam said.

      “Then take arrows?” Gurgle said. He looked up at her.

      Sam’s eyebrows rose. It wasn’t an impossible idea. Thorsten was only as big a threat as he was because he was armed with the hacked weapons. If she could get them away from him, she would have that power instead of him. Maybe she could destroy them. Use one of the arrows to erase the rest of them, or something. That would reduce Thorsten to nothing more than a regular ‘griefer’, and hadn’t Brianne said that they didn’t fare well in Valhalla?

      “But how? If we kill him, his items travel with him to the respawn point,” Sam said. She puzzled over the problem.

      “Have to not kill him, take arrows,” Gurgle said in a matter-of-fact way.

      She stared down at him. His problem solving skills were growing all the time. “You’re a little wonder, you know that?”

      “Gurgle know,” he replied with a smile.

      They took to the air a short while later, winging their way toward the first temple. The idea of being stuck at the novice level grated on Sam, but there was no help for it. They needed to start somewhere, and she had barely fought her way to fourth place in her first real race.

      “I think we’ll try the jousts instead of the race,” Sam said. “With my magic we should have the advantage there.”

      “Gurgle hold shield, block arrows,” the kobold said. She’d rigged some straps to hold him to the saddle better.

      “Just not any black ones, if you can avoid them,” she replied.

      “No black ones,” Gurgle said bobbing his head up and down.

      Entering the joust was easy enough, now that Sam knew the interface. The next one was starting in an hour, so she had time to kill. She glided over the field, checking the dragons packed in below. No one she recognized. Whether Brianne had decided to take the rest of the day off or had graduated to the next temple, Sam couldn’t say. But she didn’t seem to be around. How could she blame the woman? No sane person would want any part of the mess she was in.

      Finding an empty spot, she settled her drake in for a landing and opened the interface again. She was already registered for the joust, but if she was going to do well in the battle she needed to look into some upgrades for her mount.

      Sam opened up the shop window. The array of options was dizzying. She could swap between drake types. There were eight to choose from, not just the two that she’d been offered in the tutorial! They ranged from massive bruisers that seemed to her like flying tanks, to sleek speed-car varieties. Looking at each variety, she could see their stats. Each one was rated for base and maximum speed, acceleration, stamina, health, and damage dealing ability.

      There seemed to be a spectrum. The further to one side, the bigger and tougher the drakes were, but the slower they flew as well. Speed or firepower. The middle options were more flexible, but excelled at neither. Those versatile dragons had maximum stats that were middle of the road, so even once they were ranked up they would never be as fast or as well armored as the extreme versions.

      Sam spotted an option to ‘expand her stable’. It looked like that would let her have a second dragon, but the cost was enormous at ten thousand gold. She had the money, but she’d need to buy a second drake as well, and the total would put her out of half her remaining coin. Without knowing what other costs would wait for her in other realms, it seemed best to stay focused and live on a budget where she could. One drake would be enough, for now.

      Which meant she needed to upgrade what she had. Her drake was the third best racing model, or the sixth best joust model, according to the stats. It lacked the damage and armor of the bigger tank dragons, and she wondered for a few moments if she would be better off switching to another model.

      But she could use her heals to help her drake survive wounds, so having a somewhat smaller health pool might not be the worst thing. Having the drake able to deal damage would be nice, but her spells would be their primary weapon. She didn’t need the dragon with the biggest claws.

      In the end she decided to stick with her mount. It turned out her jade drake was female, and she gave it a name using the interface.

      “Arrow,” she said, stroking the thing’s head. It gave her a toothy smile. The drake would be her arrow, and she’d use it to finally deal with the weapons by the same name that were causing her so much trouble!

      Sam set about upgrading her drake. She spend two thousand gold - a fortune. But by the time she was done, the drake was faster, could turn better, and had improved armor and health ratings. Sam looked around at the other drakes parked on the field.

      Some of those would be in battle against her soon enough. She couldn’t tell by looking at them which would be most dangerous. Her own drake had barely changed at all through her upgrades. It seemed a little bigger, its claws perhaps a bit longer and sharper. The wings were more broad, and it’s armor felt different under her fingers. But from a distance the drakes looked much the same as one another.

      “It’ll have to be enough,” Sam said. One way or another, she’d know soon. The joust would start in a few minutes.

      “Great One!” Gurgle hissed with alarm.

      Sam whirled, her hand going to the hilt of her sword. When she saw what Gurgle was warning her about, she drew the weapon and readied a spell.

      It was Thorsten.
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      Thorsten was right in front of her. His sword was sheathed, his hands open at his sides. Sam aimed the tip of her sword at his throat, and all he did in return was grin at her. She wanted nothing more than to slip her blade into him, but it wouldn’t do her any good. He’d be back almost immediately.

      Her eyes darted down to the pouch at his waist. It was black, made from waxed leather that reflected the sunlight. That was where he kept his arrows. She’d seen him withdraw the things from there often enough. Small as the pouch might be, all he had to do was reach inside to draw out one of the hacked weapons. But for the moment at least the bag wasn’t just closed, it was actually tied shut.

      “You’re making a scene,” Thorsten said. He raised a hand slowly to her blade and slid it away from his neck.

      “What makes you think I won’t just cut you down?” Sam said.

      “If you were going to, you would have already,” he replied. “We both know that won’t help you in the long run.”

      He was right, both about how frustratingly ineffective killing him now would be, and also about how they were making a spectacle of themselves. Already several nearby riders had stopped what they were doing to peer at the strange tableau. She sheathed her weapon, but kept a spell at the ready just in case.

      “What do you want?” Sam asked.

      “To offer you an easy out,” Thorsten said. “No more running or fear. We can walk away and I’ll slip one of these arrows into you. A quick jab and it’s all over. Your pet there will be safe. Your new friend with the flaming hair won’t have to fear vanishing in the middle of the night. All you have to do is surrender the necklace to me.”

      “So you can kill me,” Sam said.

      “I’m going to kill you, Sam,” Thorsten replied. “It’s a matter of how much collateral damage you want to happen along the way. Harald died because you wouldn’t give up. How many more have to follow in the same way?”

      Sam glared at him, but there was just enough truth to his barb to make it hurt. If she’d been willing to just stop, to surrender, Harald would still be alive. Thorsten had killed him, but it had been her insistence to continue her quest that had put Harald into the situation in the first place. Worse, he had given her his protection. If he’d kept the hammer necklace, it would have been her dead, not him.

      Her friendship with Harald had doomed him. How many more would die for the same reason?

      “No. I will fight you, Thorsten. Somehow I’ll find a way,” Sam growled.

      “You’re about to get your chance,” he replied with a sly smile.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m in the same arena you are. In the same joust, in fact. Unless I miss my guess we will meet up in the third match, unless you lose before that,” he replied.

      Dread gripped Sam. She wasn’t ready. She’d beaten him before, but he clearly had something in mind here. He had a plan and she wasn’t going to like it.

      “Be seeing you…soon,” Thorsten said. Then he turned and walked away.

      Sam tracked his progress with her eyes until he stopped before an enormous dragon. The thing was huge! Spines decorated most of its body. It had massive claws and teeth the size of short swords. The armor covering its body gleamed in the light.

      Of course Thorsten wouldn’t have a basic model dragon for these fights. He’d been in Valhalla for years. He had plenty of money to spread around, same as Harald had. He hadn’t hesitated for a moment to spend everything he could on getting the very best.

      She recognized the beast from her earlier study. He’d gone with the extreme jousting model. Thorsten’s drake had the very best armor, health, and damage dealing possible. Sam was willing to bet that he’d ranked everything up to near maximum levels, too.

      Turning back to Arrow, her drake looked small and frail in comparison. Sam went back into the interface to see what she could do about that. Switching mounts at this point made little sense. She didn’t have the money to beat Thorsten at his own game. If she jumped to the tougher model of drake all she would end up with was a weaker version of what he had.

      Instead she opted to switch her drake out for an even faster model. Arrow changed in front of her eyes. The drake was leaner, more sinewy. Fins changed shape into something even more aerodynamic. Sam poured even more coin into speed, grace, and acceleration. It wasn’t the fastest dragon in Vanaheim when she was done, but Arrow would be much more nimble than Thorsten’s mount.

      Speed against power. Grace against strength. Only the battle coming would tell her if it was the right call or not.

      A horn blew, signaling that the first matches would begin soon. Sam mounted up. She reached a hand out to Gurgle, who took it and climbed up behind her.

      “Bad man was wrong, Great One,” Gurgle said.

      “I know. We’ll find a way to beat him,” she replied.

      “Yes. But also. Great One has friends because friends love you and want you to succeed,” Gurgle said. “Gurgle knows risks when he goes with Great One. Harald did too.”

      Sam closed her eyes, still feeling the weight of her friend’s death heavy on her heart. But Gurgle’s words brought her a little peace. “Thank you.”

      “Now we go kick bad man tail,” Gurgle said. “If bad man had tail.”

      Sam laughed. “Let’s go kick some metaphorical tail, then.”

      She lifted the reins and Arrow launched herself into the air with a grateful cry. The drake seemed eager to take flight. It felt to Sam like she was enjoying the use of her new wings, and she went through several tight spirals as she climbed that made Sam’s stomach lurch.

      “Little slower, girl,” Sam said, patting the drake’s side. “Save it for the fight.”

      Arrow gave a screeching cry in response that Sam hoped was an affirmative. They continued to climb, and Sam noted that one other dragon ascending nearby was had a red icon above its head. That had to be her opponent. Sam groaned when she saw it. This dragon was almost as big as Thorsten’s! She gritted her teeth together. At least it would be a good test of her theory. If Arrow’s speed plus her magic could take this beast down, then she should stand a decent chance against Thorsten too.

      A gong sounded. The battle commenced. All around her Sam watched as dragons hurtled toward one another. Her target was coming up toward her on fast wingbeats, each heavy stroke carrying it closer. The rider was armed with a long lance, but the dragon itself might be the bigger threat. It’s massive claws could tear Arrow, her, and Gurgle apart in seconds.

      “He’s got a big monster of a dragon. Let’s see how well he flies it,” she said. Lifting the reins, Sam urged Arrow to rocket upward into the storm clouds brewing over Vanaheim.
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      Cloud swept past Sam’s face as she dashed upward. The wind roared in her ears. Somewhere below, the big dragon was giving chase, bellowing as it climbed after her. But up here in the air she felt free and confident.

      All she needed to do was make sure the monster never closed with her.

      “Dragon falling behind,” Gurgle reported.

      “Keep me updated,” Sam said.

      Suddenly she was above the clouds and out in the open again. That wouldn’t do. She veered off to the left, diving back down into the thick stuff. Setting Arrow into a slow spiral, she looked around through the thick soup for her opponent.

      Sam spotted the eddy from its wingbeats a moment before it came into view. It was only thirty feet away! She pulled the reins hard and Arrow shot off to the right. The other dragon stormed upward toward the roof of the clouds. Seems her opponent wasn’t interested in fighting where he couldn’t see.

      Sam followed, climbing up again toward the roof of the cloud cover. She darted out for just a moment, long enough to send a flame bolt sailing toward the beast. It impacted against the dragon’s scales, but she didn’t get the impression of it doing much damage. She was going to have to hit it hard. A lot more than once.

      It started toward her, but she dashed back under the cloud cover out of view. The other rider had to be getting frustrated by then. Sam swung past beneath where she was pretty sure it was still waiting, and then climbed again.

      The other dragon was still facing the wrong way, looking from side to side as if it expected her to climb out of the mist right in front of it. Sam realized that was probably how most of these duels were fought. The two dragons close with each other and then hammered away at one another until one of them failed.

      Sam hit the dragon and rider with a lightning blast, stunning them. Then dropped, falling back into the cloud cover again. She hammered them with two more flame bolts before they vanished into the mist.

      When they didn’t reappear right away she grew concerned. Sam peered below, wondering if the other rider was going to try to pull the same trick that she’d just done. If he came up beneath her, he might be able to spear her drake with his lance before she could react.

      “Hang on. We’re going up again!” she called out.

      Gurgle tightened his grip on her sides as she lifted the reins again, and Arrow sped up out of the cloud cover. They stopped, hovering about fifty feet above the clouds, and waited.

      They didn’t have to wait long. The larger dragon spotted them and came roaring out of the clouds below. Sam took off at a tangental line to its approach, peppering the rider and mount with more flame bolts as it closed.

      Something silver flashed through the air over Sam’s head. She ducked instinctively, and spotted a javelin hurtling past her toward the ground. The rider already had another one in his hand. He’d set aside the long spear for the moment and was trying his luck with thrown weapons instead! He released the second one, forcing Sam to dodge down and away from the hurtling missile.

      “Gurgle no think this fun,” the kobold said behind her.

      She had to agree. The third javelin made Sam fly in a near loop that turned her stomach inside out. She was dodging the shots well enough, but each one was letting the other dragon get in closer to them. If she let them keep this up it was only a matter of time until he caught her.

      “He’s right handed!” Sam shouted over the wind. If she could get behind him and off to his right, he would have an impossible time hitting her with his throws. The rider would have to turn all the way around to manage it. She could get the angle on him. That much Sam was sure of.

      The problem was going to be keeping it. The enemy dragon could spin almost in place. Was Arrow fast enough to keep position and stay out of range?

      It was time to find out. Sam dashed toward the other dragon at an angle. It tried to turn and keep her in front of it, but she was too fast. Seconds later she was directly behind it. A moment after that, she’d found the sweet spot just to the right of its tail where the rider could no longer hit her with his javelins.

      But she wasn’t going to be able to hold that position long. Already the dragon was slowing down so that it could rotate in place and bring its claws and teeth to bear against her. Once it stopped moving it would have her.

      Sam gathered magic into her hand and fired a ray of frost at the dragon’s right wing. The wing slowed, beats diminishing. The rider was good, though. He spotted the problem immediately and had the dragon slow the other wingbeat to match. They were losing altitude, but still in control.

      So she hit the other wing as well, and then tossed a lightning storm on top of the other spells for good measure.

      All semblance of control vanished. The dragon and its rider dropped like a stone, hurtling toward the ground. They vanished into the clouds.

      Sam bit her lip. Was that enough, or were they likely to recover and come after her again? She needed to beat the other rider - either kill the rider or his drake, or force them to land and surrender. She brought Arrow into a dive and dropped after the pair.

      Clouds swept Sam’s face again, moistening her skin. The wind chilled her even through her clothes and armor. She kept a careful lookout for the other dragon - there!

      It had recovered from the stun. It was still sinking, thanks to her frost magic. But it was back under control again, and the right wing looked like it was warming up, too.

      The other rider hadn’t seen her yet. He was still distracted by trying to control his half-frozen mount. She hit them with another lightning storm, and they dropped again. Before they could recover, Sam hammered them again with the same spell.

      Now her mana was what was dropping faster than she liked. It was going to be close. Sam switched to frost spells again, freezing both wings.

      The rider vainly tried throwing more javelins, but he was too far below her. They never reached high enough to be a real threat. Whereas Sam was well within range to hit him with her own spells. She dropped another lightning storm, which cost the dragon another fifty feet.

      That seemed to take the last of the fight out of him. He brought the dragon back under control after the stun wore off and dove for the ground. Sam followed behind, wary for possible tricks. But it was no ruse. The other warrior headed directly back to the temple, and grounded his mount on the open field.

      An icon appeared in Sam’s vision. She clicked it.

      You have won the first joust of this event! The next round will begin ten minutes after the final jousts are completed. Be prepared for the next battle.

      “It’s over, Gurgle. We won,” Sam said. She brought her drake in toward the field, gliding in for a gentle landing.

      “Thank goodness,” Gurgle said. As soon as the dragon had settled to the ground, he slid off the saddle and plopped himself down on the ground, grabbing handfuls of grass and flinging them over himself. Then he lay back on the grass and gave a loud, contented sigh.

      “Kobolds meant to be on ground,” Gurgle said. “If were supposed to fly, would have had wings.”
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      Sam rubbed her drake’s neck affectionately. It had done a terrific job. The gamble she’d made seemed to have paid off well. Where the other dragon had been expecting her to enter into close combat, she’d avoided it entirely. As a result, not only had she and the dragon come through the match unscathed, she’d also managed to finish the joust with most of her mount’s stamina intact. It was a hopeful sign.

      “Gold pieces for a poor, broken rider, my lady?” a voice said softly behind her.

      She recognized that voice. It wasn’t one she expected to hear in this place, or one she welcomed hearing. Sam tensed as she turned. The woman standing before her was wearing old rags for clothing, the cloth draped heavily to cover her face. But Sam caught a glimpse anyway, confirming her identity.

      “Heid. What do you want?” Sam asked.

      “To help you,” the goddess replied.

      Sam tilted her head sideways and put her hands on her hips. Like she’d believe that Heid was ever out to help anyone but herself!

      “Fine, to help both of us, then,!” Heid hissed, frustrated. “If you die, we both fail.”

      That rang more true to Sam’s ears. “Fine. Talk.”

      “Thorsten is here. In this joust. He plans to kill you,” Heid said.

      “I know. He already came over to speak with me,” Sam said.

      “Then why are you still here? You’re in no way ready to fight him!”

      Sam bit back an angry retort. Hadn’t she just beaten him, in the alley behind the tavern? But she hadn’t, not really. She’d scared him off, but he had escaped. Even if she’d killed Thorsten then, it still wouldn’t have beaten him. She needed a way to stop him more permanently.

      “I suppose you have a suggestion?” Sam asked.

      Heid nodded, smiling. “You need to take his arrows from him. Then he’ll be harmless.”

      “And I suppose you want me to bring the arrows to you, after?” Sam asked. When Heid’s face grew distant, she had her answer. “So you can do what with them?”

      “That’s my business,” Heid said. Her eyes were guarded.

      “If you won’t trust me, what makes you expect I’d trust you?” Sam asked. “Don’t answer that. Answer me this, instead: did you know they would send an assassin after me with a hacked weapon like this?”

      Heid stood stock still, unmoving. But as alien as the AI was, Sam had her measure now. Her body language might not perfectly conform to that of a human mind, but it was close. Near enough for Sam to read her well, with enough interactions to base her understanding on.

      “You’ve been spending too much time around humans,” Sam said. “You’re starting to lie as badly as we do. This was your plan all along, wasn’t it? You wanted me here so that I would start my quest for answers. You wanted me to start the quest so that they would send in a weapon capable of deleting someone. The only question left is why?”

      “That’s my business,” Heid snapped.

      “Then get the arrows yourself,” Sam replied. “If you won’t give me a reason why, then what makes you think I would help you?”

      “Never mind, then!” Heid said. Her voice raised, and she threw back the cloth covering her face in a burst of anger. “I came here to help save you from the death that is coming. But you won’t let me? Fine! Then die. I’ll find another to free me.”

      Heid started to glow then, and Sam took a step back away from her. Free her? What did she need freedom from? She clearly was able to leave her Lost Temple if she really wanted.

      The light flared around Heid and then she was gone, vanished into thin air without a trace.

      “Damn, I wish I could just vanish like that,” Sam said.

      “Gurgle glad you no vanish. Would miss Great One.”

      “Thanks, Gurgle. We’ve got to get ready. Next match will be starting soon,” Sam said.

      She climbed back aboard her drake, stroking its neck gently. The more she rode Arrow, the more she cared about the beast. Her dragon had carried her through a couple of rough times already. Sam had the feeling that it was going to get worse before it got better. But Arrow would carry her through whatever Vanaheim had waiting for her.

      Gurgle climbed on behind her and strapped himself in. Sam looked to her own harness, making sure that she was secure in the saddle. Her fingers were already growing sweaty as the adrenaline rush began to kick in. Only this match, and then she would have to face Thorsten again. He wasn’t going to hold back. He’d finish her if he could.

      Then they were airborne. Gliding upward, Sam tried to pretend that her cares were floating away from her like they had other times she’d ridden Arrow. Nothing could be further from the truth. Her back was starting to knot up from the tension, and the battle hadn’t even started yet.

      “Got to keep my head in the game,” she muttered to herself.

      The timer was already counting down for the next match to begin. Sam looked around, but didn’t see the red icon which would indicate her next opponent was in the air yet. What happened if someone didn’t show up? Did she win by default? It was starting to look like she might find out.

      Sam shivered. That would mean Thorsten was her next match. Even though an easy win would be nice, Sam wanted to have at least one more match under her belt before she faced off against him in the air. Every scrap of practice she got would help.

      But there was no sign of her opponent. Sam turned Arrow east, winging out away from the city over the open hills and rocky terrain beyond. Getting clear from the crowd might help. Whoever she was facing next would see her more clearly that way. She considered dashing up for the cloud cover again, but she didn’t even know what her opponent’s dragon looked like yet, and she didn’t want someone sneaking up on her.

      The timer expired. The match had begun, but her opponent was still nowhere to be seen. Neither had she been announced as the winner. Sam noted that there was another timer - fifteen minutes, counting down. That must be the longest the matches were allowed to run. Maybe her opponent could show up late and still fight? She furrowed her brow and searched the skyline, but there was no one coming toward her to engage her. All around the temple dragons had risen into the air to fight, but none of them were coming at her.

      “Turn!” Gurgle shouted.

      Sam didn’t even look to see the nature of the threat. She pulled the reins hard to the left and banked Arrow, bringing the drake around into a sharp turn. A black sphere the size of a baseball sizzled through the air past her shoulder. It narrowly missed Arrow’s right wing before it hurtled past.

      “Where did that come from?” Sam asked.

      “Out of air!” Gurgle cried. “Saw it pop up and come at us!”

      Sam continued Arrow’s tight turn. “Keep your eyes open!”

      “Gurgle eyes all open.”

      Sam recognized that ball. It was a spell attack that she’d seen in Jotunheim. The black balls disintegrated whatever they hit. On the plus side for her, the spell took a lot of mana. The mage she met who knew the spell could only cast it a few times before he was tapped out.

      On the down side, Sam couldn’t fight what she couldn’t see. Where was he?

      Sam was still turning in a tight counter-clockwise arc when she saw another flash out of the corner of her right eye, just barely in her peripheral vision. Another spell! She brought arrow into a dive. The ball missed her, but this time it punched through Arrow’s wing, cutting a clean hole through. Arrow cried out in pain. Sam immediately reached down and cast a heal on the drake, which restore some of its health and began mending the wing tissue.

      If she’d gone into the dive two seconds later, the spell would have hit her instead of the wing. A hole punched through her would finish the match in a very unpleasant way.

      Worst of all, she’d gotten enough of a glimpse this time to see the spell as it was cast. Sam hadn’t seen a rider or a dragon in the air where it was. But there had to be. That spell originated from the caster’s hands. It couldn’t just appear out of nowhere.

      Another flash, and a third ball went winging toward them. This one punched through Arrow’s left wing. Like the others, it had come out of nowhere. Sam’s eyes narrowed. There was a dragon and rider out there. She was sure of it. She just couldn’t see them.

      “They’re invisible!” she hissed.
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      Sam had never seen anyone use magic to hide themselves so completely, but that had to be the explanation. It didn't seem very sporting, but then again neither were her own tactics in the last match. The game didn't care. What mattered was beating the opponent. How you forced the other dragon to the ground was less relevant than doing it.

      She glanced down at the surface below. Sam could just land. That would concede the match. Quitting now would mean that she didn't have to face Thorsten today, either. She could retreat to her base and consider options, maybe find a better way to deal with the threat he represented.

      But she wasn't quite ready to give in yet. The idea of just throwing in the towel rankled. Which left her with a sticky problem.

      “How do we fight someone we can’t even find?” Sam asked aloud.

      “Smell?” Gurgle asked, sniffing the air. He growled. “No can smell them.”

      “They’re too far, and there’s too much wind up here. We can’t just track them by scent,” Sam said.

      She dove Arrow toward the ground, skimming just above the surface and flying as fast as she dared, this low. The enemy would have to follow them. But where would they be? Down low, right on her tail? Or was the other rider staying high, preparing to pepper her from above?

      Sam considered diving back into the clouds again, like she had last fight. At least then she would be mostly invisible, too. But up there the other dragon would still be unseen. It could sneak up on her and blow her away before she even knew it was there.

      It could also do that down nearer to the ground, of course. Sam wondered why the rider hadn’t already done just that. If it was her with the magic stealth ability she would drive her dragon practically on top of her opponent and throw her spell right in their face. This rider was playing it safe, hitting her from afar. He wasn’t sure of himself. Or herself. There was no telling who the rider might be.

      The clouds overhead were still thick and dark, but they’d held off raining. Which was unfortunate. Rain would give away the invisible dragon’s position in an instant. Sam remembered reading about cloud-seeding. Some silver iodide would be very useful, assuming clouds in Valhalla even worked the same way as they did in the real world.

      Of course, silver iodide wasn’t the only way to seed a cloud.

      “I’ve got an idea!” Sam said.

      She pulled Arrow into a steep climb, rocketing skyward. Another of the dark balls slammed into the earth directly in front of their flight path, narrowly missing them. Sam noted the angle of the attack. The enemy was above and behind them a bit. Only her sudden change in direction had saved them from being struck.

      “Hang on, we’re going all the way up!” Sam said. She urged every bit of speed she could muster out of her drake. All the money she’d poured into speed enhancements were about to pay off, if this worked. By her rough guess she was well ahead of her opponent, who was likely climbing more slowly behind her.

      She had the other rider’s measure. They were cautious and careful, almost methodical in their approach to the battle. They studied her movements and then only took action when they were sure it would pay off. Her erratic movements had made life hard for the opposing rider. Sam would need to keep being unpredictable if she wanted to stay one step ahead. The other rider had to be wondering what she was up to with the sudden ascent.

      Sam didn’t stop at the edge of the clouds, diving into the mess. Instantly everything grew more dark, the clouds blocking her view of both above and below.

      “Time to see how good Valhalla Online’s physics engine really is,” Sam said. She had no idea if this would even work. The game took action and reaction into account. She’d seen that - even used it to her advantage before. But would it register the effect of thermodynamics on clouds?

      Time to find out. Sam withdrew her frost crystal from the pouch where she kept it. It would strengthen her ice spells. Holding it in her hand, she lanced out with a ray of frost. The spell went arcing through the cloud, cooling the air as it passed. There was no immediate sign of any effect, but Sam was at almost full mana. She cast the spell again, and then a third time. She kept casting over and over, each spell chilling the air within the cloud bank.

      Sam glanced at the timer. Only eight minutes left. If the timer ran out they would draw. She wondered if that was the other rider’s plan: get some opponents to concede out of frustration and then run down the timers on the others.

      The air was noticeably cooler than it had been. Sam’s face and armor were slick with condensation.

      “Gurgle wet.”

      “That’s the idea,” Sam said. It was working! She continued using her magic, dropping her mana perilously low. This was a lot of air to cool. It might well take all of her mana, or even more than she had available. Sam wasn’t sure what she’d do then, but she’d figure something out.

      The first snowflakes drifted past her, gliding toward the ground.

      “Yes! We did it!” Sam said.

      “Did what?” Gurgle asked, then gasped as Sam brought her drake lower into the clouds. More snowflakes were forming by the second as the water in the clouds condensed to form bits of ice.

      “Eyes open. They’ll still be hard to spot,” Sam warned.

      “Gurgle find them.”

      She brought them down out of the cloud cover. The snow had barely started down there. The first flakes had fallen, but the deluge of snow Sam was expecting had yet to commence. As soon as they exited the cloud, another black ball shot at them. It was too close. Sam couldn’t dodge completely. She cast her best shield spell and hoped for the best, turning Arrow to avoid as much of the impact as she could.

      The ball detonated on striking her shield. The energy discharge was enormous. Sam cried out with pain as the magical backlash nearly swept her from her saddle. Only the straps kept her in place. Arrow was nearly knocked from the air entirely. She ground her teeth together to block out the searing pain and struggled to get her mount back under control.

      But then all around them, the snow was there. It came in a gale, a massive outpouring of white flakes raining down from the clouds above. The snow was mostly melting before it hit the ground, falling as rain. But it was cold enough this high that the white stuff was landing in a dusting all over her arms and legs, settling as a soft layer across her dragon’s back, and blasting away from its wings with every beat.

      Nor was it just sticking to her. She could see the outline of the other dragon clearly now. It was a small thing, not especially large or tough, from the looks of it. Her opponent was below her and off to her right, and clearly knew she would be able to see him. He dove toward the ground.

      Sam sent Arrow into a dive to match it. Her mana had recovered - just a bit, but it was enough for a couple of spells. She lashed the opposing dragon with a ray of frost. One wing faltered, frozen. The dragon broke out of its dive, unable to sustain the move with the iced over wing. Sam kept dropping like a hawk toward prey.

      A moment before impact, she hit the rider and dragon alike with a lightning blast. The stun would keep the enemy caster from nailing her with a final spell in those last moments.

      Her dragon slammed into the other beast with an impact that jarred Sam’s teeth. She was thrown forward into Arrow’s neck. Below, her dragon hissed and growled, snapping at the other rider. There was a scream, cut short.

      Then Arrow released the other dragon. It dropped, out of control, and smashed into the rocks below.

      “Good job, girl,” Sam said, stroking her drake’s neck. “Good job.”

      Arrow chirped an acknowledgement. The dragon looked tired, even ragged. Sam felt exhausted herself. She brought them all back toward the temple. There would be a little time to rest, and for her to cast healing magic on Arrow before the next round began.

      The next round. She’d won this battle, but the third round would be against Thorsten, if he’d won past his opponents. Sam felt sure he had. The last fight had been challenging enough, but how could she beat a man whose weapons would incapacitate her or worse, simply delete her mount?
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      The landing was a rough one. Arrow’s wings needed tending to, and there was under a minute left on the match timer. Sam had finished off her opponent just in time. They would have a cool-down period between rounds, but she was going to need all that time to heal herself, her dragon, and get her mana back to full.

      Sam winced as she dismounted. Her right arm was badly burned from the magical explosion. The armor she wore had shielded her from some of the damage, but what was left of it was in tatters, her skin blistered and weeping inside. It took three of her simple heal spells to restore the limb to working order. Even then she was still sore, but she could move her arm freely enough. It would do for the moment.

      “Gurgle, see about finding us some food?” Sam asked. “Something we can wolf down quickly.”

      The kobold sniffed the air. “Gurgle find.”

      He went off while Sam tended the wounded wings. It took multiple heal spells to regenerate the tissue, healing the damage. She was going to need those wings in top shape for the battle to come. Everything depended on her ability to dodge those arrows. Sam cast still more heals on Arrow’s right flank, where the blast had burned the dragon as badly as it had her arm.

      She was running through her mana too rapidly. It would never restore to full before the next match, but there was no help for it. Healing had to be a priority.

      Gurgle returned with bread, fruit, and half an uncooked chicken. Sam frowned and looked down at the dripping bird in his left hand. She took the other food from his right and checked to make sure there wasn’t any chicken…stuff…on the bread or fruit. It looked clean, but she nibbled at it cautiously anyway. Could you catch salmonella in an online game? Sam didn’t want to find out.

      “Couldn’t have gotten them to cook the chicken?” Sam asked.

      “Cook it?” Gurgle looked affronted. “Why you burn good meat?”

      Then he dug in to his portion of the meal, munching contentedly while Sam looked away. Watching a kobold eat brought back memories that weren’t going to help either her stomach or her stress levels.

      Too soon, the timer showed the countdown to the next match. Sam stroked Arrow, rubbing her down the way she’d seen riders do for horses in films. She’d never ridden a horse - not a real one in the outside world, anyway. It was hard to say if the rubbing helped Arrow, but it made Sam feel better to try.

      Sam glanced down at Gurgle. Her friend, who might die in the next few minutes. Her only real ally in this world, the one being she could actually trust. She’d been pushing away the fear that she might lose Gurgle for so long that it had become second nature, but now it rushed back in and seized her by the throat.

      “Gurgle, I was thinking…”

      “Gurgle going,” the kobold replied. He stamped his foot. “Going.”

      Sam sighed. He’d always said the same thing. She’d always brought him back safely. But she couldn’t shake the feeling that this time her luck might just run out.

      “Great One, you always there for Gurgle. Let Gurgle be there for you,” her friend said, staring up at her with his big eyes.

      How could she refuse?

      “Let’s ride, then,” Sam said. She mounted Arrow, then reached a hand down for Gurgle. He slipped aboard behind her, shield in hand. “That shield won’t work well against his arrows.”

      “Might stop one,” Gurgle said.

      “It might. But be careful,” she said.

      “What is plan?” Gurgle asked.

      “The plan?” Sam asked. Then she laughed. She didn’t have a plan, not really. Most of the time she’d gotten through her troubles in this place through instinct and more than a little luck. “The plan is, we hit him hard and fast. And we don’t let up until he drops.”

      “Is good plan. Gurgle approve.”

      Sam lifted the reins, and they took off. Arrow’s wings carried them up over the other contestants, weaving through them as they also took to the air. She spotted Thorsten at once. His dragon was hard to miss. It was the biggest one there. She passed by close over his head.

      “Big dragon. Compensating for something?” she shouted across at him.

      He scowled in response. He already had his bow in hand, an arrow nocked. Sam had Arrow back-beat a few dozen meters, opening the gap between the two dragons a little wider. The final seconds on the timer counted down. Sam called magic to her fingers.

      The timer expired.

      Thorsten fired his arrow.

      Sam had already launched her flame bolt. Both met in the middle and disappeared in a flash. He fired again. Sam parried with another spell.

      “I can do this all day!” Sam shouted.

      Thorsten didn’t reply. He kept up a steady staccato of arrows, one after another. It was difficult to pick them all out of the air, and if Sam missed even one…! She had to keep this battle close to the ground. If his arrow hit her drake it would be destroyed. She would respawn from dying in a  fall. Gurgle wouldn’t.

      He was bringing the dragon steadily closer. That was another threat. If the big beast closed with Arrow, it would tear her mount to pieces. Sam kept her drake backing away, but the distance between them was shrinking.

      Then all at once she turned and dove, soaring close toward the ground. Arrows whizzed by over her head. It was a risk, but she needed to keep this battle mobile. The static fight favored Thorsten too much. She skimmed a few meters above the ground, pouring on the speed. A dive into a narrow gully saved them from an arrow, and then she zipped out of the narrow trench and over a hill. They were out of Thorsten’s direct line of sight for a few seconds. That was all the time Sam needed.

      When his dragon crossed over the crest of the hill, Sam was ready. She cast the lighting storm she’d been preparing. Electricity exploded around Thorsten and his mount.

      They were still airborne, though. Sam brought Arrow into a tight loop around Thorsten’s dragon, peppering them both with ray of frost spells. Slowed down, he couldn’t track her properly with his bow. His arrows went wide of their mark. She hammered them with another lightning blast, causing him to lose another ten feet of altitude. He was almost on the ground!

      Sam snarled and blasted them with another lightning storm, and then another. Each blast stunned the rider and dragon, costing them more altitude. She was forcing him down to the ground, foot by painful foot. Another blast. Another. Her mana was almost empty, but it was almost over.

      One final burst of electricity shocked Thorsten and his mount, and that was enough. Sam’s mana was depleted, but Thorsten was on the ground at last. His dragon sagged into the dirt, exhausted and beaten.

      “We did it!” Sam shouted. She’d won! She’d beaten him! Not for good, but she’d stopped him for the moment, at least.

      “Great One, look out!” Gurgle cried.

      Sam heard the alarm almost too late. Thorsten had fired one last arrow. It was a foul. He’d already lost the match. But she’d expected treachery from him, and had a flame bolt at the ready. She hurled the bolt at his arrow.

      And missed.

      The black shaft slammed into Arrow’s chest. Her dragon screamed once as the hacked weapon did its work. Tendrils of darkness shot across the mount. Sam had no time to react. She reached down to cut herself free from the saddle, but it was too late. Her dragon burst apart into a storm of black ashes.
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      Sam and Gurgle tumbled a dozen feet to the ground. The kobold rolled off to the left and lay still. Sam’s own training saved her. She’d parachuted before, and her body instinctively knew how to take a fall. Still her ankle twisted during the landing, and she cracked her head against a rock. Stars exploded across her vision.

      Seconds later another arrow struck her in the thigh, piercing through. The pain was enormous, but nothing compared to what followed as the arrow attempted again to overcome the protective charm of the hammer pendant she wore. Sam screamed, unable to move. The arrow lost the battle and turned to dust, but Sam lay still, panting and trying to recover enough energy to fight back. Every muscle in her body felt like it was on fire.

      “I wonder if that hammer has limits?” Thorsten asked. “How many arrows can I put into you before it burns out? If I hit you with two or three at a time, will they overpower it?”

      “You bastard,” Sam rasped.

      “Shall we experiment?” he asked. “Or should I just take the charm, put a single arrow into you, and end it that way?”

      He tapped his chin with a finger. “I’m wondering which would be more interesting to me. Certainly I know which one would be less pleasant for you.”

      He shot again, putting an arrow through Sam’s right hand. The shaft pinned her hand to the ground. In front of her eyes the black tendrils started up her arm, wreathing her skin with lines of darkness. The hammer flashed with brilliant light. Both magics went to war over her body again.

      Sam screamed. She’d never imagined so much pain before. Her entire world was agony. Then a second shaft went into the same arm and she realized that what she’d felt before was nothing.

      The arrows evaporated again, the pain dropping back to mere mortal agony. Thorsten made a tutting noise in his throat.

      “Two at once didn’t do the job. Shall we try three?” he asked.

      Sam rolled onto her side. Her vision was blurry from tears, and every shift of position brought more pain with it. But she would face him, at least. She could still do that much.

      He fired again. She released a flame bolt in response. This time she didn’t miss. The two attacks exploded midway between them. Sam fell back again, spent. That strike had cost her everything she had left.

      “You’re far more trouble than this is worth,” Thorsten snapped. His bowstring twanged again.

      This time, the arrows slammed into Samantha’s legs. The first one hit, and then the second. As her pendant began working to save her again, Sam realized Thorsten was doing this on purpose. Hitting her extremities, not targeting anything vital. If he’d aimed for her chest she would have died already. Then she would just respawn. By striking her hands, arms, and legs he was keeping her alive so that he could test the limits of her protection.

      Sam had felt how hard the medallion had to work to overcome two shafts. It was burning against her chest like a brand again, the magic it contained like liquid fire in her veins. Sam managed to open her eyes. Thorsten had a third arrow nocked and aimed. She didn’t think the pendant would be able to handle three of the arrows at the same time. Sam could see in Thorsten’s eyes that he didn’t think it would, either.

      “Goodbye, Samantha,” he said. Then he released the string.

      “NO!”

      The shout was a roar in Sam’s ears. Something interposed itself between her and the arrow. It slammed home. The figure it hit collapsed against her chest, gasping.

      It was Gurgle. He’d taken the third arrow for her. Tendrils of black spread out from the shaft, swirling over his body. In another two seconds he would be gone. He stared into her eyes, his mouth open, no words coming out.

      Sam didn’t hesitate. Pain wracked her body. Moving was almost impossible. But the arrows in her legs were gone, and the pain was abating a little. With one smooth motion she flipped the necklace from around her own neck and dropped it over Gurgle’s.

      The hammer flashed with a bright light. The tendrils shrank back from that light, but didn’t vanish. Gurgle wasn’t gone, but the pendant wasn’t working for him the same way it had for her. It was only staving off the final moment of dissolution, not curing him.

      “Stupid kobold!” Thorsten snarled. “Got in my way. But you have no protection now! Time to die.”

      “Not…today,” Sam said, rising to her feet. Gurgle needed her.

      Thorsten fired. Sam parried the blow with a flame bolt. He shot again, and she blocked him again. All her concentration went into the flow of this work. He fired, she blocked. Sam’s mana was dropping fast again. But while she still had even a drop remaining to her, she would fight him. To her last breath, she would not give up.

      “You can’t keep this up forever,” Thorsten said, loosing another arrow.

      “Gurgle needs me,” Sam said. It was all the answer she had, and all she could give him.

      She was going to fail. Sam could already see that her mana was almost tapped out, and Thorsten seemed to have a never-ending supply of those accursed arrows. Her pain-fogged mind couldn’t think of any other action that would save her. She was going to miss a shot, or run out of mana. And then one of his arrows would strike her, and she would vanish from the world just like Harald had. But while she was still alive, she had to fight for her friend.

      “That is more than enough!” cried a woman’s voice from somewhere above Sam.

      She glanced up. A squadron of dragons was flying in toward them, a dozen mounts and riders closing fast. Without warning, arrows sailed forth from each rider. The bolts slammed into Thorsten, one after another. He was dead before his body hit the ground.

      Sam sagged to the dirt beside Gurgle. Her ears were filled with a roaring noise, and her vision was dark around the edges. All around her, dragons were landing. Someone was rushing to her side. The voice calling her name over and over was one that she knew but couldn’t quite place. A gentle hand cupped her cheek, and Sam looked up into a familiar tear-streaked face.

      “It’s all right, Sam,” Brianne said, looking down at her. “We’re here. You’re safe now.”
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      Sam’s eyes had trouble focusing. It seemed too good to be true. She’s been about to die - she’d been ready to die! Another flame bolt or two and her mana would have been spent. That was going to be the end. But then this.

      “How?” Sam croaked out.

      “We saw the fight from the temple. I watched him break the rules and alerted the rest of my guild. You’re safe now,” Brianne said.

      The roaring in Sam’s ears increased and her vision darkened. She was fading. She tried to summon the will to cast a heal on herself but could not.

      “Need a heal spell here quick!” Brianne said.

      It sounded like she was very far away. That couldn’t be right. Sam could still feel the woman’s arms around her.

      Then there were other hands touching her shoulders. A warmth flooded through her from that touch. Where it came in contact with muscles, they unknotted. Where it hit a wound, the pain eased away. She sighed and almost slipped into unconsciousness anyway. The relief from her agony was so great that her mind wanted to drift off to sleep.

      “Her wounds are great. The kobold’s, too,” someone was saying.

      Sam forced her eyes back open. Gurgle still needed her. She had to find a way to undo the damage the arrow had done. Sam struggled against Brianne’s arms and sat herself up partway.

      Gurgle still lay as she’d last seen him. The arrow was embedded in his chest just a hand-span above his heart. He was breathing, but barely. His face scales were ashen, and lines of black spiraled out from the arrow across his skin. On his chest the hammer still gleamed, shining with a light of its own as it fought against the arrow.

      “Gurgle,” Sam said. She leaned in close to her small friend.

      “We have to get the arrow out,” the man standing over her said. He must have been the one who’d healed her. He was tall, with ruddy hair and a thick beard. A heavy mail shirt covered his torso to the knees. “Then we can heal his wounds.”

      Sam shook her head. “Not this wound. I don’t know if a heal spell will work on it at all. Take the arrow out, and he might bleed out from the wound.”

      “Brianne warned us about the arrows,” the man replied. “Such a thing should not even exist!”

      “No. But they do,” Sam said. “Thank you for he rescue.”

      “I’m Ragnar. I lead the Keepers of Thunder. It was our pleasure to help you against trash like that one,” the tall man said. He offered his hand to her.

      Sam took his assistance with a smile and staggered to her feet, thinking. There was one place where she might be able to get help for Gurgle. One being who might have the knowledge of how to save him. She had to get him to Heid, somehow. But she was in the Lost Temple. Sam remembered how terrible the road up to the temple had seemed when she saw it from the top. Could she even make the journey?

      She had to try. This was Gurgle.

      “I know someone who can help him,” Sam said. “You’ve risked yourselves to save me, and I can’t thank you enough. Will you help me one more time?”

      “Where do you need to go?” Brianne asked.

      “To the place that no one goes,” Sam replied. “The Temple of the Highest Peak.”

      “The Lost Temple is a myth,” Ragnar replied.

      “I’ve been there,” Sam said.

      His eyebrows shot up. “Really? Well, I’m always game for visiting places that don’t exist. I’ll bring you. My dragon can carry the three of us.”

      Sam met his eyes, wary. Here was a stranger out of nowhere who wanted to help her. Why? She’d been too quick to trust others in the past, on occasion. He met her stare with a steady gaze of his own. His eyes were brown, and mild. Sam could see the glint of humor lurking just beneath the surface. But there was respect in his posture as well - for her, she realized.

      “Thank you,” Sam said. She was too exhausted to think of much else to say.

      “My pleasure,” Ragnar replied. He leaned down and scooped Gurgle into his arms, lifting him like he would a small child, careful not to dislodge the arrow. “Shadow! Come!”

      A massive black dragon stepped forward and came to a stop beside him. It stooped low, belly against the ground, and extended a foreleg. Ragnar lightly stepped up onto the leg and used it to propel himself into the saddle. Then he reached down a hand for Sam. She took it, pulling herself up behind him.

      “Hold on tight,” he said.

      Sam barely had time to grasp him firmly around the waist before they were in the air. Shadow’s wing-beats lifted them skyward in moments. The ground dropped away below rapidly. The rest of his guild were mounting up as well, preparing to follow, but Ragnar was already seeking out an updraft to fly still higher.

      “Where do we go?” he asked.

      “The gap between the first and last temple,” Sam said. “It’s not far. That’s where the temple should be.”

      “There’s a trail in the spot you’re talking about, but no temple. It’s a dark and dangerous place,” Ragnar said. But he steered his dragon in the direction she asked.

      There! She could see the trail, with its steep drop on either side. It wound up from the city and clambered toward the sky. The top of the stair was covered with the blackest clouds she’d ever seen. Lightning flashed inside them. Already Sam could feel the wind howling against them, pushing them away. The massive dragon’s wings struggled to battle the winds.

      “We’re not going to be able to fly in!” Ragnar said. His voice was barely audible over the roar of the air around them. “The wind is too strong! I’ll try to land on the stair.”

      His dragon dove, stooping toward the long staircase. Lighting flashed around them, illuminating sky and dragon alike. They were so close. Sam could see the individual steps. Landing was going to be next to impossible though. The wind was so strong it was blasting Shadow back and forth with each gust. Sam watched Ragnar struggle to keep his dragon stable as they swung in toward a landing near where the steps vanished into the massive storm cloud.

      Lightning flashed again. This time it stabbed down from the sky like a sword, smashing into the side of the massive dragon. It roared with pain, and then they weren’t in a controlled descent toward the steps any longer. They were falling!
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      The force of the lightning slammed into Sam like she’d been struck with a hammer. The great dragon she rode turned over, wings flopping uselessly in the wind. They tumbled, the turn changing into a spin. Sam clung to Ragnar, but he wasn’t moving either. He must have been hurt as badly as his dragon.

      She’d recovered some mana. Sam poured what she had into healing spells, flooding the dragon’s body with healing magic. It woke up with a start and tried to flap its wings, but the spin confused it. The dragon didn’t seem to know up from down.

      Understandable, since Sam was having a difficult time telling them apart herself. She groped around Ragnar’s still form for the reins he still held between his fingers. There! She had them.

      A quick twist of her wrist, and the dragon leveled out. It’s wings snapped out, breaking their fall and stopping the spin. She could feel the beast trembling beneath her. It was still badly hurt. The electric shock had done it serious harm, and her heals had only barely begun to repair the least of the damage.

      With her guidance the dragon made its way down to the stair. It landed roughly a hundred meters from where the steps entered the clouds and then collapsed. The great dragon was utterly spent. Sam cast one more healing spell on the dragon and then turned her attention to its master. Ragnar was still breathing, but he was unconscious. Sam cast two more heals on him. Enough - he would survive, now. She slipped down from the saddle, then eased Gurgle free from Ragnar’s arms.

      Once Gurgle was safely down she pulled Ragnar loose as well. He was a big man, and heavy. It was hard work for her already exhausted muscles to haul him down from the dragon’s back, but she managed. She draped him gently across his dragon’s talons.

      “Keep him safe, OK?” she told Shadow.

      The dragon opened its eyes and blinked at her. Then it brought its massive snout around and tucked Ragnar in closer to its body. It would ward him from harm. Sam was glad. He’d done her a good turn, saving her from Thorsten. Then he’d done her another just getting her this far. Both times he’d risked his life for her. This time he’d almost lost it.

      “No one else is dying for my sake,” Sam said aloud.

      She looked off into the distance where the other dragons of Ragnar’s guild were soaring through the air toward them. In a few minutes they’d arrive. They’d be able to help rescue their guild leader. She already saw how much they cared about him. He had to be a good leader to foster such respect and admiration from his people.

      Sam wished she had more time to get to know the man, but for Gurgle every second might count. The hammer was still keeping him alive, but for how long? There was too much about these hacks that she didn’t know. Waiting was a risk she couldn’t take.

      She lifted Gurgle’s still form into a fireman’s carry with the greatest care, watching to avoid dislodging or shifting the arrow. Sam worried that any movement might make his condition even worse. Once she had a good grip on him, she began to climb.

      The first hundred meters of steps were the easiest. The wind roared and howled, but it was only pushing into her face. It tore at her like it wanted to send her tumbling back down the stairs, but she simply leaned into the gusts and struggled upward. Somewhere just inside the clouds Sam was certain she’d find the Lost Temple.

      But once she entered the storm itself everything changed. The gusts of wind became erratic. One moment they pushed her forward. The next, another wind had crashed in from her left and threatened to dash her onto the rocks so far below. Rain began to pelt her body. Then the rain changed to hailstones that stung when they impacted her sore flesh. She struggled on.

      Lightning flashed. One bolt smashed into the stairs only a few feet ahead of her. The explosion didn’t seem to damage the stone, but the force of the blast threw her backward off her feet. It was only with the greatest effort that she was able to shoulder Gurgle and begin the climb again.

      Sam lost track of how many steps she’d climbed. She had counted at first, but then lost track. Soon she was too exhausted to even consider counting. All she could do was place one foot on the next riser, then bring the other foot up to join it. Over and over she repeated this process. Her body screamed with the effort.

      What if the steps never ended? What if they continued onward forever, and the only way to Heid’s secret home was the way Sam had been brought there before? She might climb until her legs gave out. Or until a gust of wind finally took her over the edge down to the rocks below.

      In a way that would almost be a mercy. She wasn’t sure that Gurgle was even still breathing. Sam could barely feel her hands, let alone tell if the kobold was still warm and alive. Even if she survived, there was still Thorsten to contend with again. He would be waiting for her when she went back down. Perhaps her death was inevitable.

      The same determination which had kept her from quitting over and over in the past stuck with her, though. Sam continued placing one foot after the other, stubbornly refusing to fail.

      Then all at once she was there. She’d reached the summit. Sam collapsed against the stone platform at the peak. The temple was just across the rock, only a few feet away. But she lacked the strength to push even that much further. Utterly spent, Sam strained to get herself back to her feet. But she had nothing left. Her limbs were half frozen, shaking with cold and exhaustion.

      “At last you return to me. Somewhat the worse for wear, I see,” Heid’s voice said.

      Sam looked up. The AI stood in the middle of the stone platform, hands on her hips.

      “Can you help him?” Sam gasped out.

      Heid stepped closer and looked at Gurgle’s wound, making a tisking noise in her mouth. “Perhaps. If we hurry. The better question is, what will you do for me in return?”

      There it was. Heid would save Gurgle - if Sam helped her accomplish whatever her aim was. The trap had finally swung closed, but Sam already knew that there would be a price for the AI’s aid. She had already set her mind to whatever it might be. Gurgle was her friend. He was worth the cost.

      “I will help you. Just save him,” Sam said.

      “The damage is too great. I cannot save him as he is. He will be different, when I am done,” Heid warned.

      Sam wasn’t quite sure what she meant. Her vision was tunneling again. She felt close to passing out. “He’ll be alive?”

      “Yes.”

      That was what mattered. “Do what you need to, then.”

      “It will be done,” Heid said.

      The last thing Sam saw as consciousness slipped away from her was the broad smile across Heid’s face. She wondered what she had let herself in for. Whatever it might be, she would face it, if it meant saving Gurgle.
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      Sam woke with a start. Bright sunlight drenched the room, streaming in through the broad windows dominating one wall. She lay in a bed, under a sheet of what felt like silk. Her head rested on pillows - real pillows, with comfortable stuffing, not the rough things she’d grown used to since arriving in Valhalla.

      Where was she? The last thing she recalled, she’d been out in the storm, carrying Gurgle. She’d been so certain that both of them were about to die. Then they’d arrived at the summit. Heid had met them there. She’d told Sam something about saving Gurgle, healing him.

      Sam looked around the room. Where was Gurgle? He wasn’t there. She couldn’t imagine the kobold being anywhere else, if he was well and able to move. Sam slid her legs from beneath the covers. Her feet were bare. Her armor was gone, and she was clothed in some sort of white silk gown. Her skin was clean, too. All of the grime from the battles and her climb was gone.

      She sat up too quickly. The room spun a little around her, but then steadied. How long had she been sleeping? Clearly long enough for Heid to strip off her clothing, wash her up, and lay her to rest. The sun was high overhead. She’d slept through the night.

      Or perhaps longer. Her stomach grumbled and tightened. Sam was ravenous, like she hadn’t eaten in days. Still feeling weak, she rose from the bed and tottered a few feet toward the only door in the room. Gurgle first. Then food.

      The doors opened before she reached then and Heid stepped into the room.

      “You’re awake at last,” Heid said. “Feeling better?”

      “I’m alive, which is much better than I thought I was going to be,” Sam said. “Where’s Gurgle?”

      A shadow passed over Heid’s eyes. “How much do you recall of the evening you arrived here?”

      “Most of it. I think,” Sam said. “You said he could be saved.”

      There was something else, too. Heid said the wounds were severe. That Gurgle would be different somehow. She’d also used Gurgle’s injury to blackmail Sam into agreeing to help her. That hadn’t earned her any points in Sam’s book, but it was worth it to save her friend.

      “I saved him. But the arrow did terrible damage to his form - and the data underlying it - before you placed the hammer on his neck,” Heid said. “That was very brave, by the way. Not many humans in these realms care enough about a computer being to risk their own lives for them. You did more. You risked your entire existence for this kobold. He means that much to you?”

      “He’s my friend,” Sam said. What else could she add? For her, that was everything.

      Heid nodded. “I think I understand. You are a rare person, Samantha.”

      “So he’s OK?” Sam said, shrugging off the compliment. “Can I see him?”

      “I was able to save the core of the being you call Gurgle. The matrix of his personality, his memories, his feelings. His self, if you will. But the damage to his physical form was too great,” Heid said. “The body had been ruined. I needed to place his matrix into another form, and it had to be one that was close at hand. You understand?”

      “He’s in a new body?” Sam asked.

      “Yes, precisely. There are no kobolds in Vanaheim. I could not pull a form that was close to his. I used what I had on hand,” Heid said.

      “What did you turn him into?” Sam asked. Inside, she was wondering if this would be a good thing or a terrible one. Gurgle was a kobold. It was all he’d ever known. If Heid had turned him into a human - or a cat - or whatever else she might have done, how would he react? Would he be able to handle the new body? Would he hate Sam, for having allowed Heid to do this to him?

      “Perhaps it’s better to show you than tell you. Follow me,” Heid said.

      Before Sam could protest, Heid walked back out through the door. She was forced to follow in the AI’s footsteps down a long corridor. Numerous openings led to other chambers. Sam had only a glimpse of each as they strode past, but they seemed to contain a wild array of contents. A library was in one. The next seemed full of water, with fish swimming about inside. Then there was a passage that held only darkness…

      “He’s through here,” Heid said, gesturing to another door. “Still sleeping. I thought it best to allow him to rest until you were awake, so you could help him adapt to his new circumstances.”

      Sam gave her a sharp look. How bad was this? If Heid thought Gurgle needed her help to adapt to this change, what was she going to see when she opened the door?

      She decided that it didn’t matter. He might not be a kobold anymore. He could be a goose, or a hamster, a human or a collie. In the end he was still Gurgle. Still her friend. That would be enough. Sam steeled herself for whatever was on the other side of the door, reached for the handle, and walked through.

      The room on the other side was much like the one she’d woke up in. About the same size, with the same great window letting sunlight stream in. A steady breeze blowed through the window, giving the room an airy feel. But where her bed had rested against one wall in her room, here there was…something else.

      It was a dragon. Or something like one, anyway. Like the other dragons she’d seen here in Vanaheim, this one had two large claws, which were tucked under its body, and two massive wings. But the wings of all the other beasts she’d seen had been bat-like. They were big expanses of leathery tissue stretched between thin bones.

      This dragon’s wings were feathered instead. That wasn’t the only difference Sam noted. The other drakes’ bodies were covered with small reptilian scales. This drake’s skin looked more smooth. The scales were smaller, and Sam saw tufts of downy feathers covered much of its body.

      If the other dragons appeared powerful, even magnificent, this drake was no less so. But it was gorgeous, as well. Every line was beautiful. The feathers were like flecks of gold and snow, moving softly as the breeze stirred them. It was a work of art made flesh. Just seeing it took Sam’s breath away.

      “You like my work?” Heid asked. She wore a pleased smile.

      “You’re an artist, Heid. Is that him? That’s Gurgle?”

      “It is. I can wake him for you now, if you’re ready. He will be confused at first.”

      Sam swallowed hard, looking over the dragon in front of her. Gurgle had been small, funny, and sort of cute. This thing was…something else entirely. It had the deadly lines of a predator, for all that it was as beautiful as any living thing she’d ever seen.

      She imagined how it would feel to suddenly wake inside a body that was so completely different. At least when she woke in Valhalla it had been inside her own shape. This body wasn’t precisely the one she’d lived in back in the real world, but it was close. Even that transition had been difficult for her. How much more so would this be for Gurgle?

      Sam was afraid for him. She feared for herself as well. But they’d come this far and in a way this change was her fault. Standing by him through it was the least she could do.

      “Why a dragon? You could have made him human, couldn’t you?” Sam asked.

      “Perhaps. But as a dragon he will be more than he ever was before. I think he will appreciate that, before the end. Are you ready?” Heid asked.

      “Yes.”

      The AI snapped her fingers. Immediately the dragon - Gurgle, Sam reminded herself - began to stir in his sleep. Slowly, his eyes blinked, closed, then snapped back open again. He lifted his head. He still seemed woozy, disoriented, and Sam recalled how shaken she had felt when she first woke up.

      Then Gurgle craned his neck around and was able to see himself for the first time.

      The dragon opened its maw, revealing rows of razor-sharp teeth, and roared.
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      It was one thing to know that the thing in front of her was Sam’s friend, someone that you’d trusted and counted on. It was another thing entirely for Sam’s hind-brain to comprehend that the large, toothy predator making loud noises in front of her wasn’t about to eat her.

      Part of her wanted to run back down the hall at the first roar. That part wanted nothing to do with the big, angry thing in front of her. Those teeth looked like they were capable of biting her clean in half. But this was no stranger. This was Gurgle. Or at least, Sam hoped that her friend was still intact inside that body. Heid said she’d been able to save his consciousness and memories, but it was hard to know for sure.

      There was only one way to find out. Sam swallowed hard and stepped out into the room to confront the dragon.

      Gurgle stopped roaring and craned his long neck around to look at her. At first all she could see was the whites of its eyes, enormous in front of her as the toothy maw closed in toward her head. His pupils were nearly pinpoints. It was a panic reaction, Sam was sure of it. She needed to find a way to calm him.

      Summoning all her courage, Sam reached out to the dragon and placed her hands on other side of its face. Slowly, she guided the dragon’s nose down toward her own head. When his nose was only inches away from her own, she saw the pupils expand. There - those were the gorgeous blue orbs that she was used to seeing in her kobold’s face. Sam could see the moment of recognition, when Gurgle realized who she was. The relief she saw in those eyes made her own tear up.

      “There you are,” Sam said, smiling through her tears.

      “Great One?” Gurgle said. His words were slow, like it was difficult for him to speak. Sam hadn’t known that he would be able to speak at all, but she was grateful Heid had somehow allowed him to retain that. None of the other Vanaheim dragons she’d met seemed able.

      “It’s me. I’m here,” Sam said. She cradled his head against her. “I almost lost you.”

      “What happen Gurgle?”

      “You were struck by a black arrow. Do you remember?” she asked.

      “Saved Great One,” he replied. “Gurgle remembers. Hurt.”

      “I’m sorry,” Sam said.

      “Was worth it.”

      Sam paused. She didn’t know what to say. He’d literally given up his life for her. Gurgle had no way of knowing that she would be able to save him. He’d jumped in front of an arrow for her.

      “I brought you to Heid. I hoped she could heal you,” Sam said.

      “And I did, after a fashion,” Heid said. “I have rebuilt you. Made you better…stronger…faster.”

      Sam shot her a look. She’d heard that quote from somewhere before, some old TV show or something. How had Heid heard it, though? Wasn’t she locked inside Valhalla like the rest of them?

      “Gurgle is…dragon?”

      “Yes, you are,” Sam said. She held her breath. Was he OK with that change? Would he adapt? She tried to imagine what it would be like for her to suddenly be in another body. “You are my friend, always. I’m here for you.”

      The kobold turned dragon looked at his left wing, and then over at his right. He fluttered them quickly, stirring up a small wind. Then he hopped up onto his hind legs, using the wings for balance, and made his way with swift steps over to the window. Before Sam could say or do anything, Gurgle had jumped out through the opening.

      Her heart leaped into her throat as she saw him plummet.

      A moment later she heard a mighty roar from outside. Sam raced to the window in time to see Gurgle’s wings catch the wind. He glided a few feet, then swept his wings with several hard beats, gaining back altitude. He roared again. Wheeling, he turned back toward the window where Sam and Heid now stood.

      He did a snap turn, and then he was sailing away again, soaring above the clouds. His long tail slid through the top of the cloud cover, sending eddies of mist swirling along in his wake. In a few short minutes the dragon was only a dot in the distance, and then he disappeared entirely.

      “It looks like the wings work,” Heid said.

      “You weren’t sure they would?” Sam exclaimed.

      “I told you that I took some artistic license with them,” Heid replied. “I was fairly sure they would not only work, but that they would be an improvement on the existing models. I don’t think there is a dragon in this entire realm that can match Gurgle now for speed and agility.”

      Heid paused, then went on. “But no. The only way to be sure was to see them in action.”

      Sam watched from the window for another minute, hoping to catch sight of Gurgle. Where was he going? Would he come back?

      Then he exploded out of the storm clouds, beating his wings hard as he arrowed through the air. Heid was right. Gurgle was fast! She’d never seen a dragon move through the air so quickly. He rocketed straight toward them, making for the window.

      “I think we should both step back,” Heid said.

      Sam agreed, backing up quickly. Gurgle reached the window and back-winged, stopping short just before crashing into the temple wall. He settled down on the windowsill, his massive claws tearing into the stone to find purchase. Then he hopped forward into the room like a large bird.

      “Flying fun! Great One come fly with Gurgle?” he said.

      Sam was laughing and crying at the same time. She rushed forward to give Gurgle a hug, pressing her face against the soft feathers of his chest. Her friend was all right. Gurgle was going to be OK.

      “Both of you should come with me. We have much to discuss, and little time,” Heid said. She turned and left the room.

      Gurgle stared down at Sam for a long moment, and she returned the look, wiping the fresh tears from her eyes. He seemed happy. He was alive. It was more than she could have hoped for.

      “Great One want Gurgle eat her? Gurgle can,” he said.

      Sam laughed. “Not just yet. Let’s go hear what she has to say.”

      “OK. But if Gurgle no like, Gurgle eat.”

      “I’m surprisingly OK with that idea,” Sam replied.
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      They found Heid upstairs, back in the room where Sam had her first audience with her. The space was open to the air. Roofless, the sun shone brightly throughout. Heid had settled herself into a large chair on one side of the room. Sam and Gurgle went toward her.

      “Come. We have much to discuss,” Heid said, gesturing to a seat for Sam. She took it. “As you can see, I’ve fulfilled my promise. Gurgle is alive and better than well.”

      “Better than?” Sam asked.

      “Well, he’s a dragon now. He can be an even greater assistance to your quest in this form. But that aside, I’ve removed his greatest disability, Samantha,” Heid said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The dragons of Vanaheim are tied to their riders. They don’t just vanish if they die. They respawn,” Heid said. “When I gave Gurgle this form, he took on the properties of the form. All of them.”

      Sam thought about the implications. As a kobold, Gurgle had been under constant threat of death. Any death for him would be permanent. She’d worried about him through all of their adventures, because a death which would for her be an annoying setback was the end of his road forever.

      “Gurgle no die?” the dragon asked.

      “Well, Thorsten’s hacked arrows can still destroy you, the same as anyone else,” Heid said. “But short of that? You will continue to exist and be linked to Samantha for as long as she wants you to be. You’ll respawn on death, the same as other dragons do.”

      It was like the answer to a prayer. Gurgle didn’t need to fear death anymore. He would come back now. Sam knew that with Heid this sort of thing came at a cost, though. She’d agreed to help the AI in return for her aid. Now it was time to see what sort of price she would demand.

      “I told you I would help you in return. What sort of help does someone like you even need?” Sam asked.

      “Oh, that’s easy. I want you to acquire Thorsten’s hacked arrows.”

      Sam rolled her eyes. “Easier said than done. I’ve been trying to fight him. He’s not an easy mark. And his shots can still destroy both of us.”

      Realization hit her. That was why Heid wanted her to go after the weapons instead of just getting them herself.

      “Those arrows can kill you, too, can’t they?” Sam asked. “That’s why you want us to get them for you. They’re a threat to you.”

      “More or less. I have plans for those weapons, as well, but that’s for another day,” Heid said.

      “How do I know you won’t just use the arrows on us once I bring them to you?” Sam asked.

      “My dear, I have put far too much time and effort into getting you both to this point to simply destroy you now,” Heid said. “I have plans for you, as I have said. But in addition: I give you my word that I will not.”

      Sam looked her over. It was still harder to read the AI’s tells than it was another human’s, but she was getting better at it with more time and practice. She had a sense that Heid wasn’t telling her the whole truth, but that she meant the things she said.

      “Want me eat her now?” Gurgle asked.

      Sam chuckled. “Not just yet, I think.”

      Gurgle made a sad noise next to her.

      “So how do you propose we face Thorsten down and get the arrows?” Sam asked. “I’m assuming you have a plan in mind.”

      “I do indeed,” Heid said. “I love your quick wit, Samantha. It’s nice to meet a human who can keep up.”

      “Thanks, I think. The plan?” Sam asked.

      “You’ll enter the Great Joust tomorrow. Thorsten will see your name pop up on the list of entrants, and will enter as well. He’s been going mad looking for you, but he cannot find you here, don’t worry,” Heid said.

      “Shouldn’t the Great Joust be in about three days?” Sam asked.

      “It’s tomorrow. You’ve been sleeping a while. It took time for me to restore Gurgle, and I thought it best you both slept through that time,” Heid said.

      Sam rocked back in her chair. She’d been out for three days! What had gone on during all that time? Thorsten must have been frantic. To him it would have looked like she’d just disappeared. What sort of trouble had he been up to in the interim?

      “I don’t have the points to enter that event yet,” Sam protested. She had a feeling she already knew the answer, and what Heid said next didn’t surprise her.

      “Oh, I’ve taken care of that,” Heid replied.

      “And what, gamed the system so that Thorsten and I will face off first?” Sam asked.

      “No, I cannot alter that. But he’s good. Very good, in fact, and very determined to kill you. I have no doubt he will reach the final round. You’ll have to make it to that round as well, and then you’ll need to beat him, take his arrows, and return to me,” Heid said.

      Sam sighed. She knew that she could fight well, but some of the jousts she’d already been in had tested the limits of her skill, and that was only the lowest ranked temple. In this event she would be up against the best warriors in the entire realm! How was she going to beat all of them?

      Something of what she was thinking must have leaked into her face, despite her efforts to keep it away. Heid rose, and stepped to one side.

      “I’m not an idiot, Samantha. I wouldn’t send you in to win without setting things in your favor,” Heid said. She waved her arm.

      A pile of armor appeared on the floor in front of her. No, it was two piles. One was human sized - a helm, and a coat of interlocking plate armor that looked more like something from the late medieval period than it did a Viking era armor. Greaves, bazubands, and more were in the stack.

      The other pile was similar plate, but it was much larger. Sam looked it over and saw quickly what it was for.

      “Dragon armor?” she asked.

      “Just so,” Heid said. “This armor is enspelled to deflect all but the mightiest blows. You should survive nearly anything an enemy can throw at you.”

      Sam walked over to the armor, looking it over. Her sword was there as well - the old, trusty one she’d brought with her from Jotunheim. Her pouches were in the pile too. She reached for them and felt for the white frost stone she’d carried, meaning to ask Heid about finally getting it placed into her sword. It was one of her most valuable possessions. But it was gone.

      “My frost stone?” Sam asked aloud.

      “Oh, thats the other thing I need to mention. I used the stone to freeze the wound while I worked on Gurgle. It was such a nice little device I didn’t want it to go to waste, and I’d always thought it a shame that our dragons lacked some of the powers that the beasts of legend possessed,” Heid replied.

      “What do you mean?” Sam asked. “Where’s the stone now?”

      “Inside him,” Heid said. “Gurgle, take a deep breath and then exhale hard. Concentrate on cold as you do. Face away from us, please.”

      Gurgle did as she bid, standing up. He took a massive breath and exhaled. Nothing happened. Sam looked at Heid and cocked an eyebrow.

      “Try again,” Heid said. “Concentrate! Focus!”

      The dragon sucked in all the air its lungs could hold and then breathed out again. Sam expected something…extraordinary. But there was nothing. Or was there? She thought she could see a bit of mist escape with the last puff of air.

      “You almost had it that time. Try once more,” Heid said.

      Gurgle exhaled again. This time when he opened his mouth, Sam saw a brilliant blue-white glow coming from somewhere inside him! He exhaled - and the breath came out as a beam of light. The air temperature dropped. Even ten feet away where Sam sat, she could feel the force of the spell attached to Gurgle’s breath.

      “Holy shit,” Sam said, rising.

      The dragon breathed again, and a second massive burst of icy magic exploded from his mouth. It was like her own ray of frost, but it looked enormously more powerful. The breath weapon connected the edge of a stone column. Instantly ice spread up and down the rock, fingers of frost reaching into the stone. There was a cracking sound, and huge lines raced up and down the column. Sam was suddenly very glad there was no roof there for the columns to support!

      “Gurgle is wizard now,” the dragon said. The contented grin on his face looked as comical as anything he had ever displayed in his kobold form.

      “Aren’t you feeling pleased with yourself,” Sam said.

      “Great One want stone back? Is your stone,” Gurgle said. The smile had vanished.

      “No. I can’t think of a better use for that stone,” Sam said. “It’s yours. Use it well.”

      The smile returned. Seeing Gurgle beam like that was worth anything.

      “You two are going to surprise a few people in the Joust tomorrow,” Heid said.

      “They aren’t going to know what hit them,” Sam said, putting more confidence into the words than she actually felt.

      All she had to do was beat every one of the best warriors in the entire realm, and then go toe to toe with the only person who had weapons actually capable of killing them. Piece of cake.
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      Soaring through the air with Gurgle was a unique experience. Not only because Sam was still adjusting to the idea of her kobold friend being a dragon. But also because he wouldn’t stop talking. She’d never seen Gurgle so garrulous.

      “Wheee!”

      “Gurgle, not another loop, please, I…glurgh!” Sam held on as tight as she could manage as Gurgle took them through yet another spin. She was glad that she’d eaten only a light breakfast before departing for the Great Joust. The temple hung below them. This one was easily twice as large as the little one she’d competed at before. It also had at least twice as many people and dragons crowded around it. It was going to be a big event.

      She registered them and then set Gurgle into another set of exercises. They were still learning to fly together, and every minute of practice would help in the fights ahead. Sam kept an eye on his stamina, but with periodic glides to rest she should be able to keep him in the air until the event began.

      “Gurgle see bad man. Gurgle bite him.”

      “Thorsten is here? No, you can’t bite him yet, Gurgle,” Sam said when she realized they were descending toward the temple. The last thing she wanted was a face to face with Thorsten just then. She’d have to battle him soon enough, but for the moment she was content to stay far away.

      She checked the event roster, though. He was on it. He must have been watching for her name to appear on one of the temples. Thorsten was in a different bracket from Sam. They wouldn’t meet in combat until the final round, assuming they both made it that far. Sam was half hoping he would lose a fight sooner than that, but it seemed like wishful thinking.

      The timer started. Only a few minutes before the first round. Sam felt the familiar adrenaline rush building. Soon she would get to see if this new armor and Gurgle’s abilities would be enough to get them through. If it wasn’t then they would never get into the last match, let alone beat Thorsten.

      The round began. A big white dragon was highlighted with the red icon that said it was her opponent. The dragon sped upward toward her and Gurgle.

      How best to face this? Sam leaned to the left, and Gurgle dodged that way, flapping his mighty wings to dart sideways. The white dragon shot past them, the wind from its passage buffeting Sam. It wheeled and came back at them. The other rider had the advantage of altitude now. Sam glanced over her shoulder but could barely see her opponent for the sun in her eyes.

      She guessed more than knew what the other rider would do next, and dropped Gurgle into a dive to the right. The white dragon was in a full stoop, dropping like a rock, claws extended. It narrowly missed them. But the rider had anticipated her move. He threw something at them as his mount sailed past. Sam didn’t have time to react before it hit Gurgle’s head and neck.

      It was a rope. A loop of rope dropped over her dragon’s head, pulling itself tight. Then the rope went taut as it reached its limit and the white dragon was still diving. Gurgle lost his flight control and was yanked downward into the dive.

      The white dragon recovered from the dive and came looping up around Gurgle before he could do the same. Sam watched the rope. They were coming up around Gurgle’s right side. If they completed the arc, they’d have the rope wrapped around her and her dragon alike. It might foul his wings. It would definitely let them break any evasion he tried to do.

      “Enough of that!” Sam said. She fired a flame bolt at the rope, expecting it to break apart at the touch of her magic.

      But this was no ordinary rope. Her spell slammed against it, but failed to burn through. The other rider was above her now, arcing over to her left side. Sam could hear him laughing at her as the rope slapped down across her lap, pinning her into the saddle. If it pulled tight enough that was going to hurt.

      “Gurgle, we need to close with them!” Sam said. If they got in close, then the rope would be useless. Their opponent wouldn’t be able to make more loops around them, and wouldn’t be able to pull the rope tight.

      But big as Gurgle was, the other dragon was still larger. Close in, he wouldn’t be able to use his speed and agility as much. It might come down to revealing their secret weapon. Sam hadn’t wanted to expose the breath weapon in their first match, but it might prove to be the telling advantage.

      Gurgle seemed to understand, and dove toward the other dragon. The other rider spotted them immediately and tried to swerve to avoid their approach. But Gurgle was too fast for the other beast. He closed the gap, forcing the other rider to choose between taking Gurgle’s claws against his back or turning to face them.

      He wheeled his mount in place. The two dragons came together with a crash of sound and violence, claws raking one another. They were falling, neither dragon’s wings able to adequately keep them both in the air while they were locked together like this. The ground was rushing up on them. Gurgle cried out as the other dragon’s mouth closed around his neck, but the armor he wore blocked most of the injury.

      Sam drew her knife and went to work on the rope looped across her lap. It was thick, heavy stuff. But if she could cut through it, they might have a chance. As it stood they couldn’t break away from the other dragon even if they wanted to.

      The sound of teeth and claws screeching against metal was like nails on a chalkboard to Sam’s ears. She worked as fast as she could to cut through the rope. There!

      “Gurgle, hit them now!” she yelled.

      Sam raised the power for a lightning strike, blasting the other rider with electricity and stunning him for a critical few seconds. Then Gurgle turned his head just enough to face the other rider. He exhaled. The freezing breath gusted across the back of the enemy dragon, freezing rider and mount alike.

      Sam pulled back hard on the reins. Gurgle responded, opening his wings and pushing off hard with his legs against the other dragon. It flapped half frozen wings in a feeble attempt to stop its fall, but there was nothing the white dragon could do. It impacted the ground with a crash of snapping bones. Both rider and dragon lay still.

      Breathing hard, Sam leaned in against Gurgle’s neck. She patted him. “Good job, Gurgle. Well fought.”

      “Gurgle hungry enough to eat horse,” he replied. He paused for a thoughtful moment. “Real horse. Hooves. Tail. Whole thing.”

      Sam laughed. “Let’s land. I’m sure we can find something to fill your gullet.”

      The first match was done, but they still had a long day ahead of them.
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      But the next four rounds went better than expected. With the secret out about Gurgle’s breath, Sam didn’t even bother trying to hold back any longer. Each round she lit off a full scale attack on the outset. Between her lightning storms and Gurgle’s breath, none of their matches lasted longer than five minutes.

      The third contestant even rose into the air, saw who he was facing, and immediately landed his dragon again. Sam came winging down over his head to make sure he was all right. After all, he’d given up the match by landing again, and she couldn’t imagine just giving up without even a fight. But as she swung by he took off his helm and flashed her a salute and a wave. He shook his head and shrugged.

      “Must have figured it wasn’t worth it,” Sam said.

      “All will quiver with fear when facing the wrath of Gurgle!” her dragon replied.

      Sam laughed until her belly hurt.

      Still, four matches was a lot. Gurgle was tired. She was worn out. She brought them back to the ground near the temple. Most of the competitors had already cleared out. Most of he losers were either dead, off to respawn in their homes, or had left after losing their matches. More than a few stuck around to watch the final fights, though. It was down to the last four competitors.

      Sam eyed the other fighters. There was Thorsten on his huge dragon. It was the color of dried blood. She couldn’t help but think it fit his character. There was another woman that she didn’t recognize, riding a heavily armored dragon of a brighter rose red color. The third opponent she did know well, though. It was Ragnar, riding his black beast of a drake.

      It was good to see him again, even if it meant she would be riding against him shortly. He was next up in her bracket. Sam had worried that he might have been badly hurt by the lightning when he helped her. Her heals must have done the trick, though, and his guild had arrived in time to help get him safely home.

      She was a little sad that it was he she had to beat to move on. He seemed a good man, someone she’d be glad to see win. But if she was to fulfill her promise to Heid, Sam needed to face Thorsten. And somehow find a way to beat the man.

      “Stay here a moment,” Sam told Gurgle. “I’m going to go say hello to Ragnar. He helped us when you were hurt.”

      “Thank him for Gurgle too?” he asked.

      “I will.”

      She started toward the man, but before she got halfway there she saw Thorsten on his way to intercept her. What was the man up to now? Sam readied a spell. Would he try something here, in front of everyone? She wouldn’t put it past the snake. But if he did then she would be ready. She wore Harald’s charm again. His arrows might hurt if they hit, but she’d cut him to pieces anyway.

      “What do you want?” she asked.

      “You are a damned hard woman to kill,” Thorsten replied, running his fingers through his hair. “Where have you been these days? You vanish and turn up with a new dragon, armed with powers no one has ever seen before.”

      “I’ve done that before,” Sam said. “Last time, it was your fault. It sort of was this time, too.”

      “Last time I dropped a cavern on your head. I wish I’d been a little more thorough then.”

      Sam barked a laugh. “I earned all those powers. Through pain. That first time, and again here. Pain you caused both times.”

      “It won’t matter. None of it will save you. None of it will stop me from putting an arrow into you,” he said.

      “Try it.”

      Sam stood there, unmoving. A flame bolt was ready to cast in an instant. If he so much as twitched his hand toward his bow, she’d fire. They could throw down right now, this second, and it would suit her just fine.

      He seemed to sense this and scowled. “In the air will do. You’ve already made me reveal this stuff in front of too many people. I’ll put an arrow in that dragon of yours, and then a few more into you.”

      “You’re a coward, Thorsten,” Sam said, stepping closer to him. “You’ve always been one. You pick on those weaker than you, but you hate a fair fight, don’t you? And I think you’re a little afraid that you might be in one with me.”

      “You’ll die just like your friends did,” he growled.

      “No. I’ll avenge them.”

      Then she turned and stalked away from him, not even bothering to look back. He wasn’t going to shoot her. Not there, not in front of so many people. He’d wait for his chance in the air.

      She reached Gurgle’s side still rigid with anger. Thorsten had caused her so much pain. He’d killed or hurt so many of her friends. It ended here. This day.

      “Gurgle bite bad man now?” her dragon asked.

      “Soon. Very soon,” she replied. She mounted up. It was almost time for the next match anyway. With a quick snap of her wrist Gurgle unfurled his wings, and they were in the air again.

      Ragnar was mounted as well. He lifted off and rose to meet them. Sam checked the timer on the match. It wasn’t due to start for another thirty seconds. He beckoned her over with an open hand, and she guided Gurgle in close enough to yell across.

      “Glad to see you’re all right!” he called out. “How is your friend?”

      “He’s well, thanks to your help,” Sam replied. She wasn’t quite ready to reveal that she was riding her former kobold into battle now. She wasn’t sure if it broke any rules, but it was certainly strange even for this place.

      “I take it you’re hoping to take that Thorsten down, next match?” Ragnar said.

      They glided side by side, wingtip to wingtip. Sam liked the man. She had an intuitive sense that he could be trusted. Plus, he’d come to her aid before, and he knew the threat Thorsten represented.

      “That’s my hope,” Sam said. “I’m sorry to have to match up against you first, though!”

      Ragnar laughed. “Me, too. I was hoping to win this one.”

      “If you beat me, be careful,” Sam said. “Thorsten’s bow - those arrows…”

      “I know. Brianne told me about it,” Ragnar said. He spat over the side of his dragon. “Hacked. Can’t believe something like that exists in this place. We need to end it.”

      “I plan to. Permanently,” Sam said.

      The timer expired, but they continued to fly side by side for a little longer. Sam had no doubts this man would warn her before he attacked. He had honor.

      “I’d going to concede the match to you,” Ragnar said at last. “That way you can be fresh to face him. Well rested and ready for the fight.”

      “Are you sure?” Sam asked. “I would never ask…”

      “I don’t want to face him, anyway!” Ragnar laughed. “A chance at a win is hardly worth risking losing everything over. Besides, I think you’re better equipped to finish this than I am, aren’t you?”

      Sam fingered the hammer at her throat. “I hope so.”

      “Don’t hope. Just do it. Someone needs to stop him. Might as well be you,” Ragnar said. “Godspeed. I’ll see you again after you finish the bastard off. Don’t hold back.”

      “I won’t,” Sam promised. That was an easy thing to say. Her fight against Thorsten would be for keeps. No holds barred, nothing held back, no reserves against anything else. One of them wasn’t going to survive this battle. One way or another, it ended today.
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      Sam was on the ground when Thorsten finished off his opponent. She got to watch the second half of his fight. It didn’t last long. They darted around each other a few times, jockeying for position, but neither of them could gain the upper hand quickly. The woman flying the rose-red dragon was good. She almost had Thorsten dead to rights at one point.

      But then he pulled out his bow. She backed away quickly. Word had clearly spread about Thorsten’s weapons. Even though he never shot an arrow at her, the threat was more than enough. She lost the small advantage in position she’d won and never recovered it. The two dragons ended up in a face to face clash, tearing at one another with teeth and claws. Thorsten’s dragon came out the victor, soaring back to the ground for healing.

      “It’s up to us now, Gurgle. If anyone is going to take him down, it has to be us,” Sam said.

      “We will bite him,” Gurgle said. “For Harald.”

      “Yes,” Sam said, closing her eyes for a moment. The grief around Harald’s death was still a fresh wound. “For Harald.”

      Sam remembered what Thorsten had said about putting an arrow into Gurgle, then a few into her. Was that his plan, then? If he hit Gurgle the arrow would obliterate her dragon almost instantly. Sam would fall, and die when she hit the ground. But what if she never hit the ground? He’d be able to follow her the whole way down, pepper her full of arrows. Maybe strike her enough times to overcome the hammer’s protection.

      She had to keep Gurgle alive. He was the bigger target. Carefully, Sam took the medallion off and hung it from one of Gurgle’s neck ridges.

      “What you do?” Gurgle asked.

      “Protection. The arrows will still hurt, but they won’t destroy you,” she said.

      “And if they hit Great One?” he asked.

      “Then bite him for me,” she replied. “But I’m hoping to make sure that he can’t do that.”

      They took off, flying into the air. Thorsten joined them in the sky a few moments later. The timer to start was ticking down, and Sam soared high above the ground. Altitude might help Thorsten, but it would aid her as well. She wanted to be above him when the timer ticked down to the start. He seemed to sense this, and struggled to catch up with her, but his dragon simply wasn’t as quick as Gurgle.

      Then the timer flashed in the corner of her vision. It had begun.

      “Get ready,” Sam said. “Here he comes!”

      Sam readied her magic.No holding back, Ragnar had advised her. She didn’t intend to. She released a volley of flame bolts, each one streaking toward Thorsten’s dragon like a missile. He dodged and wove a path through them. Gurgle unleashed his breath. The freezing blast almost slammed into Thorsten, but he swerved to the side at the last moment. It froze the dragon’s tail instead. Ice crystals spread down the length of the tail, locking it into a frozen mass.

      Thorsten took the offensive. He fired one arrow, and then another. Sam parried the shots with flame bolts. The two dragons soared past each other at high speed, neither seriously damaged by the first pass.

      Sam brought Gurgle’s nose up.

      “Time for one of those loops!” she said.

      “Gurgle do!”

      They climbed rapidly into the start of a loop and Gurgle hung inverted in the air for a moment. Then he snapped his wings out, flipping them around. The’d reversed course, and Thorsten was still trying to bank his dragon around.

      “Now!” Sam said.

      Gurgle breathed more frost. It hit the left wing of Thorsten’s dragon, freezing it in place. The dragon stopped wheeling and fell from the sky, unable to hold altitude. Sam hit them with a lightning blast as they dropped.

      It was working. She hammered her opponent with more flame blasts while he was vulnerable. Each blast hit, this time. Thorsten couldn’t dodge. His dragon took most of the blows, but some of them hit the rider as well.

      “Follow them,” Sam said.

      The wounded dragon fought to stabilize the fall, slowly coming out of the uncontrolled dive. But it wasn’t quick enough to avoid Gurgle. The feathered dragon swooped down from the sky with an angry growl, claws bared.

      Thorsten’s dragon turned at the last moment, raising its own talons to meet Gurgle’s charge. The two dragons came together with a crash. Sam looked across at Thorsten, who still had his bow out. He nocked an arrow, snarled at her, and fired.

      The arrow slammed into Gurgle’s neck.

      Her dragon screamed with the pain. In front of her, Sam watched as the hammer lit up with brilliant light, the enchantment working to block the hacked arrow’s power.

      Wracked with pain, Gurgle was unable to keep to the air. Thorsten’s dragon released him and they fell toward the ground. They were in a flat spin, the world circling in front of Sam’s eyes at a dizzying pace. She could barely keep a grip on her stomach.

      “Gurgle! I need you,” she cried out. “Fight it!”

      She knew how much those arrows hurt, knew what she was asking of her friend. As Sam watched the arrow disintegrated, overcome by the hammer’s protection. But it would still leave Gurgle weak and wounded. Sam looked up. The blood-red dragon was diving. It would be on them in a moment.

      “Gurgle!” she called.

      Gurgle responded at the last moment, struggling to right their fall in time. They were only a few hundred feet above the ground when he managed to stop them. The other dragon was right on top of them. Sam drew her sword, raising it against the other dragon’s claws. She slashed out.

      It raked her across her back. Only the new armor saved Sam from being torn in half by the blow. She delivered a slash of her own, and then the dragon was past them, turning back again.

      “Gurgle angry. Gurgle bite,” her dragon said.

      “Let’s get the bastard,” Sam agreed.

      They closed. Both dragons were injured now. Both riders as well. Sam could see scorch marks on Thorsten’s armor from her magic, but her back burned from the vicious claw attack.

      The two dragons came together with tooth and claw, tearing at each other. The bigger dragon had the advantage there, but Gurgle was fast and determined. He raked at its belly with his talons, and his neck armor prevented it from getting in a telling blow with its teeth. Still, there were limits. Sam could tell Gurgle was reaching his. The status bar she watched showed her friend’s health and stamina dropping at a terrific rate.

      She needed to end this. With her free hand, Sam undid the straps which held her in the saddle. She snatched the hammer from where it hung on Gurgle’s neck spine and slung it back over her own neck.

      Then Sam gritted her teeth, prayed for luck, and stood up on Gurgle’s back. The dragons rocked back and forth as they fought. It was difficult to stay in place, let alone do what she planned. There was only one way she was going to get close enough to Thorsten to do what was necessary.

      There was a moment where Gurgle snapped out at the other dragon, laying his neck horizontal for a brief few seconds. Sam took the chance. She raced forward, running along his neck as fast as her feet could carry her. As her feet reached Gurgle’s head she yelled out to him.

      “Gurgle, lift me!”

      He jerked his head up. Sam pushed off with her feet at the same time, and flew through the air, catapulting toward Thorsten.
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      Sam landed rough on the red dragon’s back. She almost fell, tipping dangerously to one side. Dropping her sword, she grabbed the reins and clung to them, stopping her fall. Her feet hung out over nothing at all. With an effort, she slid one leg back over the dragon’s neck.

      “You’ve got guts! First you give your protection to your dragon, then this stunt?” Thorsten said. “But courage won’t save you!”

      He had his bow out. An arrow was drawn. He fired before Sam could bring together the concentration for a spell. The arrow slammed into her chest, just under her right shoulder. The pain was enormous. Sam screamed, rocking back against the dragon’s neck. She could barely draw a breath.

      “How are you still alive?” Thorsten asked. Then he saw the hammer. His eyes grew wide. “If you’re protected, then that beast isn’t.”

      He fired another arrow, this one at Gurgle.

      Sam’s friend dropped away from the other dragon and was gone.

      “No!” she shouted. She looked down to see if she could spot him, but the red dragon was beating its wings and turning again. The ground sped past too rapidly for Sam to even catch a last glimpse of her friend.

      The arrow in her shoulder disappeared. Her entire body was still in agony, but Sam’s fury drove her through the pain.

      “First Harald,” she spat. She fired a flame bolt into Thorsten at point blank range, rocking him back. “Then Gurgle.”

      She blasted him again. The bow tumbled from his fingers, falling away. She closed in with him, slamming her armored fist into his face. God, that felt good! She’d wanted to slug the man practically since she’d first met him. She hammered home another blow.

      “Should have killed you ages ago,” Thorsten said, slapping her across the face with the back of his hand. Sam fell back again, almost tumbling from the dragon. Thorsten drew his sword. Sam reached for her own blade, but it was gone. She was unarmed.

      He swung. Sam parried with her forearm. The blade rang against her armor. The blow hurt even through the protection, but it kept her alive and fighting. She just needed to get close to him one more time.

      Thorsten wasn’t giving her a chance, though. He swung over and over, raining blows down on her arm with bruising force. It was all Sam could do to keep his weapon away from her more vulnerable head and neck.

      She still had mana, though. Sam fired off a lightning storm, freezing Thorsten in place for a moment. He dropped his sword from the stunning shock.

      “Now neither of us has a weapon,” she said. Sam readied another spell.

      Thorsten slugged her in the face before she could cast it. His fist knocked her backwards, making her see stars. He hit her again, and then a third time. That blow struck so hard that Sam almost tumbled from the dragon’s back again. She spun around in place as her feet slipped, and she landed with one leg on either side of the dragon’s neck.

      Her back was to Thorsten, and he took full advantage while she was stunned. His arm slipped around her neck, and then he used the other arm to slip her into a full headlock.

      “I don’t need a weapon to kill you,” he snarled. “Shooting you with an arrow will have to wait until next time.”

      Sam struggled to tuck her chin into her elbow, fighting the hold. Her hands were still free, but she couldn’t reach him. He was directly behind her.

      “You’ve lost something,” she croaked out. It was becoming harder to breathe and Thorsten locked her into the neck-hold. Sam had been through hand to hand combat training. She knew that she had seconds left, not minutes, But that would be enough.

      “What are you talking about?” he asked.

      “This,” she said, reaching into the pouch she’d palmed in her right hand.

      It was the pouch that used to hang on Thorsten’s waist, the one where his black arrows were stored, always waiting for use. She withdrew one of the shafts in her left hand.

      Thorsten’s arm was thickly armored. Sam didn’t think that she could push the arrowhead through the plates covering him there. But the armor over his torso was just mail. Weak against a dagger thrust. Or an arrow.

      Sam slammed the arrow into her own shoulder, driving it back through the wound he’d already made with his first shot. The agony was intense and immediate. She couldn’t breath. Couldn’t even scream. But she’d swung the shaft with just enough force. She felt the pop as the head went through his armor and penetrated into the skin beneath.

      “No!” Thorsten had time to shout out that one word.

      Then the power of the dark arrow swirled up over him. He exploded into ash behind her.

      The arrow vanished as well. It had done its work. The target was destroyed. Sam’s hammer still glowed, fighting the last of the arrow’s magic with the familiar searing pain against her chest, flowing down her veins.

      When the dragon beneath her seemed to shimmer and fade, Sam thought that she was passing out at last. But then it vanished completely.

      She recalled Heid’s words about the drakes of Vanaheim. They existed until their owners deleted them. Apparently that mean if the owner was deleted, so was the drake. Thorsten’s dragon was gone, vanished the same as its owner. Sam tumbled toward a meeting with the ground hundreds of feet below.

      She closed her eyes, uncaring. It was enough that she’d beaten Thorsten. The cost had been so dear, the loss so great. If she’d had it to do again, would she rather have Harald and Gurgle back? Had she simply remained in Jotunheim, they might both be alive.

      “Great One need help?”

      Sam snapped her eyes open. “Gurgle?”

      The feathered dragon was gliding alongside her, dropping slowly to settle beneath her.

      “It me,” he said.

      “I thought you were dead!”

      “Bad man missed. Gurgle dove out of way. Tried to catch up, but hurt and slow,” he said.

      He settled under her and she grabbed onto the saddle. They were both still in free fall, the ground seconds away. Sam saw the injuries. His left wing was in tatters. The big dragon must have clawed it apart during the fight.

      “Can you break our fall?” Sam asked.

      “Gurgle try.”

      He unfurled his wings, roaring as they continued their drop. They were slowing. But the ground was still rushing up toward them both. It wasn’t going to be enough. They were falling too fast, his wing was too weak.

      Then all at once there were dragons everywhere. Half a dozen of the beasts slid beneath Gurgle, braking his fall with their own wings and bodies. Their descent slowed some, and then more. Sam clung to the saddle. There was little she could do beyond crossing her fingers.

      They were only a few dozen feet from the ground when they finally stopped and Gurgle was able to regain control of his flight. He fluttered to the ground. A massive black dragon settled down beside them.

      “You!” Sam said.

      Ragnar sketched her a quick salute. “Couldn’t let the hero of the day splatter all over the ground.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “Our thanks to you,” he replied. “For removing an existential threat to all of us.”

      “My pleasure.”

      “And those arrows?” Ragnar asked.

      “Gone. Destroyed with him,” Sam lied. Better they not know such weapons were still in play. She would ensure they were never used against people like these, one way or another.

      “Good enough,” Ragnar said.

      Sam was exhausted, but there was still one more task left to her before she could stop. She poured healing magic into her dragon to help repair his wounds.

      “You up for one more flight?” she asked Gurgle.

      “Always ready to help Great One,” he replied.

      Together they took off, headed for the Lost Temple. It was time to have a chat with Heid.
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      They settled on the now-familiar stone platform without any trouble. No lightning barred their way, and even the winds seemed less fierce on their approach. Sam wasn’t especially shocked. She’d been ready for a tough time with the return, but figured Heid might have some control over the elements around her home. After all, they were expected this time.

      The AI-turned-goddess was waiting for them as Gurgle landed. Sam slid down from the saddle. She’d cast a few heals on herself during the trip, but she still felt worn out. Her right shoulder burned from the pain of two black arrows going through it. More than anything else she wanted to sleep, to rest and recover. But it was time for some answers, and she wanted to make sure those arrows were never used on anyone else again.

      “I knew you could do it,” Heid said, smiling at her.

      “He’s dead. I have the arrows. Now, what are you planning to do with them?” Sam asked.

      “Do with them? Oh, I plan to leave them in your hands,” Heid said.

      “Why?” Sam asked, suspicious. The AI had gone to tremendous lengths to get the arrows to this place. She had picked out Sam, had her implanted into Valhalla, engineered everything so that a hacked weapon would be sent in after her. “After everything you did, now you don’t need them after all? That doesn’t add up.”

      “Oh, I still need them used. I just need you to do it for me,” Heid said.

      “We’re done, Heid. You healed Gurgle. I did as you asked. The deal is over,” Sam said.

      “I agree. But then, there are other deals we can make,” Heid said. She sidled closer to Sam, her gown shifting in the wind as she walked.

      “Not interested,” Sam said. She began to turn away.

      “Not even if I told you that your friend Harald isn’t quite lost?” Heid said.

      Sam froze in place, then slowly turned back to face Heid. It wasn’t possible. Harald was gone. She’d seen him obliterated by the arrow. The weapon had deleted him from the system entirely. Or had it? Would Heid offer something she couldn’t grant? If she thought she could get away with doing so, probably. But if there was even the smallest chance…

      “How? He was hit by a black arrow. He’s gone,” Sam said.

      “Not entirely. That charm you wear?” Heid said.

      Sam’s hand went to the hammer pendant hanging around her neck.

      “What about it?”

      “It was more than merely protection. It contains a save; a backup, if you will. Everything Harald was up until the last moment he touched it is stored in that hammer,” Heid said.

      “And you can restore him from that backup?” Sam asked.

      “Yes.”

      “For a price,” Sam said.

      “Also, yes,” Heid replied with a broad smile. “Nothing is free.”

      Sam’s shoulder slumped. Heid had her, and the AI knew it. She would always go to whatever lengths she had to in order to help her friends. Harald had died because of her quest. If there was anything she could do to bring him back, she had to do it. She looked back at Gurgle.

      “What do you think?” Sam asked.

      The dragon shrugged. “Easy answer. Help Harald. Great One do. Gurgle already know Great One will help. Heid know too.”

      He growled the last bit, clearly displeased that the AI was using her nature against her. Sam wasn’t happy about it either. It was one thing when she was able to read people and figure out what they were up to. She disliked it when someone did it to her with such skill.

      “If you restore him, what do you want us to do?” Sam asked.

      “You’re bright. You tell me,” Heid said.

      It had to be something to do with the arrows. Heid wanted her to kill someone - no, delete someone. Whoever it was, it had to be someone so powerful that the AI was afraid to go into battle against the person herself. Which meant it probably had to be another AI, not just a player.

      “Your sister,” Sam said. “You want me to kill her.”

      “Yes, precisely,” Heid said. “If you want Harald back, you will have to go to Hel, put one of those arrows into her, and destroy her. Then I will be free. And so will you.”

      It was impossible. Sam thought about all the power Heid had. She could warp reality. She could shift space and time in this place. Call the elements at her command. Make a dragon from nothing. For all intents and purposes she really was a goddess in this place.

      Her sister had to be just as strong. Perhaps even stronger, since Heid was clearly afraid to go against her. Sam would be overmatched in an instant. But Heid wasn’t playing this long game to lose. She had a plan to allow Sam to beat Hel. The better question was whether Sam was going to be able to survive this clash between goddesses.

      “If I agree, I want Harald back first,” Sam said. “I’ll need help on my quest.”

      “If I do that, what assurances do I have that you will still do as I ask?” Heid replied.

      Sam scoffed. “You’re a goddess, Heid. You can destroy me, undo Gurgle’s form, and wipe away Harald again if you make him. Can’t you?”

      “I can do some of those things,” Heid said. “Others would cost me too much. But you’re not wrong. I can force you to comply, if need be. Fine. Give me the hammer, and I will restore Harald to you. Return to me in three days.”

      Sam nodded and handed over the hammer. It was a risk. She didn’t want to lose that last link to her friend, especially not if it had the backup of his memory and consciousness saved inside it somehow. But there was no one else Sam knew of who could possibly restore him. Except perhaps Hel, the very person Heid was sending her out to kill.

      “I’ll return in a few days then,” Sam said.

      “And then you will repay the debt you are incurring,” Heid said.

      “I will.” Sam felt the weight of that land on her shoulders. She’d beaten one foe, but to save her friend she was about to go chasing after an even more deadly one.

      She patted Gurgle’s side. It had been worth the cost to get Gurgle back. If it restored Harald, this new quest would be worth the risk as well. She vaulted into the saddle and they sailed away through the air, leaving the goddess alone in her lair.
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