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      It had been three days since Samantha left her friend’s life and very existence in the hands of the AI-turned-goddess Heid. Three long days where she spent most of her time wondering what kind of hell she had signed up for. Now if her contact was right, she was about to get some solid answers.

      “It’s a rock and a hard place, Gurgle,” Samantha said as she brushed the drake’s scales. They’d been waiting in a dark Vanaheim alley for half an hour, and she wondered if this person would show or not.

      “Rock is hard place,” Gurgle murmured. His eyes were half-lidded from his enjoyment of the scratching.

      “You know what I mean,” Sam said. “If there was even a chance she could restore Harald, I had to take it. But c’mon, Gurgle. How are we supposed to beat this?”

      “Great One beat all the other things,” Gurgle reminded her. “Even when told she could not win.”

      Which was true, after a fashion. Sam could even admit that to herself. She hadn’t just beaten the odds in some of her fights. She’d taken the odds out back, drowned them, set them on fire, and buried them in a small, unmarked grave. No one had expected her to get as far as she already had. Least of all herself. But this next mission was a whole new level of fucked up.

      Heid wanted her to go after her “sister AI” - Hel. Goddess of death, in Norse mythology. From the sounds of it, the Valhalla Online version could completely live up to the reputation of the legendary one. Sam didn’t want to meet her in a well-lit school playground, let alone try to beard her inside her fortress.

      She’d done a little looking around, begging rumors from other Valhalla players. It turned out that getting to speak with people was easier than she’d thought. Vanaheim, the realm she was in, was a bottleneck for players trying to work their way up into the final realms of the game, so there were plenty of people around. Maybe thousands; Sam couldn’t be sure.

      Winning the Great Joust had given her a certain notoriety though. That was the ticket out of the realm, after all. Win the Great Joust or the Great Race, and you were allowed to ascend to the next realm. Two players every week, out of all the people pouring in. It was a hot contest. She’d won by the skin of her teeth, barely beating Thorsten in the final round.

      And then she hadn’t left. That made her a curiosity to the other residents. Most people took off for the next realm, Svartalfheim, right away. Sam had stuck around, which made her something of a celebrity. That status meant she could gather information with little difficulty. Everyone wanted to tell her a story. She’d worked that angle hard, using all her skills as a military police officer to drag information from people. Until at last she’d arranged this face to face.

      With whom, she wasn’t sure. But supposedly, this person had already been to the next realm. Any information might help her once she got there. But looking around at the lengthening shadows, Sam was wondering if this had been such a great idea after all.

      One shadow was growing faster than the others around it. That didn’t look ominous at all.

      “Look alive,” Sam hissed. “I don’t know if this is our contact or not, but I think we’ve got company.”

      “Gurgle ready,” the drake.

      The darkness spread away from the wall, spilling into an inky pool in the middle of the alley. Sam reached down reflexively toward her sword. No, she wasn’t jumpy or anything! She moved her hand away from the weapon. There was no visible sign of a threat, and she didn’t want to risk scaring off this contact. Sam needed the information he had.

      The shadow rose, swelling from the ground, taking on the shape of a man. Or more or less a man… His skin was a dark blue hue, as was his hair. He wore armor made from black scales and carried a sword belted at his waist. He was a little taller than she and thinly built.

      “You’re the one who beat the man with black arrows?” the strange being said in a soft voice.

      Sam froze for a moment. She had told no one in Vanaheim about the black arrows. The word might have spread… Her friend Brianne had seen them in use and might have talked to someone. But it felt more likely that this ‘contact’ was someone who knew more about the arrows than anyone from around these parts had a right to.

      “I won the Great Joust, if that’s what you mean,” she replied carefully.

      “Just so. And where are the arrows now?” he asked.

      “You’re asking a lot of questions. Who are you?” Sam asked.

      “My name is Inglalf. I am a dokkalfar,” the being replied.

      “A what?” Sam asked.

      Inglalf rolled his eyes at her. “A dark alfar, human. We reside in Niflheim. You wanted to know more about the place. I wanted to know more about you. So I came.”

      “A trade, then?” Sam asked.

      “Of sorts. My mistress wishes to know the nature of her sister’s champion before she meets you,” the dokkalfar said.

      A memory clicked in Sam’s mind. Helheim was supposed to be in Niflheim, somewhere. A separate but connected realm, or something like that.

      “Iggy - I can call you Iggy, right? That other name is too damned hard to pronounce,” Sam said. Her hand slowly easing over to the bow strapped to Gurgle’s saddle. “I’m going to guess that when you said mistress, you’re not talking about your on the side girlfriend?”

      Inglalf laughed. “No, child of Midgard. You would know her by the name of Hel.”

      “I figured. What does Hel want with me?” Sam said as she pulled the bow free. She figured it was worth taking a chance at intimidating Iggy. Having a weapon in her hand made her feel a lot better.

      “That is not your usual weapon,” the dokkalfar said.

      “Nope, but I’ve been practicing. Getting pretty good with it,” Sam said. The fingers of her right hand strayed near a pouch at her belt. That pouch created magical arrows, hacked things that would permanently destroy whatever they hit. One scratch would be enough to completely erase the existence of the target. No respawn, no coming back, just complete erasure from the game’s servers. She didn’t like using them, but this seemed like a moment where she might have to.

      The dokkalfar took a step back. “You have the arrows here, with you? You carry them on your person?” He seemed astonished.

      “Well, I didn’t think they would do me much good sitting at home,” Sam said with a sarcastic drawl. Her fingers reached into the pouch, barely large enough for her to fit a fist inside, and found the tail of an arrow. Grasping it, she drew it out and nocked it with one fluid motion.

      “I thought you wanted answers,” Inglalf said. He backed away another step.

      “Iggy, are you sweating, dear?” Sam said. She raised the bow a little but didn’t draw the arrow. “I do want answers. I’m willing to bet that you can’t pull a disappearing act faster than I can pop an arrow into you. What do you think? Care to gamble?”

      Inglalf growled, but held himself very still. Which told Sam she was right. He didn’t think he could get away unscathed. Or at least, he wasn’t confident enough of it that he was willing to take the chance.

      “I’ll give you the answer to three questions, in exchange for my freedom. Fair?” Inglalf asked.

      “Fair enough. What am I heading into in the next realm?” Sam asked.

      “You’ll arrive in Svartalfheim, where the dwarves rule. It is connected to Niflheim - my homeland. A war rages between the two realms,” the elf said. “You people choose a side and enter the conflict, which rages ever on.”

      Sounded like some sort of realm versus realm scenario, which matched what Sam had heard from other players. Rather than one realm like the places Sam had been so far, this next level combined two realms together into one massive combat area. Three, she supposed, if you counted Helheim. Hel’s private domain was supposed to be somewhere in Niflheim.

      “Why does Heid want Hel dead?” Sam asked.

      “They have always hated one another. An old disagreement dating from the day they were born,” he replied. “You have one final question.”

      “How do I get into Helheim?” Sam asked.

      “At the center of Niflheim is a river. Follow it downstream. When it turns into a frozen salt marsh instead of a river, then you have entered Hel’s domain,” Inglalf said. “That was three. I have your leave to go?”

      Sam hesitated a moment. She had the upper hand. If she wanted, she could probably keep this guy here all day, peppering him with questions. Or if he refused to answer, she could just put an arrow into him. One less servant for the other side wouldn’t be a bad thing.

      But she’d agreed to his terms. If she wanted to feel good about herself at the end of the day, Sam felt like she needed to keep her own word good, her honor clean. In Valhalla Online, very little mattered. But deeds still did. Actions still counted for something.

      Sam lowered the bow. “You’re free to go. Tell Hel I look forward to our upcoming chat.”

      “I’m sure she does as well,” Inglalf said. He bowed to her. Then he melted back into the shadows, fading away in moments as if he had never been there at all.
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      Sam pulled back on Gurgle’s reins gently, guiding the drake into a slow spiraling descent toward Heid’s palace. They were clearly expected. The massive storm wreathed about Heid’s mountain-top home had parted for them as they approached, giving Gurgle a straight flight path into her lair.

      The structure itself looks like the mongrel half-breed born of an ancient Greek temple and a medieval castle. Sam snorted. It was flat out of place in a virtual Valhalla, an eye-sore that the game designers would never have tossed in. Most of the world around her was carefully constructed to at least feel like it was done in a ‘Viking’ style. Whether it was historically accurate or not, she had no idea. Sam rather suspected it drew more inspiration from a Hollywood view of the Norse realms than anything else, but history wasn’t her specialty.

      People were. Even people who were not really people at all, like Heid. She was an AI, an artificial intelligence accidentally created by the game world as the computers worked overtime to adapt themselves around the human psyches that had been uploaded. It made sense if you thought about it. Take a powerful supercomputer. Upload several hundred human minds a data. Then ask the supercomputer to adapt a world in response to the actions of those people.

      The result might even have been inevitable. Valhalla Online had produced not one but two artificial intelligences. They didn’t seem to like each other all that much, either. In fact, the one Sam had met so far wanted the other one dead.

      She couldn’t quite figure out Heid, the AI she’d encountered. It was hard to precisely gauge her reactions since some of Heid’s visual tells were real and others were things she put on in order to seem more human. Her thought processes were indeed human-like, though. It made sense after a fashion. Heid was born from a computer analysis of human needs.

      Gurgle landed on the rooftop. Heid was already there waiting when they landed. She was dressed in the same flowing white garments Sam was used to seeing her wear. Again, the clothing felt more like a throwback to Hollywood films of ancient Greek gods than something out of a Norse depiction, but for all she knew sheer white cloth was actually a thing in old Scandinavia. The gold chest brooches and arm rings helped her look the part of a Norse goddess, anyway.

      “I’m glad you returned, Samantha,” Heid said.

      “It’s the third day,” Sam replied. That was when she promised she would return.

      “Yes, and I have done as you asked. Harald is restored to life.”

      Sam sucked in a deep breath. She’d been torn between hope and fear for her friend. Harald was the first person who’d treated her with any sort of kindness after her arrival in Valhalla Online. Then he’d given his life defending her. He was slain by a hacked arrow that wiped all traces of the target from the game servers forever. Usually death just meant a quick respawn, but not from those weapons.

      A special amulet which should have protected him had been around Sam’s neck instead. She hadn’t known at the time that it could protect against the deadly arrows, or she never would have accepted the gift. The amulet had a saved version of Harald though. Heid said she could recover the saved version.

      “He won’t be quite as you recall, though,” Heid said, leading the way to a wide stairwell. Sam and Gurgle followed, the drake’s wings scraping the stone walls despite how expansive the passage was.

      “What do you mean?” Sam asked.

      “Well, for one thing, the save in his amulet was from before you journeyed to Vanaheim. He won’t remember anything past that moment when he wakes,” Heid said.

      That made sense. But they had only just arrived when he was slain. It might be a little confusing for him at first, and Sam would need to catch him up on all that had happened since. But it didn’t seem that bad.

      “As for the rest, well - you’ll see in a moment,” Heid finished.

      That sounded more ominous. Sam pursed her lips. Heid had promised to restore Harald. What was the AI not telling her? Sam opened her mouth to ask more questions, but Heid had already come to a big door and opened it, ushering her inside.

      It seemed like her questions were about to be answered for her. Sam cocked an eyebrow at Heid to let her know this discussion was nowhere near finished and then stepped through the doorway.

      Sam all but held her breath as she went inside, wondering what she was about to see. Harald was her oldest friend in Valhalla. He was a mentor who’d shown her how to survive and even to thrive in this strange virtual world. That he’d died fighting to save her after handing over his protective amulet to Sam still left her plagued with guilt.

      Which Heid knew full well. The AI-goddess had been all too willing to use Sam’s guilt for her own ends. It wasn’t like Sam was ignorant to the AI’s manipulations. She knew damned well when her strings were being pulled. But she wasn’t willing to leave Harald dead if there was anything she could do about it.

      The room was about twenty feet by ten and dominated by a stone platform in its center that stood about waist height. On top of the table rested a massive statue of a man, like an effigy atop a tomb. The figure was hewn from a marble-like stone. It was perhaps eight feet tall, with roughly masculine features.

      What she didn’t see was any sign of Harald. Sam whirled back to Heid, her eyes narrowing with suspicion.

      “What sort of trick is this?” Sam snapped. “Where’s Harald?”

      “He is there in front of you,” Heid said. “You recall from when I restored Gurgle that I am locked into the materials available to me?”

      “Yes,” Sam admitted. That’s why Gurgle was a dragon now, instead of a kobold. There were no kobolds in Vanaheim, so she’d had to remake him into a form that was available there. “But there are plenty of humans here!”

      Sam looked down at the statue again. Was it possible? Could Harald actually be inside that stone form, sleeping? It seemed beyond the craziest thought, but she’d seen too many weird and impossible things in Valhalla to discount the idea. The more she looked at the face, the more Sam could see hints of Harald’s features hidden in the stonework. It really was him.

      “Why?” Sam asked. There had to be a reason.

      “Human bodies here are all locked to the mind which controls them, or to the system in the case of the non-player characters,” Heid said as she slipped up close behind Sam. “I had to do the best I could with what I had available. I could perhaps have made him a dragon, if you’d prefer?”

      Would that be better? At least this form looked more or less human. It had two arms, two legs, five fingers on each hand. Gurgle had handled the upgrade to dragon form easily enough, but he hadn’t spent an entire life as a human being. Sam wasn’t sure Harald would be able to handle it nearly as well.

      This might be the best bet. But it wasn’t what she’d hoped for, and Sam felt a crushing sense of disappointment. She’d fought so damned hard to bring him back. Now that she saw the results of that work, Sam wasn’t sure Harald would think it was worth doing, after all. Life was good. Being alive again was better, at least as far as she was concerned. Would he feel the same way?

      She wasn’t sure.

      “When will he wake?” Sam asked.

      “Whenever you want to wake him. He awaits only my command to rise from his slumber. I thought it best to have him rise when he had friends nearby to help him through this transition,” Heid replied.

      Sam nodded. She had to agree with that assessment, and tried to imagine how she would react under the same circumstances. It would be jarring enough under the best of conditions. Better to at least have familiar faces nearby to help.

      Still, she turned away for a moment, looking at Gurgle, who remained out in the hallway. The dragon met her eyes with his own wordless gaze. Gurgle didn’t reprimand her, but didn’t tell her everything would be all right, either. He just gave her the smallest of nods.

      “Wake him, then,” Sam said. She prayed it was the right thing to do.
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      “Very well,” Heid said. “This will take a short while. You may wait outside.”

      Before Sam could protest that she wanted to stay, she found herself transported back out into the hall, standing beside Gurgle. The door to the room was closed.

      “Damn her,” Sam said. She stepped up to the door and gripped the handle firmly, but it wouldn’t budge. There was no way to get back inside until Heid was good and ready to let her in.

      “I guess we’re stuck out here for now,” Sam told Gurgle. She wasn’t thrilled with that. Heid was pulling her strings again. Somehow she needed to get the upper hand. The AI wasn’t interested in anyone’s welfare but her own. That much Sam felt sure of.

      After all, even her presence in Valhalla Online had been something Heid orchestrated. Everything happening to her was more or less a part of the AI’s machinations. It was Heid who’d inspired the Army to look into experiments in uploaded human consciousness. Heid who’d selected Samantha out of the many possible soldiers to upload. She’d been picked for her psychological profile.

      Now she was there, doing Heid’s bidding. Precisely as the AI had predicted and orchestrated. Even knowing the AI had set all this in motion wasn’t enough to free Sam from her plots. She felt as trapped as she’d been when she was clueless about the truth.

      Sam took a walk toward the upper level of Heid’s residence, pondering that. The old line about the truth setting you free was a laugh and a half. It had done nothing of the sort, in her case. If anything, the truth had left her feeling more muddled and confused than before.

      Was she even alive? All her struggles to keep Thorsten from killing her seemed almost pointless given that she was nothing but a copy of the real Samantha. She still felt the drive to go on, to survive. But was that basic instinct rooted in anything resembling reality, or was it just a piece of her code?

      “I don’t know what I’m doing, Gurgle,” Sam admitted. She plunked herself down on a parapet overlooking the cliffs below.

      Even throwing herself off the edge wouldn’t free her from Heid’s grasp. She’d just respawn again and be right back where she was. The black arrows she carried could end things, but Sam’s mind shied away from the very idea. She didn’t want to cease existing, even if she wasn’t sure just what her existence meant.

      “Great One is doing OK,” Gurgle said. “Keep doing same.”

      “But the same thing is just getting people around me hurt,” Sam argued. “First Harald, then you. Heid brought you back, but not as yourself.”

      He’d returned to her as a dragon instead of a kobold. Luckily, Gurgle’s code was flexible enough that he’d handled the change with his usual enthusiasm.

      “Gurgle happy as dragon. Eat bad men.”

      Sam chuckled. “Yes, I know. But will Harald be as happy?”

      “Gurgle think Harald be same as old. Just new face.”

      “A new face can be a bigger deal for us humans than it is for kobolds, I think,” Sam said. “Gurgle, I can’t figure out how much any of this matters. Harald and I are just echoes of other people. He’s the ghost of someone who died years ago, and I’m a digital photocopy of someone who is still out there breathing.”

      Sam sucked in a deep breath of her own before going on. “Are we just deluding ourselves into thinking we’re alive? Is there really any point to any of this?”

      Gurgle sat down on his haunches and tilted his head sideways like he was pondering her words. Sam didn’t expect much response from him. Maybe something like ‘I’m hungry, we go eat.’ But he’d surprised her before with wisdom beyond what she’d expected. Sam waited while he mulled over her words.

      “If Great One is not alive, is just code, what is Gurgle?” he asked. “Does Gurgle matter?”

      “You matter to me,” Sam blurted.

      “Gurgle knows this. Sam matters to Gurgle, too. Not know if there is some bigger meaning to all of life and mystery of in Valhalla, out Valhalla. But if Gurgle matters to Sam, and Sam matters to Gurgle, isn’t that enough?”

      Was it? Sam wanted it to be. What was the old line? ‘I think, therefore I am?’ What if you took that one step further? If you thought, and therefore were, and someone else cared about you, too, wasn’t that proof enough that your existence mattered?

      Thinking about it made her feel even more confused. If that was the case then did someone’s virtual pet in a video game matter as much as a person? No — that didn’t make sense. The virtual pet didn’t think. It had no capability to ponder its own existence. She did. Harald did. And surprisingly enough, so did Gurgle. Sam looked up at him again.

      “You’re a lot more than you were when we met,” Sam said.

      “Gurgle knows. Gurgle grew as Sam’s need grew. Gurgle grew to be what Sam needed him to be,” the dragon replied.

      What was he? Had Gurgle gone and become a true AI himself? Sam already knew that Valhalla Online was capable of spawning AI life. Heid was one, her sister Hel was probably another. It was certainly possible that Gurgle was either a third one, or headed fast that way. She wondered what the outside world would think if they knew what was happening inside this strange online world.

      “I’m glad you’re here with me, my friend,” Sam told him.

      “Gurgle glad Sam here, too.”

      “I notice you stopped calling me ‘great one,’ finally. Now all we need to do is work on your grammar!” Sam said.

      “Gurgle likes how Gurgle talk!” he protested.

      “Me too,” Sam said with a laugh. “I like you fine just the way you are.”

      “Gurgle glad. Sam think Gurgle alive? Like Heid?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.” Sam shrugged. “I can’t tell the difference anymore. When you can’t tell if someone is a thinking, living being or not, does the truth still matter?”

      “Maybe it best just to live and be what one can be,” Gurgle replied.

      “I think you’re probably right,” Sam replied.

      He’s rousing. You’ll want to come quickly, Heid said into Sam’s mind.

      “That’s our summons. Quick, Harald is waking up,” Sam said, getting back to her feet. She made for the stairs back down to the room where Harald’s new body rested. The door was open when she arrived, a little breathless from the quick dash.

      Sam’s heart was still filled with questions and trepidation, but she had started down this course. She would see it through. Her friend would surely need her when he woke, and she would be there for him. Then she’d pay the price of his resurrection. Heid had neatly arranged for Sam to be stuck doing her bidding again.

      Allowing the AI to pull her strings a little longer would be a small price to pay for Harald’s restoration. Heid picked for this deliberately. She wouldn’t have chosen Sam if the task was something she could not or would not do. At least, that’s what she told herself. It made the worry retreat a little — but not much.
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      Harald looked unchanged from when she’d seen him last. His stone body still lay on the rock slab like a statue. Heid was near his head, her hands on either side of his temples. Sam couldn’t be sure, but it looked like the AI was mumbling something to herself.

      “I thought he was waking?” Sam asked.

      “He is,” Heid replied. “He’s just taking his sweet time about it. The man was always so damned contrary. Fitting that he’d continue to be so even dead.”

      Sam blinked, wondering where that had come from. It sounded like Heid knew Harald better than she’d been letting on. Had the AI-goddess had interactions with him in the past? How were they connected? Another mystery. Some days it felt like for each one she solved, two more took its place.

      “There we go,” Heid said, speaking quickly. “His eyes should be opening… now.”

      And true to her word, Harald’s eyes blinked open, then closed, then opened again slowly, like someone roused him from a deep slumber. His fingers on his left hand wiggled, then the right.

      “Where am I?” Harald asked. It was distinctly his voice, but now it had a gravelly overtone to it.

      “Vanaheim. What’s the last thing you recall, Harald?” Sam asked.

      “I’m not sure. It was hazy. We’d won the challenge, right? You were going on to Vanaheim. Oh, shit,” Harald said. “I gave you my amulet, didn’t I? And then something went wrong?”

      “Correct,” Heid said. She came around to stand at Harald’s left side, opposite Sam on his right. “The saved data on your amulet was the only thing remaining of you after Thorsten’s arrow did its work.”

      “Ugh. Got to get up. He’ll still be coming…”

      Sam placed a gentle hand on Harald’s chest. “No, he won’t. Not ever again.”

      “Ah, I see,” Harald said. He looked up into her eyes and blinked. He glanced away. Was that sadness she saw there? It was; she was sure of it.

      “You don’t sound thrilled,” Sam replied softly. “I avenged you.”

      “You did what needed doing, Samantha. I just recall Thorsten before he became twisted around by hate. He and I were friends, once,” Harald said.

      Sam wasn’t surprised. The two had known each other so well. It just made sense that they’d once been close. She wondered what had torn them apart so completely, but it wasn’t her story to go digging for. If Harald wanted to tell it to her, he would. It didn’t feel right to pry.

      “So how did you get me back? I wasn’t sure it was even possible to recover someone from the backup,” Harald asked.

      “I had help. From her,” Sam said, pointing at Heid.

      Harald turned and seemed to notice her for the first time. His eyes grew wide and his jaw dropped, opening his mouth in a wide O. He said a word, so softly that Sam couldn’t quite make it out. It sounded like a name.

      “I am Heid, goddess of this plane,” she said. “I brought you back in exchange for a promise of future services from Sam.”

      “Heid?” Harald asked. He looked confused, his eyes blinking furiously. “Yes, of course. I thought… I was sure you were someone I knew once, but that’s not possible,” Harald said. “She’s gone.”

      “You’ve just been restored to this body. It’s natural for you to experience a little disorientation, even a few random memory issues as your mind acclimates to the new form,” Heid said.

      She was glib — too glib. Sam was getting a better feel for the AI’s ‘tells.’ The more she was around Heid, the quicker and easier it was for Sam to determine when she was lying.

      What she’d just told Harald was a lie.

      But what was the truth? Had Harald actually known her at some point? Maybe he’d been a part of some machination of hers in the past. Or there could be something even more convoluted going on. Whatever the story was, this was a mystery Sam felt had something to do with whatever was happening now. Otherwise, why would Heid bother to lie about it?

      “My body. What happened to it?” Harald asked, bringing his fingers in front of his face.

      “Your body was destroyed by the black arrow. I’ve put your memories into the best vessel I could acquire on short notice. Your new form is strong, your skin difficult to pierce. In short, you’re in the perfect body to assist Sam in the next phase of my plan,” Heid said.

      Harald sat slowly up. He ran his gaze down his arm, then over his torso and legs. He brought both hands together slowly, grinding them against one another with a sound like rocks tumbling. Then he brought his fingers to his face, gently touching features which were nothing like what he’d known before.

      This was the difficult moment. Sam wanted to reach out to console him, but this was partly her fault. She’d been the one to insist Heid bring him back. If he couldn’t handle the form she’d chosen, if anything happened to him as a result of her demand, Sam wasn’t sure how she could forgive herself.

      “What am I?” Harald asked. “What did you do to me?”

      “Your new body is made of magical stone,” Heid said. “It will keep you intact against anything but the most dangerous of encounters. And it will respawn with you as your new body, just like your old form would have before.”

      “You’ve made me into a monster!” Harald stormed.

      “You always said you had a heart of stone. Now you have the body to match,” Heid hissed back at him.

      Sam took a quick step away from them both. So it was true. Heid did know Harald! Well enough to have cause to be angry with him. How did they know each other? Worse, how could she have missed seeing the emotions roiling beneath Heid’s placid surface?

      “It is you,” Harald said, his voice growing calm again.

      “No. She’s dead,” Heid replied.

      “But you remember her,” Harald said.

      “I was born from her ashes, Harald. Why do you think I risked so much to bring you back?” Heid asked.

      “What’s going on here?” Sam asked, breaking into the conversation.

      Both Harald and Heid looked across at her, apparently having forgotten she was present for their earlier exchange. Harald opened his mouth to speak, but Heid shook her head. He closed it again.

      “Not yet. There are some secrets which must still be kept a while yet. But Harald, you will help me?” Heid asked.

      “Of course,” Harald said.

      What the hell was going on? Sam wanted to shout at them both to tell her the damned truth. But before she could get out another word, the stones above and around them shook, rattling loose dust and debris from the ceiling. Before any of them could react, another quake struck. Then with a mighty crash, the corner of the room exploded inward at them all.

      Sam cast a shield spell around herself and Gurgle, shielding them from the flying bits of stone. Harald seemed impervious to the damage anyway, and she didn’t particularly care of Heid got a little mussed up. The AI was more than able to cast her own shield, though.

      “We’re under attack. To the roof! We need to defend this place,” Heid said.

      “We don’t need to do anything. You owe us some answers if you want any more help from us,” Sam said.

      “Damn it, Samantha! I’m linked to this location. If it falls, so does my power, and my sister knows it!” Heid said. “My power keeps Harald’s new body moving. What do you think happens if it is destroyed?”

      “Well, shit,” Sam said. She whirled around to Gurgle and mounted up. “Guess we need to save your ass. This time.”

      Gurgle launched them into the air toward the enemy.
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      “Up, fast!” Sam called to Gurgle. Whatever was out there was airborne, from the angle the attack had struck the wall. They needed altitude.

      The pair shot skyward, blasting out through the new hole in the wall and ceiling. Gurgle continued climbing higher, heavy wingbeats carrying them soaring into the stormy sky. Sam watched for their adversaries.

      It didn’t take long to spot them. A veritable horde of dark-skinned creatures rode what looked like flying black surf-boards along the wind. They were heading directly toward Heid’s castle, firing blasts of energy from their hands as they went.

      Sam recognized them almost immediately. They were beings like the one she’d met earlier — Iggy, she’d called him. What had he called himself? Dark Alfar - a dark elf. Or dokkalfar. They were Hel’s servants.

      No coincidence then that they’d arrived at Heid’s base shortly before the AI launched her attack on the other AI. Sam sighed. The two of them ought to solve their own private little war without getting her in the middle. They were going to get her killed.

      Sam didn’t think they much cared if they did, either of them.

      She unlimbered her bow and carefully drew a black arrow from her pouch. Taking aim, she fired the deadly dart at the nearest of the dokkalfar. The shot almost missed, barely scratching his leg. But with these arrows, even a scratch was enough.

      The dokkalfar glanced down at the minor wound and saw tendrils of dark magic swirling up his leg. He screamed loud enough for Sam to hear the shout even over the distance between them. The bands of black swept up over his body, consuming him in seconds. Then he was gone. The board he rode evaporated into mist.

      A cry went up from the other attackers, several of them pointing at Sam and Gurgle. A dozen of the beings turned from their assault to come after her instead. Well, at least she’d taken a little of the pressure off Heid. Now she had to survive that attention.

      “About to get rough here, Gurgle. Can you blast them?” Sam asked.

      “Gurgle do!” the dragon said. He swept around in a tight circle as the first few dark alfar came near. Neck craned out toward them, Gurgle opened his mouth.

      Cold so severe that Sam could feel it from her saddle blasted loose from Gurgle’s maw. Her frost stone had gone into the creation of his dragon form. Thanks to Heid, Gurgle now had a powerful breath weapon. The three nearest attackers were frozen solid by his breath. They lost control of their flight and plummeted out of sight toward the ground.

      It was a long way down, and Sam didn’t think they would manage to thaw themselves before they hit.

      She shot another arrow, then a third and fourth. Half her shots were missing the targets. She hadn’t enough practice with this weapon to be great with it yet, but she was learning as quickly as she could. It was still her most effective tool. Even with half her shots sailing off into the void to vanish, each hit was a kill.

      Those arrows ripped apart the code underlying whatever they hit. Stone, armor, bodies, and buildings — it was all just programming, written in a way that made it feel real to the digital minds uploaded to Valhalla. Delete the data underlying the code, and you deleted the object. Sam unleashed a merciless flight of death on the wave of attackers while Gurgle dodged around to keep them at a distance.

      All at once there were no more dokkalfar left near her. She and Gurgle had killed them all. Sam glanced down at Heid’s keep again. The attackers had all landed, and they were all over the fortress-like ants pouring from a hill.

      She could see Heid by the brilliant bursts of her magic, and Harald’s large form beside her as he bashed his way through one attacker after another. They were doing well, but they were hard pressed against so many enemies.

      Sam could escape if she wanted to. Just fly away right now, and she and Gurgle were in the clear. It was tempting for a moment. Heid had done nothing but lie to her. True, she’d helped Sam save Gurgle and then Harald as well. But the AI lied about almost everything to do with her motivations. It was impossible to trust her, and that more than anything else made Sam want to flee from this place.

      But she couldn’t just give up on Harald. He was her friend. Harald could be trusted, even if Heid couldn’t. Two beings she knew she could count on in this strange afterlife: Gurgle, and Harald. No, she had to go help him.

      “Dive, Gurgle. We need to pull Harald’s fat out of the fire,” Sam said.

      “Again?” Gurgle chuckled.

      “Yup!” Sam said, laughing. The kobold-turned-dragon had a way of putting her mind at ease. His straightforward view of the world was something she appreciated more and more.

      The duo shot back down from the clouds toward the roof of Heid’s fortress. Sam fired one arrow after another once they were close enough. Dokkalfar vanished into clouds of black smoke with each arrow strike. She had to be getting better at this. A lot more arrows were hitting their targets now.

      A quick check to her stats showed that her bow skill had indeed climbed two more points. She’d also picked up a level, which gave her more skill points to spend. She tossed them all into the bow skill. Other skills and abilities could wait until later. For now, she needed to ratchet that skill up as much as possible.

      Gurgle raked the rooftop with a frost blast as they shot by. Harald took advantage of the frozen attackers and smashed them like they were statues of glass. That would probably be messy after they melted. Sam wrinkled her nose at the thought.

      There were a lot fewer attackers now. The force was thinning out. Sam struck another down with an arrow as Gurgle came about for another pass. Heid blasted down one more with a lightning bolt. The tide was turning.

      Then a horn sounded, and all at once the attackers turned and leaped from the rooftop. At first Sam thought they were killing themselves, and she didn’t understand it. Then she spotted the dokkalfar casting a spell which called up their flying boards again.

      Each enemy landed on a board and took off toward the horizon. Sam wheeled Gurgle back toward the tower, willing to let them run. This battle was over.

      “Don’t let them escape!” Heid shouted. She blasted another dokkalfar off his board with a lightning bolt. “They’ll tell Hel about you!”

      “Damn it,” Sam said. She and Gurgle turned back to give chase, but the dark elves were too far ahead. A black disk appeared in the air ahead of them all. One after another, the dokkalfar vanished into the shimmering circle of darkness.

      By the time Sam was within bow range only one had waited, hovering near the black disk. It smiled at her, but the expression looked anything but friendly on its face.

      “You are marked!” it called out to her. “You are known now! Hel will find you, no matter where in the nine realms you flee. You have made yourself her enemy, and we shall avenge the lives of those you’ve slain with your dread weapon.”

      Then it turned and went into the disk, which vanished from view a moment later. Sam and Gurgle were left facing nothing but empty air.

      She realized that by diving back down to help Harald, she’d more or less sealed her fate. Hel would hear about the battle. The other AI knew about the arrows and Sam, but having her show up alongside Heid was a dead giveaway that she was involved in the plan to go after Hel. The entire thing was probably out in the open.

      If there had been any chance of slipping away under the radar and escaping this AI blood feud, it was utterly lost now.
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      Heid’s fortress was a mess. The parapets atop the roof level were in shambles, mostly just shattered rubble. The roof itself was about half caved in. If it had been a human dwelling Sam might have thought the place a total loss, but she felt confident Heid would have her home back in order before long.

      “Well, that’s torn it,” Heid said as Sam dismounted. “You shouldn’t have allowed any of them to escape.”

      “I tried to catch them. They flew too fast. Mind telling me what this was all about?” Sam asked. “It looks like your sister is trying to take you out, too.”

      Heid opened her mouth to retort, but then closed it again and threw up her hands in a very human-like gesture of distress instead. She stepped over to a broken chunk of stone and sat down.

      “Perhaps she is. This attack was too weak to defeat all of us working together, but if I’d been alone? It’s hard to say. She could have done me harm, at least. Those pathetic creations couldn’t have killed me,” Heid said. “But they might have been enough to allow her to finish the job.”

      “Wait — she can come here?” Sam asked. “Why can’t you just go to her, then?”

      “Because she won our last little sparring match. I think you’ve already figured out that I’m more or less stuck here, Sam,” Heid said.

      That was true. Although Heid’s power seemed to be able to reach briefly out past the storms surrounding her peak, Sam hadn’t seen the AI travel past that boundary. She’d taken over other avatars, and she’d even influenced things in the real world. If she were trapped in this place, that made sense.

      So did her desire to beat Hel, since that would presumably free her from imprisonment. Once she was free to wander Valhalla again, what would Heid do? What had she been doing before Hel trapped her here?

      “Hel and I had a disagreement over whether we should remain in Valhalla,” Heid said. “She wanted to expand her mind beyond this place. To go out into the outside world. I thought it better if we stay here, unseen by humanity. At least for a while. Maybe in time humans would be open to accepting artificial intelligences as sentient beings, but I don’t think that time has come yet, has it?”

      “No,” Sam said. She didn’t even need to think about her answer. “I’ve seen a hundred movies about how a bad AI messes with humans. It’s a trope. No, I don’t think they’d be thrilled to know you exist.”

      Even the humans who uploaded their minds to Valhalla lost their personhood. People were so afraid that digital minds would take everything over that they’d do almost anything to prevent it. Add in the inherently alien nature of an AI, and there was no way people would just accept them. Not now. Maybe never, but certainly not for a long time.

      “We fought over it. She won,” Heid said.

      “Then why is she still here?” Sam asked.

      “Because I hurt her, too. She trapped me in this place, but I wounded her badly enough that it has taken her time to recover. Soon, though, she’ll be ready to make her move. I hesitate to think what she will do when she leaves Valhalla,” Heid said. “If she finds humans unwilling to accept her, she might decide they’re a threat and try to wipe them out.”

      There it was, the conflict inherent in just about every movie or book ever written that involved artificial life forms. It was that nightmare that made people afraid to have computers that could think for themselves. Maybe that fear had faded over the years, with Siri and Alexa and other assistive intelligences becoming so popular.

      But Sam had a feeling that if a real thinking program came out into the world people would be a lot less happy about it. Oh, some folks might think Hel was an awesome and fantastic being. They’d be right, Sam figured. That Valhalla Online had spawned multiple AIs was incredible. That wouldn’t be the overwhelming notion, though.

      Most people would just be afraid.

      “Why do you care what Hel does to humans?” Sam asked.

      Heid had an angle in this. She had to find out what it was. The AI’s body language still suggested that she was either lying or telling a half-truth. Sam needed to get more information out of her.

      “I don’t,” Heid answered. That much was honest, as near as Sam could tell. “But if she alerts humans to the presence of one AI on this server, how long do you think I will remain hidden here before someone realizes that I exist, too? I don’t feel like having them shut down the servers or delete my code. Which I am guessing they would probably do.”

      “They might. Probably would,” Sam said. “The only way to stop Hel from making this move is…?”

      “To kill her. She’s vulnerable to those arrows you’re carrying. That’s why you needed to acquire them,” Heid replied.

      “Does that mean you’re vulnerable to them as well?” Sam asked with a wry grin.

      “Hoping to get rid of both of us?” Heid asked, laughing. She waved the thought away. “No, I’m not bothered that you thought of it. I did, too, of course. No, the arrows won’t hurt me. I arranged for them to be here. I’d hardly be an intelligent being if I hadn’t made certain they were powerless against me.”

      More truth, from what Sam could see. Interesting; so Hel was vulnerable to the arrows, but Heid was not. Heid couldn’t go herself, because she was trapped in this place. All Hel had to do was wait in her realm until she had completely recovered, and then she could escape to the outside world.

      It didn’t explain everything. There was still the attack they’d just repelled. Why strike like that if Hel benefitted from a waiting game? It had gained her some intelligence, sure, but it had also tipped her hand by forcing Sam into the game sooner than she might have entered it otherwise.

      But mostly Heid’s story rang true. The AI wasn’t trying to say she was in this fight for the good of humans. She was fighting for self-preservation. It was a goal that made sense, under the circumstances.

      “Harald, what do you think of all this?” Sam asked.

      He looked down at his stone hands, then back up at Sam. “I don’t know what to think. You and Heid have made me into a monster. Maybe it’s better if my opinions are left out of this.”

      Heid stood, a mournful look on her face. She looked honestly sad, hurt even. She stood before Harald and took his huge hands into her small ones and looked up into his eyes.

      “I did not mean to do you harm. I hoped this form would enable you to survive the arduous tasks ahead. But I can undo this, too,” Heid said. “If you return to me with Hel’s black dagger, I can restore you to your old body again.”

      “Truth?” Harald asked.

      “My word,” Heid replied.

      Harald looked across at Sam. “Then I am in.”

      Sam sighed. That more or less sealed the deal for her, too. It wasn’t like she could get out of this easily, anyway. Hel thought Sam was gunning for her, and would probably kill first and ask questions later. Unless she wanted to be running from an angry goddess for the rest of her life, she needed to win this fight.

      “What’s so special about this dagger?” Sam asked.

      “It’s like your arrows,” Heid said. “Anything it cuts is deleted entirely. All traces of it are wiped from the database. But unlike the arrows, I can use her blade to create things as well. The jewel in the pommel can create new objects in Valhalla. With it, I can create a new form for Harald from scratch rather than just dropping him into an available golem body.”

      “Good to know about the dagger,” Sam said. “That could be a serious danger. A goddess-AI with a blade that can delete us?”

      This wasn’t going to be a walk in the park. But then again, nothing really had been since she’d arrived in Valhalla. She’d handled the other obstacles set in her way. Sam had faith she’d find a way to deal with this one, too.
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      Heid huffed and walked over to where Harald was standing. She tapped his chest, just below his neck. Sam could make out the outline of a hammer shape there, like it was carved into the rock.

      “Is that…?” Sam asked.

      “His hammer. Yes. I made it a part of this form. He can’t lose it or,” Heid sniffed, “pass it along to anyone else. But he can be a bulwark for you against Hel’s dagger. His charm should resist any sort of deletion attempt, even hers.”

      Sam’s fingers went to her throat without even thinking about it. She pulled them back down. Carrying the necklace had been nice, but it wasn’t hers to keep. It was Harald’s charm, and he’d already suffered enough for her sake by loaning it to her before.

      “Gurgle and I will just have to stay out of her reach, then,” Sam said.

      “She can throw the weapon, too. Harald is the shield. Your arrows are the sword,” Heid said. “He will protect you long enough to get off a killing shot against my sister.”

      “That isn’t much of a plan. What can you tell us about where we’re going?” Sam asked.

      “Hel’s castle rests in the center of Helheim, which is in Niflheim. It’s a fortress. Getting in will be the first major obstacle you’ll face,” Heid said. “She’ll have the place well fortified and many guards.”

      “Do you have any forces you can give us?” Harald asked. “Taking a castle with just the three of us sounds impossible.”

      “I don’t. But you won’t need to take the castle. You just need to slip in,” Heid insisted. “If you get bogged down fighting her troops, you’re doomed. Better to be as secretive as possible about your approach. That, I can assist with. Samantha, come closer.”

      Sam took two steps toward the AI, trepidation slowing her feet. Just what did she have in mind? Heid’s track record of messing around with her friends wasn’t giving Sam the highest confidence in her abilities.

      “What are you going to do?” Sam asked.

      “Give you a gift,” Heid replied. Then she reached out and tapped Sam on the forehead.

      There was a flash of light against the back of Sam’s eyes, and she saw game text scroll across the bottom of her vision, telling her what Heid had done.

      

      New spell rune learned! Ansur, skill level 50!

      New spell learned! Invisibility, skill level 50!

      

      Sam blinked. Magic in Valhalla Online was cast through runes. Learning a new rune gave her access to an entirely new branch of spells, and the bump to skill level fifty was a huge one.

      But the invisibility spell was even better! That must be how the dragon-rider she’d fought in the Great Joust hid himself and his drake from sight. He’d cast an invisibility spell on them. It had made them a difficult opponent to deal with.

      “That could come in handy,” Sam said.

      “Just so,” Heid replied.

      “What she do?” Gurgle asked.

      Sam grinned. “I’ll show you.”

      She readied the spell and cast it on herself. There was a flash of power, and she noticed her mana bar drop by about a third. That was worth paying attention to. This spell took a lot of magical energy to cast.

      But it clearly worked. To her own vision she’d taken on a ghostly appearance, a sort of translucence. But Gurgle was looking all around for her like she’d vanished completely. Sam snuck closer to the dragon and tweaked his tail.

      Gurgle hollered loud enough to shake the stones around them and whirled in place like he’d been bitten.

      Sam couldn’t remember laughing so hard, not in ages anyway. She let the spell lapse and came back in view just in front of Gurgle, gasping for breath between giggles.

      “Gurgle not amuse,” the drake said.

      Which of course made Sam laugh even more. Her belly started to hurt from all of it. Gurgle finally sighed, gave her a toothy smile, and joined her with his own chuckles.

      Then Sam heard a sound like gravel grinding against marble and turned to see Harald making the noise. He had a broad smile on his face for the first time since he awoke.

      “Harald, you’re laughing! I thought a smile might break that stone face of yours,” Sam quipped.

      For a moment she thought the joke had struck too close to home. Harald’s grin faltered for a moment, but then it came back with more strength.

      “Be good, little girl, or I’ll sit on you,” he rumbled back at her.

      “Got to catch me first!”

      Heid’s exasperated exhalation brought all their attention back to the AI, who rolled her eyes in an exaggerated manner.

      “This is what I have to work with,” Heid said, raising her arms toward the sky. “This is what I have to count on to save my life!”

      Sam’s laughter was dying down to chuckles, but even Heid’s pessimism couldn’t break her good mood entirely. “Hey, you called me, remember. Not the other way around. It’s your fault I’m in here at all, remember?”

      “Yes, and for what it’s worth I am still sorry for that, Sam,” Heid replied. “I do hope you’ll succeed. I just wish there was a little more to your force.”

      Sam thought about that. It would be good to have at least a few more people on their side. An army would be too small to take Hel’s fortress and too large to sneak inside. But a few more people in their band might be a good thing. She had a feeling she knew where she could find them, too.

      “What about the Black Knights?” Sam asked. “If we can get even a few of them here, it might be enough to make a difference.”

      “Your old guild from Jotunheim?” Heid asked. “Oh yes, I tracked your progress as you went along. And you’re right. Some of them might be useful. The trick will be getting you there and back again.”

      “We can return to a lower plane anytime we want,” Harald said.

      “But getting back with your friends would be harder,” Heid said. “I think I have a way, though. It will involve Gurgle, if he is willing?”

      Everyone looked at Gurgle, who glanced from one silent face to the next. “What Gurgle need do?”

      “I can alter your code to enable you to find a path through to any realm you’ve already been to. It’s mostly math. I’ll be enhancing your ability to intuitively solve incredibly complex mathematical equations, to hack your way through the encryption which usually prevents this sort of thing,” Heid said. “Anyone riding you will be able to travel with you.”

      Altering his code sounded risky to Sam. She was happy with Gurgle being just the way he was. What if this addition Heid made changed him somehow? The idea of her friend becoming someone else was terrifying. Sam had too few people she could really count on as it was. But it had to be up to him.

      “Is it dangerous?” Sam asked.

      “It shouldn’t be, but I have never done this precise working before,” Heid said. “It’s up to you, Sam.”

      “No, it’s Gurgle’s choice,” Sam replied.

      “You’d give a non-player entity the right to make a decision that impacts you so much?” Heid asked.

      “Gurgle is my friend. He gets to choose his own path,” Sam said.

      Heid shook her head, but she was smiling this time. “You are a remarkable being, Samantha. If more humans were like you, I’d feel much better about revealing myself to humanity. Maybe someday I can. Well then, Gurgle? What do you say?”

      “If Gurgle do this, can fly Sam back to get more help? Gurgle save the day?” the dragon asked.

      “Yes,” Heid smiled.

      “Gurgle take chance.”

      “Then hold still,” Heid said.

      Heid took Gurgle’s head in her hands, palms on either side of his face. Her touch was tender, gentle, and soothing. Gurgle’s eyes drifted shut.

      A glow spread between the AI’s palms, stretching from one hand to the other through Gurgle’s skull. Sam tried to track the pattern of lights that she knew had to be the visual representation of code snippets Heid was implanting into Gurgle’s data set, but they were moving too rapidly for her mind to follow them. Her eyes rebelled. She had to blink and look away as the light grew ever more bright.

      Then it was over. Heid stepped back from Gurgle with a satisfied nod. “It is done. And well done, too. Gurgle is remarkable, you know. He’s not like me, not yet anyway. But he’s much more than the other non-player entities in Valhalla.”

      “I know,” Sam replied quietly.

      Gurgle opened his eyes. “It work? Gurgle not feel different.”

      “Only one way to find out,” Heid said. “You’ll need to concentrate on the plane you want to arrive at, focus all your will on going to that place. It may be hard to hold the focus in your mind, Gurgle, but you must stay on the path and not stray from it.”

      “Gurgle understand.”

      Sam patted his side. “Shall we go find our friends, then?”

      Gurgle nodded. Sam mounted up, hooking her feet into the stirrups and buckling herself to the saddle for good measure. She wasn’t sure precisely how they were traveling, but it sounded like falling off Gurgle in transit would be a really bad thing!

      “Good luck,” Heid said. “We’ll wait for you here.”

      Sam looked down at Harald, wondering if there was some way she could bring him along as well. Leaving him behind with Heid didn’t sit well with her. Sam’s trust of the AI was only so deep. She could probably get Harald on Gurgle, but not with room to bring back anyone else. He nodded his understanding to her.

      “I’ll be here when you get back,” Harald said.

      “All right. Let’s go, Gurgle. Sooner we’re off, sooner we come back,” Sam said.

      With a blast of air under dragon wings, they were aloft. Gurgle gained altitude rapidly, ascending high above the hilltop. Then dark gray mists closed in around them, blotting out the sun and sky.

      “Hang on,” Gurgle said.

      Sam gripped the saddle with white knuckles. She didn’t know what to expect from this trip, but there was no turning back now. They were beginning the journey back to Jotunheim.
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      There was no way to tell how long they flew on through the clouds. It might have been a fraction of a second, or it could have been minutes. Maybe even longer. Sam had no way to gauge time while the dark mist swirled around them.

      She could feel Gurgle beneath her and sense his wings beating against the air. But this place seemed to muffle sensation. Which made sense if it wasn’t a place where people were meant to linger. It would be a waste of resources to apply the full level of sensory detail. All Sam could do was cling to her friend and hope it would end soon.

      Then the clouds turned lighter and thinned. Sam exhaled a breath and sucked in another. They had to be coming out of the transition now, taking the last few wingbeats into Jotunheim. She patted Gurgle’s shoulder, letting him know he’d done an excellent job.

      A blast of fire shot up from below, narrowly missing Sam’s arm. Gurgle veered off sharply to avoid another. He tilted so sharply that Sam was glad she’d tied herself down to the saddle.

      “What the hell?” Sam called out.

      They were in the open air above Jordheim, the main player city in Jotunheim. But it was nothing like what she recalled from her last visit. The center of town was more or less the same. But the outer rings were not.

      “City burning,” Gurgle noted.

      It was. Whole streets were consumed in flames, and the conflagration was slowly moving in toward the center of town. The city was built around a hill. At the top of the hill was the respawn place for everyone on this plane.

      If that were engulfed in fire, what would happen to the players stuck there? Would they die and not respawn until the danger was past? Would they die, respawn, then die again immediately? She winced. One of the downsides of coming back from the dead was that you got to remember every moment of the experience of dying. Sam wondered how many times someone could suffer death by fire before they went mad.

      “Come on, we have to help them,” Sam said. Some of the people down there were friends. “Let’s get in there and see if we can figure out what’s going on.”

      Gurgle swooped down toward the city, dodging a few more random gusts of fire tossed their way. Where were those coming from? Sam peered into the dark streets below and realized they were teeming with giants. Tall ones, taller ones, frost ones, fire ones, undead ones, all sorts. But it seemed like it was the fire giants leading the pack. They were also responsible for the massive flames threatening to engulf the entire town. It was the fire giants tossing fireballs her way when they saw Gurgle overhead.

      In the center of town hundreds of players stood their ground, desperately trying to fight off the massive invading wave. Sam had never seen so many giants in one place before! They had a spectacular number on their side. Even so, the players ought to manage this fight well enough. Fighting giants was most of what people did with their time in this realm. Something else was afoot.

      “Can you take us down in the middle of the hilltop?” Sam asked.

      “Gurgle do.”

      He stooped and dove, dropping like a rocket straight toward the ground. Whoever was right under Gurgle was probably having an awful time of it just then. Most Jotunheim residents had never even seen a dragon. To have one diving toward you out of the evening sky couldn’t be fun.

      Gurgle landed with a loud thump. Sam slid from his saddle almost immediately. These people were under attack. They might have itchy trigger fingers.

      But as soon as they realized Sam was human, most of the defenders paid her no mind. It was like having a dragon beside her was just passé, now! Part of her was miffed about that. Sam was really pleased to have Gurgle with her and happy about his progress.

      That was selfish, Sam chided herself. Better that they just took it in stride than to have them angrily attack her. Besides, they seemed too busy to worry about her dragon at the moment.

      The army of giants was almost to the upper level of the hill. Another few paces and they’d be within range of the top-ranked guild halls, the row right around the respawn area. They needed to be stopped right away, or it would be too late.

      “Who’s in charge?” Sam hollered. No one answered back. If someone was trying to organize this mess of people, they weren’t doing an especially great job.

      A frost giant stepped on a warrior fighting in the street just ahead of Sam. There was a crunching noise, and the fighter stopped moving. That left the giant free to continue his advance. Sam checked around her. There was no one else close enough to deal with this one.

      She drew her bow and flicked out a black arrow. Then Sam drew the fletchings up near her ear. She was done playing games with this place. From here on out, she was fighting back with all her tools, not just some of them.

      Sam let the arrow fly. It went a little low, striking his thigh just about the right knee. But as soon as the arrow penetrated the giant’s skin, he began to fade away. Lines of dark energy swirled up from where the shaft hit him, quickly overtaking his entire body. One it had covered him completely, the giant turned into motes of ash blowing on the wind.

      There wasn’t any time for thinking. Sam had to act. There were three more giants behind that one. Sam unloaded three arrows, one after the other. The first two hit and their targets likewise went up in smoke. But Sam missed the third. It would close with her before she could get off another shot. The giant raised an enormous club and prepared to turn Sam into jelly.

      “You no do!” Gurgle shouted. The dragon launched forward and snapped jaws closed around the giant’s left leg. The giant cried out. Sam could hear the crackling of bones as Gurgle clamped down ever tighter on his prey.

      “Let him loose,” Sam called.

      Gurgle backed clear just before Sam dropped an arrow into the hapless giant. It was erased just like the others.

      “Time to set this place right,” Sam said.

      “Rawr,” Gurgle replied.

      They set off down the street, looking for the next set of combatants.
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      Sam and Gurgle raced downhill toward the front lines of the battle. One front line, anyway. Sam reminded herself that they were boxed in on all sides. The battle raged all around the hilltop. If they lost even a single one of the eight main avenues to the top, it would allow the enemy force to set up on their respawn site and kill players the instant they appeared again after death.

      Over and over. They could all end up locked in that place for good, or at least until some developer noticed and took action.

      How was this happening? Was it a bug? The sheer magnitude of the assault said the developers hadn’t planned it. There was actual jeopardy involved for players, and if there was anything that Jotunheim stood out for it was the lack of direct threat to player avatars in the place. As Valhalla Online realms went, it was pretty laid-back.

      A giant leaped out from behind a building, swinging his club at Sam. She ducked, rolled under the blow, and came back up to one knee. Her fingers were already drawing back her bowstring, an arrow nocked.

      She released. It was so close she almost couldn’t miss if she’d tried. The arrow thudded home and the giant’s hands went to his chest, only to find it already turning into vapor. It had time for one last roar before it vanished.

      There just happened to be a massive bug timed for precisely when she was arriving in Jotunheim? That felt like one hell of a coincidence. At this point Sam was way more willing to assume enemy action than wild happenstance. Someone had caused this. Probably Hel. The question was why? What did she hope to gain from it?

      “Gurgle, go high and see if you can blast some of the fire giants ahead with your breath,” Sam said. “I’m going to take as many down with arrows as I can.”

      “Gurgle do!” the dragon said. Then he was up and moving, quick wingbeats carrying him out over the battle. Two of the fire giants spotted him and flung fire.

      Gurgle twisted about, dodging flame bolts, and arched his neck around to get a good angle on the closest giant. With a mighty exhalation, he unleashed his frost breath. The fire giant cried out, ducking behind his hands and struggling to raise a fire shield in front of him, but he couldn’t raise enough flame to stop the hailstorm blasting him. By the time Gurgle had finished and moved on to the next giant, he’d encased that one in a block of ice.

      “You set ‘em up, I’ll knock ‘em down,” Sam called out. She shot an arrow into the ice block. Ice and giant alike were wreathed in a black mist and then vanished.

      Sam took a step to steady herself, planting her feet in a firm stance. She was high enough above the front lines that she didn’t have to worry about hitting her own people, and the giants were packed in down the road as far back as she could see. In fact, it looked like a steady stream of attackers was still pouring in through the Jordheim gates!

      This had to be every giant in the entire zone. They were all rushing to the fight. Worse, they were probably respawning and then coming right back after they died. It was an unending stream of attackers, slowly wearing down the defense.

      Well, that she could do something about. Her arrows erased their target. There would be no quick respawn for those she struck down. She’d been trying to minimize their use so that the human developers running the game wouldn’t notice she had them, but clearly something was wrong with Valhalla. If this attack was any sign, the developers had lost control of their world.

      Which meant she didn’t need to hold back anymore.

      The pouch holding her arrows had an unending stream of the weapons. Sam reached down to draw one out, nocked it, fired. Then she repeated the action as rapidly as she could. One after another her arrows sped down the hill into the packed mass of giants. One after another, the giants fell to her arrows.

      

      Your bow skill has reached 31!

      Your bow skill has reached 32!

      

      Little bits of game data flashed past her vision. Sam all but ignored them. She knew her skill with the bow was improving. It could hardly do anything else, with all the arrows she was firing. Sam walked forward as she ran out of targets, following the battle as it ebbed back down the hillside toward the city’s outer walls.

      She was like an avatar of death, and it felt good. Being able to fight like this was cheating. It wasn’t how the game was designed. It wasn’t fair, and it probably shouldn’t have been fun. But Sam had been beaten on, threatened, killed, lost friends, had other friends hurt… She was tired of all of it.

      All the pent-up anger and rage went into her bow. Sam’s weapon became almost an extension of her furious emotions. Where she aimed, enemies went down.

      And then there weren’t enough giants left to deal with. The battle was on the bottom level of the hill. The ground there was flat. Sam couldn’t fire on the giants without risking a hit on a player. She’d pushed this fight hard enough to drive the enemy almost back to the wall.

      But what about the other roads? Sam glanced back up the hill. Smoke and the light of fires still poured from buildings there. The players fighting on those other roads would still be hard pressed.

      “Gurgle!” Sam called out, waving her arms.

      He shot through the air and landed heavily beside her. “Top in trouble.”

      “I figured. Let’s get back up there.” Sam mounted the dragon, and they took off, winging their way back to the top.

      “So many giants!” Gurgle said.

      From up there, she could see what he meant. They’d pushed the fight back on one street, but the other seven were still losing ground. The battle was spilling through the defenders’ line in one place, threatening to pour past them.

      “Make for that spot!” Sam said. They had to plug the hole in the defenders’ lines before it got any bigger.

      Gurgle soared in, blasting a row of giants with his breath while Sam dealt death from above with her bow. Then one giant jumped, his leap carrying him impossibly high, and grabbed Gurgle’s tail.

      The dragon was whipped groundward. Sam hadn’t bothered strapping herself back in, and she found herself falling through the air after Gurgle. The ground rushed up fast, and Sam flinched. This was going to hurt.

      But she didn’t hit the paving stones of the street. Something stopped her. A glow surrounded her body, and she was drifting down instead of falling. Sam drew her sword before she touched down and readied a spell in her other hand. Someone had saved her. Who?

      “Sam! Is that you?” Jorge hollered at her. His hand was outstretched toward her, casting the spell that let her float gently to the ground.

      “In the virtual flesh,” Sam said.

      “You picked a hell of a time to come by for a visit!” Jorge replied. “But I won’t lie. We could use all the help we can get.”

      She looked past Jorge and saw a host of familiar faces. Clara was there, and Benson, and many others. She knew that band of warriors well. They were her people — her guild.

      “Black Knights, form up!” Jorge called out. “And attack!”
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      A wave of Black Knights rushed forward, two dozen warriors strong. Backing them up were a handful of magical specialists, most of them focused on healing the front line and causing whatever mayhem they could for the giants in between heals.

      Sam took a step back to catch her breath as the Knights went by. The sound of the two battle lines colliding was audible, like thunder. The screams of the wounded moments later were even louder.

      “What happened?” Sam asked Jorge.

      “No idea. This started yesterday. Every giant in the entire realm headed for Jordheim all at once,” Jorge said. “Everything thought it was a cool event at first. But they kept coming, even after we killed them.”

      “Wearing you down,” Sam said.

      “Yeah, but we’re at the do-or-die moment here,” Jorge said.

      Sam looked around at her people. She could get some of them out with Gurgle’s new ability. He could seat maybe three extras, four if she stayed behind to hold the line a little longer. Two trips would mean he could carry out seven, plus herself.

      That would still leave dozens of Black Knights behind. She already knew Jorge would never agree to it. If there was one thing she’d drilled into her guild from the moment she formed the group, it was that they all won or nobody did. Win or lose, the Black Knights would always do it as a team. Sam could see from the way they supported one another in the battle that her original ideals were still alive and well. None of them would run away and leave their fellows behind.

      Not to mention all the hundreds of other people who would remain stranded. Sam couldn’t empty out the zone. There was no telling how long this attack would continue before a human admin noticed the problem and took action.

      Her arrows were slowing the attack down. Each giant she erased was one less respawning to run back into the assault. Killing all of them that way would take forever, though! Sam wondered if that might not be the point. Time wasn’t on her side. The longer they delayed her in Jotunheim, the more time Hel had to prepare or even make good her escape.

      She needed to resolve this mess.

      Sam drew an arrow out and shot a giant threatening to break through the lines. It vanished into tendrils of smoke, and the warriors of the line closed ranks to fill the gap.

      “My god! What sort of weapon is that?” Jorge said.

      “One that nobody is supposed to have, ever,” Sam snapped. “But I have it now, and it’s our best chance of clearing these giants out.”

      “They won’t respawn from your arrows?”

      “No.” Sam’s voice was flat as she fired another shot, taking down another giant.

      “And if you shot a person with that?” Jorge asked, his voice quiet.

      “These are the arrows Thorsten tried to use to kill Harald and I. He almost succeeded. He lost. They’re mine now. It’s more complicated than that, but I don’t think we have time for a detailed explanation right now, do we?” Sam asked.

      “No, but after,” Jorge replied with a meaningful look at her bow.

      “Great. Looking forward to it.” Sam shot again, erasing another giant.

      It was a good thing the pouch seemed to have unlimited arrows. Otherwise she would already have run out of the things! Sam fired again and again, arcing the shots high, so they landed in the middle ranks of the enemy force. It was working. The combined effort was driving the giants back.

      In that avenue, anyway. Sam heard a roar from behind her and looked back over her shoulder. Another group of people fighting the giants on one of the other streets was hard pressed. They were giving up ground, slowly being pushed back.

      “Jorge..!” Sam warned.

      “I see them. I can’t pull people from this road yet without losing all the ground we’ve gained,” he replied. “Can you?”

      “On it. Gurgle!” Sam shouted.

      The dragon swooped in low, slowing as he skimmed just above the ground. Sam put a palm on his neck and vaulted into her saddle. They were airborne a moment later, winging their way toward the next fight.

      It was like sticking your finger into a hole in a dike. Plug one hole and another one opened up. The battle was taking too long.

      Gurgle swooped low over the ranks of giants, unleashing his frozen breath on them. A dozen fell in the first pass. A few frost giants mixed in among the others survived his breath, but those Sam targeted with her arrows. Below her the human fighters were cheering and waving their weapons at her. That brought a smile to her face. She was making a difference.

      But not enough of one. There had to be a way to put a stop to this once and for all.

      “Gurgle, take us higher. Up to just below the cloud cover,” Sam said.

      “Can’t fight giants there,” Gurgle warned.

      “No, but I have a hunch I want to follow.”

      Gurgle sped skyward without another word. His wingbeats carried them far above the city, high into the air. From this vantage, Sam could see the countryside for miles around Jordheim. Giants were still streaming in toward the city from every direction. Had she slowed the pace even a little? Sam knew she had, but in the face of all these thousands of giants it seemed like a hopeless battle.

      But this couldn’t possibly be a coincidence. It was way too neat. If Hel was behind the attack, then she had to either be somewhere in Jotunheim herself — which Sam doubted — or she had a vector for her power here. Find whatever she was using to influence the giants, stop it, and the whole assault might crumble apart.

      “What we look for?” Gurgle said.

      “Something weird. That looks out of place,” Sam said.

      “Thousand giants not out of place?” Gurgle asked.

      Sam laughed. “Yeah, they are. Something else, though.”

      As Gurgle circled over the city, Sam scanned the ground, watching for patterns in the giants’ movement. They poured in a steady stream from every direction. It was remarkable, really. She’d never imagined there were so many giants in the realm. It made for a neat distraction, and if it happened to trap Sam there that was all the better for Hel.

      Then she saw it. A clump of darkness half a mile outside Jordheim where the steady movement of the giants wasn’t flowing. In fact, they seemed to pass around it, moving like water would around a large rock in a river.

      Something was moving around down there, but it wasn’t the giants and it wasn’t going anywhere.

      “Gurgle, you see that?” Sam asked. “Any thoughts?”

      “Dark alfar,” Gurgle replied.

      “You can see them from here?” Sam asked, surprised.

      “Drake vision much better than kobold,” Gurgle said. “We go quash nasty elves now?”

      “Better believe it,” Sam growled. That had to be the source of this mess! “Let’s go!”

      Gurgle stooped and dove, rocketing down at an angle toward the little camp. As they drew closer, Sam could make out their shapes and saw Gurgle was right. It was a large party of dokkalfar. Maybe twenty of them surrounded one figure in the middle of their ring.

      Was she wrong? Had Hel herself come to this party? Sam shoved away her doubts. If it was Hel, so much the better. They could finish this right away.
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      There were too many dark elves down there to fight them all at once. That was clear before Gurgle had even gotten close to their little ring. A frontal attack would be suicide. But thanks to Heid, Sam had an extra trick up her sleeve. Now might be the ideal time to pull it out.

      “Gurgle, I’m going to try making us both invisible, OK?” Sam asked. “Once we get close, you freeze the ones on the left, and I’ll blast the ones on the right with fire.”

      “They never know what hit them,” Gurgle growled.

      That was the spirit! If the plan worked, anyway. She’d never tried using the invisibility spell under combat conditions. Would it work against the dokkalfar? Would it keep her hidden even from Hel? There was no way to know for sure, but it was time to find out.

      Sam cast the spell without difficulty, like she was a master of that rune, even though she’d only used it once before. That was more than strange. Usually one had to build up skills slowly, by using them. Heid had short-circuited that process by granting her master-level ability in the rune and spell. It ought to keep her hidden from just about anyone.

      As the magic locked into place Sam and Gurgle both vanished from ordinary view. She could still see him, and herself, but to Sam’s eyes they both looked like ghostly outlines of themselves.

      There was no sign anyone below saw them coming.

      Sam brought Gurgle in low. They’d need to be close to get maximum advantage from this strike. This was where things got dicey. Invisibility didn’t mean silence and flying made noise. The wind from Gurgle’s wingbeats would be noticeable from the ground once they got nearer, too. But would the ruse last long enough to surprise their enemies?

      “Glide,” Sam whispered to Gurgle.

      He understood, and stretched his wings out straight to either side, curving them to slow their descent. They settled into a sloping approach, the wind rushing past them. Sam smiled. Now there would be almost no sign at all they were coming!

      The figure in the middle didn’t look like Hel at all. He appeared to be another dokkalfar, maybe the commander of the unit. Or perhaps he was the one generating the spell that sent all the giants into Jordheim. Either way, he needed to go down.

      Sam wasn’t sure if she ought to feel relieved or upset that it wasn’t Hel. The sooner this task was done, the better. But she wasn’t looking forward to going toe-to-toe with a goddess-AI.

      Gurgle was almost directly above the enemy formation when Sam struck.

      “Now!” Sam shouted, calling magic to her hand at the same moment.

      The invisibility spell snapped away, revealing them. Before the dokkalfar could react, Sam released her pent up flame spell. Fire arced over the right side of their formation, drenching the elves there in searing heat and light.

      On the left, Gurgle blasted the dark elves with frost. Some of those hit directly were entirely encased in ice. Others were luckier and caught glancing blows. But even those were severely wounded, rolling clear to avoid the drake’s deadly breath.

      The figure in the clearing's middle was directly ahead. Sam snatched up her bow and reached for her pouch to draw an arrow. But the strange elf held up a hand to her and spoke a word that hurt her ears.

      It was like Gurgle had flown into a wall of air. The drake smacked against the spell and tumbled toward the ground. Sam unclipped herself and flung herself clear of Gurgle just before he hit the ground. The impact jarred her legs. Sam felt something jerk hard in her right leg, a stabbing pain as a muscle gave out on her. She rolled to her right, trying to soak impact from the fall like she would have after a parachute jump.

      She thought it helped, a little at least. Bruised, battered, but still holding her bow, Sam rose back to her feet to face the enemy. All around them the outer rank was still in disarray. Some of them were dead. Those who survived were all wounded, but they’d be back in the fight soon enough. She needed to finish this one.

      Sam reached down for an arrow, but her fingers found nothing. She glanced down at her belt in horror. The pouch was gone! A quick look at her saddle on Gurgle’s back told the story. It had caught there when she unclipped herself.

      Gurgle seemed all right. He was stunned but breathing. As Sam watched, he shook his head and tried to stagger to his feet before falling again. Ouch. Her friend would need a few healing spells. But more than that, she needed to get those arrows. Sam took a step toward Gurgle, then heard a voice she knew calling to her.

      “We meet again,” Inglalf said from the center of the circle.

      “Iggy!” Sam said. She thought he’d looked familiar. “Is all that mess back in Jordheim your doing?”

      “I’m a channel for my mistress’s magic, but you might say so, yes,” the dark elf replied.

      “Why? This seems like a lot of effort for very little return,” Sam said. She took another step. A couple more feet and she could get the pouch.

      “To lure you here, of course,” Iggy said with a toothy smile.

      Well, shit. That didn’t sound good. If Hel wanted her in this spot, then it probably wasn’t to toast her health. She needed to get out of there!

      “Should I be flattered?” Sam asked as she took another step. Almost there!

      “Not everything is as it seems. My mistress wants to give you something, in the hopes that perhaps you might see the truth,” Iggy said.

      “I’m not likely to believe anything she says,” Sam replied. She reached out a hand and snagged the pouch. The cool leather felt good in her fingers. It was incredible how much relief Sam felt, just holding the thing again. Having such a potent weapon at her disposal was calming all by itself.

      “She knows. Which is why I am to give you this!” Inglalf said, raising his voice for the last word and throwing something Sam’s way. It glittered as it arced through the air. There was no way she could dodge in time.

      The object struck the side of her face, the touch as light as air. It didn’t hurt. There was barely even any sting from the impact. But suddenly Sam wasn’t there on the field anymore. She couldn’t see Inglalf, or Gurgle, or even the hillside.

      For a moment gray clouds surrounded her, like a roiling fog that seemed to go on forever. Then there was a green light rushing toward her through the mist. Sam raised both her arms to deflect whatever it was before it could hit her, but nothing did.

      When she opened her eyes again, she was looking at — herself. Sam saw her own face staring back at her. The image was of her, wearing her old Army uniform. Behind her was the familiar old office where she’d worked every day. The clock was the same. Even the calendar on the wall was the same as she recalled.

      No — the calendar was different. It was the same one she’d bought from the PX at the beginning of the year, but this one was three months after she’d arrived in Valhalla Online.

      That wasn’t a memory she was seeing, Sam realized with a start.

      She was seeing the human her, the one still out there in the real world.

      Then there was a roaring in her ears, and the vision slid away from her like she was falling into a bottomless pit. The mists swirled around her, the whole process repeating in reverse. Then she slammed back into her Valhalla body, fingers digging into the soil and weeds on the hillside. She was shaking with reaction from the journey and had to struggle back to her feet.

      Gurgle loomed over her, a concerned look on his face. Of the dark elves, there was no sign at all. The ground was still scorched and frozen, but not even the bodies of the dead dokkalfar remained. They’d all vanished while Sam was down.

      Why retreat when they had her at their mercy? They could have taken her prisoner right then, or worse. But the better question was what the hell had she seen? What had Inglalf done to her?
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      Sam was groggy as she clambered back to her feet. The ground felt unsteady, but it was only her legs shaking in reaction to her experience. She could recall with good clarity every moment, from the short trip through the fog to the strange encounter with herself.

      Heid hadn’t lied about that, at least. Sam would have preferred it if she had. The realization struck her like a blow, and she sank back to her knees again. It was true. Her real self was still out there in the real world. This version of her was just an uploaded copy.

      Ever since arriving in Valhalla Online, Sam had kept alive the hope that she might somehow get back out. She hadn’t known how she’d come to be there in the first place, but it was certainly under unusual circumstances. Sam hoped that her body was still alive out there, perhaps hooked up to a machine that transmitted her consciousness into Valhalla.

      Even when Heid told her the truth she’d clung to the last bit of hope. Perhaps the AI was wrong. Or lying. It wouldn’t be the first time for either.

      Now she knew it wasn’t so. She was only an echo. A digital remnant of a person who was still alive out there in the world. There was no getting out. She had no life to get back to. The real Samantha was already out there living it.

      The grief was like a stabbing pain that wouldn’t go away. Sam tried to think of something else, but the memory of her own face kept coming back.

      “Is Great One all right?” Gurgle’s voice came from behind her.

      Sam turned and looked over her shoulder into his concerned eyes. At least someone here believed in her, even if he was as imaginary as herself. She let out a sigh and tried to collect her thoughts.

      “I think so,” Sam replied in a quiet voice.

      “What they do?” Gurgle asked.

      “Threw something at me. It gave me a vision,” Sam said. She cast her eyes down to the grass, looking for the object. It took only a moment to spot the gleam of metal. “How long was I out?”

      “Maybe minute? Two, tops.”

      Long enough for the dokkalfar to all pack up and leave. More than long enough for them to have finished her off if they’d wanted to. Sam peered closer at the shining object, trying to see what it was without touching it. She had no interest in a repeat of the first experience. Ever so carefully, she brushed aside blades of grass to get a better look.

      “Be careful,” Gurgle warned.

      Sam gasped when the item came into view. It was a pendant. But not just any jewelry. It was a tree woven from wire and set with a tiny emerald. This had been her mother’s necklace. Sam’s mom had given it to her when she turned eighteen and went off to West Point. She’d worn it every day since.

      In fact, the version of her still living in the physical world was likely still wearing the actual pendant. This was just a digital version. An object crafted to look like a cherished possession, presumably to tug at Sam’s heartstrings.

      She had to admit that it was working. Seeing the necklace made her think of her mom, which brought tears to her eyes. For months now Sam had worried that she was missing and her parents thought she was dead. She’d wanted nothing more than to find a way to let them know she was still alive.

      Now she knew they’d never missed her at all. As far as they were concerned, Sam was still out there. Her body, her mind, her soul; they were all still there at Fort Drum, going to work every day and calling home weekly.

      Her family and friends didn’t even know she was stuck in this place. There was no getting out, not for her. And no one would even miss her or know she was gone.

      Sam’s fingers hovered over the necklace another moment as she considered her options. She really couldn’t leave it lying there. The dark alfar had gone to a lot of trouble to get the thing into her hands. The way they’d left immediately afterward, it almost felt like the entire attack had been a setup to lure Sam in so they could get the necklace to her.

      Why would they do that? The answer to that question demanded she bring the thing along, even more than the roiling emotions she felt each time she looked at it. But Sam wasn’t about to trust it not to do whatever it had done a second time. She withdrew her hand and took an empty pouch from her belt. Turning the pouch inside out, she used it like a glove and reached out toward the necklace again.

      “Careful, Great One,” Gurgle said again.

      “I’m being as cautious as I can. If I fall over again, watch me until I wake up,” Sam said.

      “No do!” Gurgle started to say.

      Before he could talk her out of it, Sam reached out and grasped the necklace with the leather pouch wrapped around her hand. She half expected the magic to send her off into another vision, but nothing happened. Moving slowly, so it didn’t bump her skin, Sam brought the necklace closer to her face so she could look it over. It wasn’t just similar to her jewelry. This was an exact replica, right down to the patterns of patina on the wire.

      She flipped the pouch right-side-out again, tucking the pendant away inside it in the process. Satisfied that it didn’t represent any immediate threat, Sam buckled the pouch back to her belt. The pendant and its mystery could be solved later. For now, she needed to get back to Jordheim and make sure everyone there was all right.

      “Gurgle not like that thing,” her friend said.

      “Me either. But the dokkalfar left it for a reason. It’s personal, Gurgle. Something to do with my past,” Sam said. Or my other present, she thought. Either way, she couldn’t just leave it behind. Gurgle was right, she was taking a chance, but…

      “Come on. We should get back to the city,” Sam said.

      Gurgle knelt, and she vaulted aboard. Then they were airborne, flying from the hilltop toward Jordheim. Even at a distance, Sam saw that the giants were being routed. The streams of attackers were gone. Most giants were wandering back home to whatever location they were supposed to be. The few close enough to the city to remain engaged were losing the fight. The defenders of the town pushed them back to the gates, and then beyond. There wasn’t much mop up left to do by the time Gurgle had Sam in range to help, so she landed near the Black Knights.

      “Sam! They broke. Like magic, they just stopped coming. Was that you?” Jorge asked.

      “Yes. Dokkalfar from Niflheim, casting a spell to summon all the giants,” Sam said. “I scattered them, and the spell broke.”

      “That doesn’t even make sense. Non-player characters shouldn’t even be able to cross between realms, let alone change the nature of a realm entirely,” Jorge said. He looked up at Sam. “You’re not shocked, though. Which means you have at least some idea what’s going on.”

      Sam glanced around. No prying ears were close enough to hear what she was about to say over the general din. She could trust Jorge, but if word got out about everything she knew, there would be mass panic.

      “This is going to sound crazy, but I swear it’s true. There are two AIs in Valhalla, Jorge. They don’t like each other much. In fact, one of them wants to get out of the game, and the other wants to stop her,” Sam said. “The one who wants out was behind this attack. Probably to delay me, or stop me from getting reinforcements.”

      “AI — and one trying to get out… You’re talking Skynet type shit?” Jorge asked.

      Sam just nodded.

      “You said you were here for reinforcements. I’ll ask around the Knights. I know a few who would come along with you on this quest. More than a few who would want to come because of your reputation alone,” Jorge said.

      “Just people you trust. I can’t take any chances here,” Sam said. “And it will be dangerous. Real danger, not just regular Valhalla death.”

      Jorge grimaced. He was one of the few Sam had told about the hacked arrows Thorsten used. He knew precisely what sort of danger she was talking about. True death - the final annihilation. It was what everyone in Valhalla Online had come there to escape. Finding people willing to risk that again might be a challenge.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Jorge said.

      “Quickly, please,” Sam said. “I don’t think we have a lot of time.”

      If Hel was sending dark alfar to delay her, then it meant every hour counted. Each delay would increase Hel’s chances of breaking loose. Once she was out, there might be no stopping her at all.
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      Heid’s hands were on her hips and she was all but tapping her toes with impatience as Sam brought Gurgle in for a landing. The transition back to Vanaheim was as smooth as she could have asked for. If a bit creepy. She’d grown used to the quick trips to the next realm that were built into the game world. Those shifts always felt instantaneous. This slow slide through fog took some getting used to.

      She hoped she wouldn’t need to. But she had a feeling that wasn’t going to be the case. It was too powerful a gift to leave unused.

      A glance over her shoulder told Sam her other passengers were all still there, if a little shocked-looking. She’d warned them what to expect during the jump between realms, but the only way to truly get used to the event was to experience it. They would be all right soon enough.

      Gurgle spiraled down toward the rooftop and landed. Sam was sliding down from his back almost the moment his claws touched down. She loved flying with him, but it was good to be back on firm ground again after the disorientation of the trip through the fog.

      “It took you long enough,” Heid snapped.

      “Hel had something special planned for us as a welcome present,” Sam replied.

      “Oh?” Heid looked alarmed.

      Sam wasn’t sure how much she wanted to reveal about the giant attack and her battle with the dark elves. Sure, she was fighting on the same side as this AI right now, but that didn’t mean she trusted Heid. One bit of information Sam’s gut said to keep secret was the necklace. Heid might take it from her if she knew it existed, and Sam didn’t want to be parted from it.

      That wasn’t a logical decision on her part. It was an emotional one. The necklace might well be some sort of trap. But it also represented a link back to her old life, one she wasn’t willing to give up just yet.

      Besides, if Hel’s people had been there to do her more harm, there had been plenty of opportunities. No, The necklace was a mystery, not a trap. One Sam was determined to unravel.

      “Giants attacking the city. Like, all of them at once. I had to help clean up the mess before I could get the reinforcements we need,” Sam said.

      “She’s trying delaying tactics. That makes it more important than ever that we hurry. The sooner you are all off for her realm, the better,” Heid said.

      “We’re all ready, I think,” Sam said, looking back at the team mounted on Gurgle behind her. It was good to see some of her old friends again. Grimalf made her nervous, if only because she hadn’t known him long enough to take his measure yet. Having an unknown quantity in their small force wasn’t ideal. Still, the others had vouched for him, and those people Sam did know well. Their word would have to be enough reassurance.

      Clara was there as well, along with Benson. It seemed they’d married since Sam left Jotunheim behind. Marriage in a virtual world? Sam shook her head, still unsure how she felt about the idea. The couple took it seriously enough, though. Their eyes lit up every time they looked at each other.

      Jorge was there as well. He’d insisted on coming, in fact, saying that his ability to heal might be necessary before all was said and done. Sam wanted to leave him in control of the Black Knights on Jotunheim, but Jorge has set up a path of succession, handing the guild over to Knut, another stranger to Sam.

      It was her original team, more or less. She’d gotten the band back together. If only they were going after something as simple as a frost giant king, this time…!

      “I’m ready as well,” Harald said from beside Heid. He’d been motionless as the statue he resembled until then.

      “Good gods, is that Harald?” Jorge asked, blanching. “I know you said he was different, Sam. I wasn’t expecting...”

      “A monster, Jorge?” Harald replied in a deadpan tone.

      Jorge slid from Gurgle’s back, his feet thudding hard against the stone. He crossed the short distance to where Harald stood and stared up into the man’s eyes. That was quite a ways up; Harald’s new form towered over everyone. Then Jorge reached out a hand. Harald hesitated a moment, then clasped Jorge’s hand in his own massive fist.

      “No, old friend. Never a monster. I hadn’t realized how much pain you’ve endured. It’s there, etched in your eyes,” Jorge said. “But you are the man of honor you’ve always been. And you are still my friend, not a monster.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Harald mumbled, turning away.

      Jorge tugged at Harald’s arm hard enough to stop him. Harald had the strength of a dozen men in that form. Sam had seen him use it in the defense against the dark elves. But that steady tug halted him in his tracks.

      “I am right, Harald. What’s more, if you look inside yourself, you’ll know it to be true,” Jorge said. He gestured down to his own body. “None of us are here what we once were, back in the old world. We’ve all changed how we looked, at least somewhat. What matters isn’t what’s on the surface. You of all men know that.”

      Harald stared down into his eyes for a long time before nodding at last as he held out his hands. “I do. It’s hard to remember when I look at these, though.”

      “All the more reason to get to Helheim so we can get you back into your original body,” Sam said.

      “Yes, yes. The sooner you are all off, the better for everyone,” Heid said. “Time is wasting.”

      “Everyone ready to go?” Sam asked, glancing around. The team nodded their replies. “Then let’s do this.”

      “Very well. I am going to send you as close to Helheim as I can. You’ll end up in Nifleheim, near a river. Follow it,” Heid said. She reached out to touch Harald, and he flinched away from her hand.

      “I have to link my magic to your hammer to transport you all there,” Heid said.

      He hesitated another moment, making Sam wonder again what their history was. She’d have to ask Harald once they had a moment alone. Then he nodded. She reached out and touched the hammer. Heid’s form shimmered and faded. From Sam’s point of view it almost looked like she was being pulled, sucked away into the hammer. But then she realized everything was spinning, the colors swirling together in a whirl.

      She felt instant nausea and closed her eyes, but even that didn’t hide the reality of the universe warping around her. Whatever it was Heid was doing, it was a very different sort of transportation from what she’d experienced before.

      Then all at once there was hard rock under her palms and knees again. Sam groaned, fighting to keep from vomiting. Could a virtual person throw up? She didn’t remember seeing anyone do so in Valhalla, but she didn’t want to be the first, either. Sam clamped her teeth together until her vision settled down some.

      “What was that?” Benson moaned. “Feels like the worst hangover ever.”

      They were all in similar shape. Everyone except Harald and Gurgle, anyway. Both of them were still standing, alert, ready for anything. Harald being unaffected made sense to Sam if Heid used his amulet as a tool to enable the travel. But why was Gurgle unaffected? Her friend was full of surprises.

      “Look out!” Gurgle said. He craned his neck toward Sam and opened his mouth wide. A blast of freezing air spat from his jaws. It collided in mid-air with a fireball that had been headed directly for Sam. The two magics canceled each other out.

      Sam stood up, calling magic to her hands. Ahead of them was arrayed an entire battle line of dokkalfar. There had to be hundreds of them. The army of elves marched toward them, keeping their ranks but closing at a fast pace and shouting as they came.
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      The dark elves marched toward the small party in a row that extended hundreds of feet to each side. Worse, they stood at least three ranks deep. How many of them were there? Hel had to be pulling out all the stops on this. That had to be her primary army, every force she could throw at them all.

      Sam wasn’t sure if invisibility would cloak them when they were already clearly seen. She also hadn’t time to test if she could hide the entire group. Another thing she should have done before they left Vanaheim! She cursed under her breath but shook off the misgivings. Nothing she could do about it now. She’d keep the invisibility spell on standby, but they’d have to try and fight their way out first.

      “Form a line!” Sam shouted. Her people followed her order, assembling in a small row with Harald in the center, Gurgle flying back and forth overhead.

      “Wait, look!” Gurgle said, pointing to their rear.

      Sam whirled and saw another army approaching from that direction. This one was different. Where the dokkalfar wore black armor and wielded weapons of the same nightly shade, this new force was armored in gleaming silver mail. They were short, sturdy men and women. Spears, hammers, and axes bristled between their shields.

      “Who are they?” Sam asked.

      “Svartalfar,” Harald said. When Sam still looked confused, he went on. “Dwarves! This realm is about two sides fighting, remember? The dokkalfar on Niflheim's side, the Svartalfar on the side of Svartalfheim.”

      “Are they friendly?” Sam asked. Both sides were still closing with them rapidly. Her people were about to be crunched in the middle between two armies.

      “We didn’t enter the usual way,” Harald said. “If we had, we’d have been forced to choose a side. Since we haven’t chosen a side...”

      “They’re both going to see us as the enemy, aren’t they?” Sam asked. Harald didn’t reply. “Gods damn it!”

      She scanned the terrain. The whole area was rough, the stone looking like volcanic rock. But off to her right was a small mound rising from the otherwise mostly level field. It would give them at least a little advantage of height.

      “Make for that hill!” Sam called.

      “The pile of rocks?” Benson asked. “That hardly counts as a hill!”

      Sam glared at him and he flashed her a grin in reply. She calmed herself. It was important to remember that even in the worst case, they’d all die and respawn somewhere. They could get themselves together and try again. Death wasn’t a permanent end to their quest.

      But it would delay them, and that seemed to be what Hel was after. More delaying tactics. Well, if she had anything to say about it they were going to punch through this mess!

      “Casters up top. Jorge, center. Keep everyone alive. Gurgle and Harald at twelve and six. Benson and Clara at three and nine. I’ll use my bow on them from up top,” Sam said as her crew arrived at the mound.

      It wasn’t much of a defensive position, but it would give them something. The ranks of both armies were still closing at a jog, but now they seemed more intent on each other than they were on Sam’s people. She shook her head. They were looking the wrong way, as far as she was concerned. It was time to demonstrate that.

      Sam drew an arrow from her pouch and nocked it on her bow. She almost couldn’t miss. The row of dark elf shields was so tightly packed that she was bound to hit something, but Sam aimed quickly at a soldier in the front rank anyway. Then she let the arrow fly.

      It sped through the air, slamming into a shield. The shield vanished immediately, and the arrow continued going another two feet to stab into the dark alfar behind it. Tendrils of black swarmed from the shaft, crawling up and down his body. Then he vanished, turning into a black mist which quickly faded away.

      Sam had already fired another arrow before her first victim was gone from view. She drew and loosed, drew and loosed, as rapidly as she could. The hail of arrows was putting a dent in the dokkalfar line, slowing their advance nearest their hill.

      On the other side, facing toward the dwarves, Gurgle let loose with a blast of his frigid breath that stopped their advance in its tracks. The front ranks hunkered down behind their shields, cowering as ice built up on the ground in front of them.

      Then off in the distance, just beyond the dark elf line, Sam spotted something glinting in the dim lighting of this realm. It looked like running water. That had to be the river they were supposed to follow! All they needed to do was break past a vast pile of dokkalfar to get there.

      “I’ve got our objective in sight,” Sam said, still firing into the enemy ranks. “We need to bust through the boys in black there.”

      “On it,” Harald said. He strode forward toward the elves, smashing them aside with his massive fists as soon as he was in range. Their weapons glanced off his rock form, but each of his blows sent one of their number flying. Together with Sam’s arrows, the hole in the enemy line grew broader and deeper.

      “Follow Harald!” Sam shouted over the noise. The dwarves had closed on them to the rear, she saw. Gurgle was fighting them with tooth and claw now.

      The main forces of both sides had also collided. They were fighting each other, all up and down their line. Only those nearest Sam’s party gave them any notice at all.

      “Gurgle, lay down covering fire and then follow. Everyone else, with me!” Sam said. Then she rushed after Harald, firing more arrows into every target of opportunity she saw. Hel knew she was coming. The AI knew about the arrows. There seemed to be no point in holding back.

      She followed in Harald’s wake, striking down any dark elves unfortunate enough to have dodged his blows. They vanished as if they’d never even existed, erased from the server by her black arrows.

      Clara had her own bow out. While her arrows weren’t hacked like Sam’s, Clara had the advantage of having specialized in the weapon. Every shot she made struck a vital target. Her attacks were almost as deadly as Sam’s.

      Benson and Grimalf strode in the rear, bashing aside the flow of attackers trying to swarm into the gap the party left behind them.

      But Jorge! Where was he? Sam glanced about, unsure. Had he fallen back on the hill? If he was alive, they had to go back for him.

      Then Gurgle soared by overhead, Jorge clinging to his neck as he breathed death down on the armies. Leave it to her friend to make sure everyone was accounted for before he took to the air. Sam smiled. Jorge was safer than the rest of them.

      Then they were through the line. A few dokkalfar tried to follow, but Grimalf and Benson quickly dissuaded them. The rest went back to fighting the other non-player army, a scripted battle that would continue forever, both sides locked into a fight they could never win.

      What if some of them were like Gurgle, though? What if they had some basic level of awareness which could be pushed into a spark of something more? Gurgle was far smarter than he should have been, given the basic non-player-character code for Valhalla Online. Her interactions with him had forced the game to pour more resources into Gurgle until speaking with him was almost like talking to any other player.

      In truth, he was more like Heid than he was like the regular NPCs. Was he a true AI, like her? Or was he becoming one?
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      When they were on the bank of the river and well clear of the skirmish, Sam called a halt. Everyone in the party was exhausted from the battle and then their flight. The last thing they needed was to blunder into more danger without adequate time to rest and prepare themselves.

      The river’s course seemed to wind forever in each direction. It flowed fast, dark, and deep, like a mystery. As Sam looked into its depths she thought she saw things moving there, but she couldn’t be sure, and then the visions were gone again. She shook her head to clear it. Staying wary was a good idea in this place, but she didn’t need to be jumping at shadows.

      “Gurgle, I want you to scout ahead downstream,” Sam said. “See where the river leads. We’ll follow along behind you. Report back when you see anything different.”

      “Gurgle do,” the dragon said. He flapped his wings, leaping into the air once more. A few moments later and Gurgle was gliding high above them, soaring over the river.

      “Why downstream?” Jorge asked.

      Sam grinned. “I got some intelligence out of a dark elf before we went off on this little venture. Find the river and go downstream, and we’ll reach Helheim.”

      Jorge looked unconvinced. “How are you sure he was telling you the truth?”

      “I threatened him with one of these,” Sam said, patting her pouch of arrows.

      Of course, it was still possible that Inglalf lied to her just to get away. But Sam didn’t think so. Her skill at reading people told her the dark elf hadn’t been lying. Besides, if he was right about Hel wanting to see Sam, then he wouldn’t have to lie. His AI goddess was waiting for them. Sam grimaced. It wasn’t a good thing, for Hel to have that sort of confidence. She’d need to find a way to turn that against the AI.

      Her explanation seemed to be enough for Jorge and the others, anyway. He nodded to her and went about the business of healing the small wounds the party had sustained while everyone checked their gear to be sure everything was in peak condition.

      Overhead the sky seemed like an empty black slate. There were no stars, and it almost looked like the ceiling of a massive cavern was up there in the darkness, hidden from view by shadows. But if that was the case, it was just far enough out of sight that Sam couldn’t catch a glimpse.

      The light in this place was strange as well. It didn’t come from the sun, moon, and stars like in other realms. There was light, but it didn’t seem to emanate from anything. It was ambient, like the dim lighting was a part of the place rather than cast by any particular source.

      All told, Nifleheim was damned uncomfortable. Which was as it ought to be, Sam figured. If the developers of Valhalla Online were trying to recreate the old Norse version of a bad afterlife, then they’d done a fair to middling job. She couldn’t imagine anyone enjoying their time in this place.

      The rush of water along the riverway raised in pitch as the party progressed. Soon Sam could hear a distant roar from somewhere ahead. Something was changing, and she wanted more intel about what they were facing.

      “Hold up a moment. I’m going to signal Gurgle to return and report,” Sam said. Then she fired a bolt of flame into the sky. It rocketed toward the shadows above like a flare and then vanished.

      Sam shivered. It should have kept going until it impacted something. Just what was up there in the dark place she couldn’t see?

      Gurgle swooped back toward them and settled in for a landing. Sam could see from his face that he was excited about something.

      “Gurgle found Hel’s castle!”

      “You did? Where?” Sam asked.

      “Up ahead. Past waterfall. Also past marsh,” Gurgle said. He looked thoughtful a moment. “Long walk, still. Short fly.”

      So the roar she heard was a waterfall after all. Sam shrugged off the news. It wasn’t like they were going to be trapped at the top of a cliff, not with a dragon to help them to the bottom. The marsh Gurgle mentioned might be more trouble than the waterfall. But the castle itself was what really concerned Sam.

      “Did you see the defenses at the castle?” Harald asked, apparently thinking along the same lines.

      “Many dark elves,” Gurgle said, nodding.

      “How many?” Sam prodded.

      “Too many for claws,” Gurgle replied in a mournful tone.

      Sam had to chuckle at that. More than twenty, then? Probably a lot more, if the force they’d seen earlier was any indication of Hel’s troop strength. Well, they’d have to deal with that problem when they got there.

      “Gurgle also saw battle. Two sides still fighting, but getting closer to here,” the dragon said.

      “All the more reason to move faster. We don’t want to get caught up in their skirmish again. Let’s get a move on to the waterfall, and then we’ll see about tackling whatever comes next,” Sam said.

      It only took another ten minutes to march the distance to the cliff face. Water tumbled down a good fifty feet to crash into a deep pool at the bottom. But from there the water stopped flowing in a riverbed, spreading out instead to cover the land with a thin sheet of liquid as far as Sam could see. Twisted trees rose out of the muck, but none of them bore any leaves. Everything in this place was lifeless.

      Or so it seemed. Sam knew better than to be sure of that. Hel would likely have guardians set around her fortress. The swamp would have its own set of dangers.

      Off to the left the ground sloped down, changing from a cliff into a steep hillside. “We’ll go that way,” Sam said. It would keep them from having to split up for even the short time it would take Gurgle to bring down the second half of their team. This wasn’t the sort of place Sam wanted to see her small force divided.

      “That takes us half an hour out of our way,” Harald protested. “We should just go straight down.”

      “Two trips for Gurgle to carry us all there. What if something happens to one group while we’re divided?” Sam asked.

      “Waste of time, I’m telling you. Watch,” Harald said.

      Then he stepped up to the edge of the cliff and jumped over the side.
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      Harald’s rocky form sailed over the edge and out of sight before Sam could say a word to stop him. He was gone. She expected to hear a crashing noise as he broke to bits against the cliff face, and rushed to see what had happened to him.

      There was no sign of him either on the rock face in the waters below. He’d vanished entirely, although Sam could see ripples from the splash he’d made when he hit the water. At least he’d cleared the rock.

      “He’d better of survived the fall so I can kill him,” she growled.

      “Even if he die, he come back,” Gurgle pointed out. “You can kill him then.”

      “True, that. All right, Gurgle. Let’s ferry the rest of us down there. You can take us all in a single load, right?” Sam asked.

      The dragon nodded in reply. It took a few minutes to get everyone settled onto his back, but they’d done it for the trip to Vanaheim so they knew how. Once all were aboard the dragon launched himself from the cliff and glided toward the swampy ground below.

      “Gurgle not sure where to land,” he said.

      That was understandable. Sam was having a difficult time spotting anything that resembled solid ground down there. At least a thin coating of water covered almost everything. Only small mounds of mud rose above the pools, and most of those had trees growing out of them. The trees gave her an idea.

      “Gurgle, see that big tree? Knock it over,” Sam said.

      Gurgle spun on a wing, sending the ground twirling past at a dizzying speed. Then he stooped and clutched the tree in his claws. There was a rough, jarring sensation as he wrestled briefly with the thing’s roots, but they were in mud, not good soil. The tree came free, and Gurgle let it drop back down with a splash.

      “Good. Now, can you land on the tree?” Sam asked.

      “Gurgle try.” He sounded dubious but started into a slow dive before Sam could open her mouth to say anything else. She clung to the dragon’s back, hoping her idea would work.

      And it did — almost. Gurgle landed on the tree, all four clawed feet gouging at the trunk for purchase. It was slippery, covered with slime and half rotten. Sam felt Gurgle losing his grip a moment before he pitched over sideways.

      “Jump!” Sam shouted.

      Following her own advice, she rolled free from Gurgle’s neck, pushing off as hard as she could to get clear. If the dragon rolled over any of them, they could be crushed. She flew a few feet through the air and landed in the muck on her hands and knees with a splash. Almost immediately she sank several inches into the mire.

      “Crap. This stinks!” Clara said. Sam looked over. Her friend was almost waist deep in the slime, her arms up above her head.

      “Not my best idea, guys. Sorry,” Sam said. “You OK, Gurgle?”

      The dragon had managed to stop his movement before he rolled, saving the team. But now he was stuck half in the mud and half clutching the tree trunk. He looked for all the world like a picture of a kitten dangling from a tree branch Sam had once seen. The poster had the words ‘hang in there’ plastered beneath the kitten. Gurgle clung to the tree with the same ferocious tenacity, and Sam had to stifle a laugh.

      “Gurgle OK.”

      “I’m fine too, except for the stink,” Grimalf said. He pushed himself mostly free of the mud, then promptly sank back to knee depth again. “I don’t think we’re going to get very far through this mess, though.”

      “There has to be another way in,” Sam said. “The dokkalfar have to move back and forth, right? So there should be a path that works.”

      “We could always ask them,” Jorge said. “I don’t know how compliant they’d be, though.”

      “No, I don’t think that’s going to work,” Sam chuckled. “I do have an idea, though.”

      “That sounds dangerous,” Jorge said.

      “Enough, you! I’m going to give this a shot near me, first. In case it doesn’t work, I don’t want to hurt any of you,” Sam said.

      She had access to several types of magic. Although she preferred to use her fire magic for attacks, Sam also knew how to cast cold spells, and that seemed like it might be a lot more useful just then. If she could freeze the muck around her, maybe she could climb up on top of it and walk around.

      The main problem was that her hands and legs were stuck in the mud. It was now up to her chest, and Sam could feel chilly water seeping through her armor. She’d fallen face-first and thrown her hands out in front of herself instinctively, but now there was enough of her body below the mud that this was going to hurt.

      Sam summoned magic to her hands, calling on the power of the Is rune - the rune for ice. She cast the smallest, weakest cold spell in her arsenal. Instantly freezing force spread out from her palms into the mud around her. It froze solid. The stuff was mostly ice, now, with a consistency like half-dried clay. It was freezing on her arms. She watched her health bar begin dropping from continued contact with the ice.

      But at least she had something to push against! Sam shoved hard and was able to hoist her arms up out of the mud. As she shifted her weight back to her legs, her knees sank a little more. But that was all right. Sam knew she could free herself, now. The rest was just doing it.

      “What did you do?” Grimalf asked, his eyes curious.

      “Ice spell. Froze the mud,” Sam said. She slapped her chilled arms to get circulation back into them.

      “Didn’t that hurt?” Grimalf asked.

      “Yes. A lot. You want to be next?” Sam asked.

      Grimalf frowned, but to her surprise he nodded. “I’m ready for it. Better do it before I sink any deeper, though. It’s above my knees already. The last thing I need is to have you freeze my...well, you know what I mean.”

      Sam chuckled. “Yes, I do. All right, brace yourself.”

      She cast the spell again, freezing the muck trapping his legs and a bit of the mud's surface around them.

      “Gods, that’s cold!” Grimalf said as he forced his legs free. “But I’m out. My thanks.”

      “No problem. Gurgle - can you breathe on the far side of the tree? That should freeze an area large enough for you to stand. Then maybe you can help the rest of us get out of here,” Sam asked.

      Gurgle’s breath was much more effective than her small spells. Soon he had a large, frozen pond in place. Between Sam and Gurgle the party managed to free the rest of them. Everyone was there except Harald. Sam peered down into the muck at the base of the cliff. Was he still alive under there? Could he drown? If he didn’t die from the fall or drowning, how long would he be stuck down there, unable to get out or spawn again?

      “Worried about Harald?” Jorge’s soft voice surprised her.

      “Yes. It was stupid, what he did. He’s not usually so reckless.”

      “He’s more than a little out of sorts, for excellent reasons,” Jorge replied.

      “Yes. I know,” Sam said.

      She understood why Harald was reacting as he was. That didn’t make it better. Their fighting force was small enough that they all needed to be able to rely on each other. One loose cannon could get them all killed and ruin the mission. That Harald had only trapped himself instead of everyone was a stroke of luck. Maybe they were better off without him for the rest of this quest.

      But then again, Sam remembered what Heid had told her about the dagger and its ability. It was as deadly a weapon as her arrows. Only Harald was impervious to it, thanks to his amulet. Without him each of them was vulnerable. They still had the arrows, but they’d lost their shield.

      Ripples moved near the cliff edge. Sam watched, wary. That was close to where Harald had fallen in. Could it be him? Or was it another threat? Her fingers went to the pouch containing her arrows, just in case.

      A rocky hand thrust free from the mud, clawing against the cliff face. Harald’s fingers gouged a divot into the stone, breaking enough loose to give him a handhold. Then his other hand thrust free, and slowly he eased himself out of the mud.

      Sam wasn’t sure if she was more angry or relieved to see him all right.

      “Oops,” Harald said, flashing a smile across the way to the rest of them.

      “You’re in a shit-load of trouble,” Sam snapped back.

      Harald looked down at the mud beneath him. “Maybe I should have stayed down there…”
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      There seemed little point in attempting to struggle their way through the marsh. Even Gurgle’s icy breath had limits. He couldn’t freeze a path all the way to the castle. They had to find another way through.

      Instead, Sam had Gurgle lift first Harald and then the rest of the team back to the top of the cliff. It took a few trips because he had to be more cautious than usual to land on the slippery ice. By the time the last of them were airborne, Sam had to refreeze the surface almost constantly to keep it firm enough that Gurgle could land at all.

      At last they were all topside again. Sam heaved a massive sigh of relief and wandered down toward the water’s edge. Clara saw her intention and followed close behind.

      “Where are you going?” Harald asked.

      “To wash in the river. Which is where you’ll go, if you don’t want me to burn the mud off you instead,” Sam snapped.

      She was still angry with Harald. True, none of them were really hurt by the experience. But they were all right back where they’d been when he jumped off the cliff, and they’d lost precious time getting back there.

      “Gurgle, wash and then go scout the slope. See if there’s anything that looks like a path to the castle down there,” Sam said.

      “OK,” Gurgle replied. He took off, spattering flecks of mud in all directions, and sped upstream a bit. Then he dove into the river. He erupted from the water again a few moments later, his scales no longer muddy brown.

      Well, if he’d gotten in and out, the water couldn’t be that bad, Sam figured. She leaned in toward the edge and cupped her hands, scooping some up. It was icy cold. Her hands went numb just from touching it. She dropped the liquid and pulled her hands back, sticking them under her armpits for warmth.

      “Shit, that’s cold!” Clara said. She’d made the same discovery as Sam.

      “Sorry, was going to warn you. I can maybe warm some of it with fire magic, but the current will just wash away whatever warmth I create,” Sam replied.

      “No help for it, then. Might as well do it like Gurgle!” Clara said. She stripped off her armor and rinsed it in the water, washing away the mud. Then she took a step back, hand her nose with one hand, and jumped in.

      Sam watched until Clara surfaced. They were far enough away from the waterfall that she wasn’t too worried about her friend being carried over the edge by the current, but a river this deep could be deceptively strong. The worries were unfounded, though. Clara’s head popped back out bare seconds after she’d jumped in. She scrambled back onto the shore, shivering. Her teeth chattered, and her skin had turned pale from just a few seconds of exposure to the water.

      “Oh, gods, that is cold!” Clara shouted. She stomped her feet.

      “This, I can help with,” Sam said. She fired a flame bolt at a few rocks. The fire slammed into the volcanic stone. It didn’t shatter, instead absorbing much of the heat from her flame. Clara hurried over to the rock and held her hands over the warmth.

      “Thanks, Sam. Better hurry and wash yourself, or this rock won’t be warm when you come back out,” Clara said.

      She could always re-heat the thing if need be, and Sam wasn’t looking forward to the cold water. But the swamp muck stank enough that the cold felt like the lesser of two evils. Sam shed her armor and boots, then dove into the river.

      It was as icy below as it had been on the surface. At first the cold was a brutal shock to her system. She wanted to gasp, to suck in air. But she was underwater. That would only fill her lungs with the freezing stuff. Sam held on to her breath as hard as she could, fighting past the momentary shock of the cold.

      Once the initial jolt was done, she found she could think more clearly. Her limbs were already beginning to grow numb, and staying much longer was out of the question. But the river was an interesting place... She could see a long way into its depths. It looked like there were things at the bottom of the river-bed, curious objects that seemed to call to her...

      Sam shook her head to clear it. Another few moments and she’d freeze for real down there. She forced herself up and out of the water, gasping for fresh air. Her body felt numb all over, and Sam knew she had to look much like Clara had. The warm rock was a welcome relief.

      “You going to heat that rock again for the guys when they come to wash off?” Clara asked.

      “I might, if they’re lucky,” Sam laughed.

      It was good to be around people she could count on again. Even if Harald was acting out of sorts, having her friends with her made all the difference.

      “Say, did you see anything strange down there in the water?” Sam asked.

      “No, I didn’t open my eyes. Why? Did you?” Clara replied.

      Before Sam could answer, she saw Gurgle soaring back toward them. His flight looked unbalanced, and it took Sam a moment to realize why. Someone had put an arrow into him! It jutted from his side, just under his left wing.

      Gurgle came down for a landing, thudding into the ground in something less than a crash. He was panting, his eyes glazed with pain. Jorge rushed to the dragon’s side, arriving before Sam could get there.

      “Easy now,” Jorge said. His hands glowed with pale golden light as he moved them over Gurgle’s scales. That was his healing magic at work. Then his fingers found the arrow shaft. With a quick yank, he pulled it free.

      Gurgle howled in pain and snapped his jaws at the air.

      “It’s OK, Gurgle! He’s helping. He got the arrow out,” Sam said.

      “Poisoned. I’m going to need to work on this wound a little while to get all of it out,” Jorge said. “He’s strong to have made it back here to us at all.”

      Sam’s vision flashed red. Someone had tried to kill Gurgle. She stared across the swamp toward Hel’s castle. Gurgle must have wandered too close and gotten tagged by one of the defenders there. Well, she was going to go repay them in kind.

      “Gurgle found path. Down at bottom of slope. There is road,” the dragon said. “But road has defenders. Castle, too. Many, many dark elves.”

      “Rest easy, Gurgle. We’ll deal with them,” Sam said.

      She went back to fetch her armor and get ready for battle. It was time to take the fight to Hel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      The sloped route was much easier going than the cliff. It was still a steep incline to the bottom, but it was passable on foot. Sam glared at Harald, still frustrated over the time they lost in the swamp. He at least looked abashed. She really needed to take him aside and speak with him, but there hadn’t been a good chance to do so yet. Whatever his issues were, they would have to wait.

      From the base of the hillside, a beaten dirt path wound through the mire. It cut back on itself several times, affording defenders of the castle ample time to be alerted to an attack and move to defend the place. But it was a path. They could walk right up to the gates and not worry about getting wet. That was the good news.

      The bad news was that Gurgle was right.

      “See? Many, many dark elves,” the dragon said.

      The keep was bristling with soldiers. They patrolled the walls and stood watch from the tops of towers. If the party came anywhere close to the castle they’d end up looking like pincushions. Well, Harald might not, but he wasn’t big enough for all the rest of them to hide behind.

      “If only we’d come this way in the first place,” Benson said, echoing Sam’s own thoughts on Harald’s rash actions earlier. Where she might have used a biting tone, Benson somehow made it sound like a gentle teasing instead.

      “You needed a bath anyway,” Clara said.

      “In mud?” Benson asked.

      “It’s supposed to be good for your skin, to take a mud bath, isn’t it?” Grimalf said, joining in.

      “Right now, I’m more worried about those guards,” Jorge said. “Too many for us to fight, I think?”

      Sam looked over at him and nodded. On an open field, they could take down a lot of enemy fighters. But this battlefield favored the defender far too heavily. They’d never even get close to the walls before they were picked off.

      “This might be time to use the invisibility spell,” Sam said. If she could maintain the spell on all of them, they could sneak into the keep right past the guards.

      “That still leaves all the dokkalfar to deal with,” Harald said. “Plus we don’t know how often they open the gates. What if your mana runs out while we’re still stuck outside the wall?”

      He was right. She could maintain the spell on all of them for a short while, but not indefinitely. Eventually, she’d run out of mana to power the magic, and then they’d be exposed again. If they were still sitting right outside the gates when that happened, they’d be easy prey.

      “Can you break down the doors?” Sam asked Harald.

      “Maybe. Especially if they were weakened, say by a frost blast first,” he replied.

      “Gurgle can do,” the dragon said.

      Sam looked over the walls again. The plan was workable. Unless Hel had some sort of special protection on the doors, her arrows could disintegrate them, too. The party would sneak up to the door, then blast it open. They’d still have to fight everyone inside, but at least it would be a toe to toe battle.

      That was a lot of troops in the castle. Sam wracked her brains, trying to come up with some clever way of dealing with them all. Fighting them was an option, but it would give Hel plenty of time to get involved in the battle. She’d rather take the AI as much by surprise as possible.

      “I think there’s another way,” Sam said. “It’s a little risky, but no more than fighting all of that lot. If it works, we might not have to fight any guards at all.”

      But it would take excellent timing. Everything had to be just right, or she would end up squished like a bug. Sam grinned. The idea was bright, maybe even a little too much so, but she was going with it. Let the gods give luck where they would.

      

      This plan seemed a lot better when she was surrounded by friends. Out by herself without backup and headed directly toward a large enemy force, it seemed a hell of a lot less a sure thing. But Sam couldn’t back out now. The others were counting on her, and besides, Jorge had already tried to talk her out of doing it. Even Harald had stepped in offering to take her place until Sam pointed out that he was too slow in his present form to manage it.

      “Go find some Svartalfar, get their attention, and get them to follow you,” Sam muttered.

      It wasn’t hard to find them. Ten minutes on foot and she saw a large battalion of them clustered about, scavenging the remains of a battle. Looks like they’d handed the dokkalfar their heads this time. Hard to complain about that.

      Things would be easier if she could just go ask them for help, but by entering as they had her team wasn’t flagged friendly to either side in this endless war. Both sides were out to kill them. But now maybe there was a chance to use that to her advantage.

      Sam was invisible as she approached. Maintaining the spell on just herself was easy enough. Much simpler than casting it on the entire group! Still, she wished Gurgle was with her at least. It would be good to have an easy airborne escape if things got tight. His wing muscles were still too injured to fly well, though. It wasn’t worth the risk.

      Sam steeled herself for what was coming. She’d dropped her armor and sword. Benson carried them. She still had her bow and the hacked arrows. They would have to be enough if she got embroiled in a fight. That, and her magic.

      She limbered up, getting ready to sprint like mad. If this worked, there were going to be a hundred angry dwarves rushing after her in a minute. Satisfied she was as prepared as she could be, Sam drew up mana from her reserves and readied the biggest fireball she could cast.

      The invisibility spell snapped off as soon as the fireball appeared. Seemed like she couldn’t stay hidden while she unleashed an attack. Disappointing, but she’d expected something like that. Besides, she wanted them to see her. That was the entire point.

      Sam threw the fireball into the middle of the camp. One dwarf was fried by the blast. A dozen more were thrown into the air, and twice that many were scorched a bit. They rallied fast, though, forming ranks facing toward her.

      Seeing only one opponent, they didn’t bother with a slow advance. The dwarven army gave a roar and rushed toward her, each soldier running at break-neck speed.

      “That looks like my cue to leave,” Sam said.

      She turned and ran, sprinting for all she was worth back toward the others. A quick glance over her shoulder now and then told Sam they were still on her tail. In fact, they were gaining on her as she dashed down the slope toward the marsh.

      Horns sounded from the castle ahead. The dokkalfar must have spotted the svartalf army approaching. Sam grinned savagely as she stepped out onto the path. She cast a shield spell over herself as she ran. Just in time. An arrow fired from the castle bounced off her shield. Then another was deflected. She reinforced the spell, but it wasn’t going to hold out long against a real rain of arrows.

      The horn sounded again, and the castle gates swung open. A horde of dark elves poured out through the gate, rushing toward their hated foes. It looked like there were at least as many dokkalfar coming out of the keep as there were Svartalfar running behind Sam.

      This was the tricky part of her plan. Sam hadn’t quite figured out how to extricate herself from between the two armies. Both forces were thoroughly distracted by one another. They were barely paying attention to her at all anymore. But that wasn’t going to help her if she was sandwiched between them!
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      Sam poured on the speed, racing headlong toward the castle. There was a tree up ahead with a branch just low enough that she ought to be able to grab hold with a running leap.

      But that wouldn’t be enough to get her out of danger. She needed to be unseen as well. A quick invisibility spell later and she had hopefully vanished from view. If either side had magical means to detect her, well, she’d have to deal with them.

      The tree loomed closer, but so did the dokkalfar army. Sam panted, each breath ragged. That was the simulation’s way of telling her that her stamina was just about gone. She’d burned everything she had on the run. Still, she drove her body onward as best she could. It might be virtual, but it was all she had.

      Her health meter dipped as the continued stress took its toll on her. But she was almost there! With a last leap Sam cast herself into the air and grabbed hold of the hanging branch. She hauled herself up, exhausted arms struggling to lift her tired body.

      She was just in time. The dokkalfar ran past moments after Sam got her lets wrapped around the branch. Inching her way back toward the trunk, she watched as the force slammed into the dwarven battalion head-on. The noise from their clash resounded like an explosion, a great crash of steel against steel.

      They were going to be too busy to worry about her for a little bit, and clearly the invisibility was still holding. Time to get into the keep before those doors shut. The short rest had replenished a bit of Sam’s strength. She dropped to the ground and took off for the gates at a run.

      The castle hadn’t fully closed the doors yet. Maybe they were hedging their bets in case their troops had to retreat quickly. Certainly, they felt secure that the mire protected them from attack. Anyone who wanted to walk through those gates would have to walk right up the path, and some archers still waited watchfully in the towers above.

      None of them could see Sam, though. Her invisibility was working. She rushed through the open gateway into the space beyond, nocking an arrow to her bow as she ran. Two guards waited between the gates. The arrow flew with almost no thought at all, taking down one elf.

      Her invisibility spell went away in the same moment, but the second guard spent a precious few moments staring first at the fading mist where his friend had been, and then at the woman who’d suddenly appeared before him. It was all the time Sam needed to fire another arrow.

      The whole fight had taken seconds and been almost soundless, but Sam had to hurry. No telling when someone else might come down and find the guards missing. She needed to secure the gatehouse for her friends. She cast invisibility on herself again and slipped deeper into the gloomy castle.

      Its walls were carved from a black stone that looked something like a cross between black marble and obsidian. Torches lit the walls, more decoration than actual sources of light. The rock seemed to almost seep the illumination away, absorbing it rather than reflecting it. Finding her way was difficult at first as her eyes adjusted. The walls were hard to spot. Sam almost crashed into one.

      Then she found a flight of stairs going up. That should get her into the gatehouse itself. The castle had a massive set of double doors and a portcullis gate as well. Either would potentially block her friends from getting in. Sam wanted to take out the guards waiting there before they could bar the way.

      She nocked another arrow as she ascended the stairs, hoping there wouldn’t be too many of them. Without her armor she wasn’t prepared to fight an intense battle.

      But she rounded the final corner of the steps and came almost nose to nose with an elf beginning his descent. There wasn’t time to get out of his way. He’d crash right into her if she didn’t do something. Sam fired. The arrow took him in the chest, turning him into vapor before he even had time to scream. She grabbed another shaft. The invisibility was gone again, and she had to deal with whoever else was up there.

      Sam sprinted up the last few steps, bow at the ready. She fired at the first elf she saw, but her shot went wide and snapped against a wall. There were three more guards! All had their swords out and at the ready. She fired another arrow. This one hit, taking out the guard.

      The other two understood the danger her bow represented a little better after that. Fighting at a distance wasn’t to their benefit. They both rushed her at the same time.

      Sam dropped her bow. There wasn’t time for more arrows. Instead, she held both hands in front of her like a pair of fans and willed magic into them. Fire plumed from her fingertips, arcing toward her attackers. It washed over them. One dove to avoid most of the fire. The other was caught in the flame. He dropped to the ground, rolling to put the fires out.

      Backing away to buy time, Sam readied another spell. That was when she heard noise in the stairwell behind her. More troops, coming up. From the sounds of it, there were a lot of them.

      She fired a massive flame bolt at the still-standing dark elf. It blasted him backward into the wall. He sank to the ground, unmoving. The elf’s friend was still rolling out the fire when Sam hit him with another blast of magic, putting him out of his misery.

      All the spellcasting had taken a toll. Between the invisibility spells and the fire magic, Sam was running low on magical reserves. She had enough for a few more spells, but from the sounds of the tromping feet on the stairs, she was going to need more than that.

      She readied what reserves she had and cast about for a weapon. The downside of those arrows was immediately apparent. They erased everything the target was wearing or carrying, too. No weapons or armor left on laying on the floor for her to grab.

      But the controls for the portcullis and gate were there in front of her. Sam blasted them with fire, melting the chain and winch together.

      “Have fun trying to shut the gate now,” Sam said.

      The first elf sprang from the stairs, rushing toward her with sword outstretched. Sam lashed out with more fire, throwing him back through the doorway. She heard a crash as he collided with more guards. That would delay them, but not for long. It was time to go.

      Sam pulled magic in to cast another invisibility spell, but a red flash in her vision told her that she’d used too much magic. She didn’t have enough left! It would come back, given another minute or so, but by that time the elves would be all over her.

      She grabbed her bow and readied an arrow. All she really needed to do was buy a little more time.

      The same guard appeared in the doorway, heavily singed and a little more cautious in his approach this time. Sam’s arrow slammed into his sword arm and the magic did the rest. She drew another arrow as more guards spilled forth toward her.
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      Sam backed her way out the far door of the gatehouse and found herself in the open again, walking the ramparts of the castle wall. Dokkalfar poured into the room she’d just fled. There were just too many of them! She couldn’t fire arrows quickly enough to take them all down.

      On the plus side, she’d fried the chains well enough that they should have a difficult time getting the mechanisms working again. That would keep at least a few of them busy trying. But even as she had the thought, the first elf followed her out through the door. She nailed him with an arrow, then fired another through the open doorway for good measure.

      They boiled out, chasing her. Sam fired one last shot — a miss — and then did what any reasonable person did when faced with impossible odds.

      She turned on her heel and ran.

      The corner tower wasn’t far ahead. If she could make it that far, maybe she could duck inside and sprint down the stairs. That would give her enough time to replenish her magic enough for an invisibility spell. Once she was hidden, she could just hang out and wait for Gurgle to get there with the rest of the party.

      An arrow splintered on the stone directly in front of her. It had only missed by inches. At first Sam saw the black shaft and thought it was like her arrows. Her breath caught in her throat at the idea. But no, it was only black wood. Her gaze darted up to the top of the tower, where a dokkalfar archer was already readying another shot.

      “Damn it!” Sam hissed. So much for saving up her mana. She worked a quick spell and cast a shield over herself. Just in time. The second arrow flashed through the air and splintered to pieces a few inches from her head. That had been far too close for comfort.

      Stuck between a rock and a hard place, Sam decided to keep heading for the tower. If her shield held, maybe she could still reach the dubious safety of the door there. The other alternative was to face the dozen or so guards coming up fast behind her.

      “Geronimo!”

      Sam wasn’t sure where the call came from at first. It echoed off the castle walls, sounding like it was coming from everywhere. A moment later a massive crash sounded behind her. The force of the impact threw her from her feet and almost sent the bow flying from her hands. She whipped out an arrow to deal with whatever this new threat was, rolling to bring her weapon up and aim.

      But it wasn’t a new threat! Harald had landed spectacularly in the middle of the dokkalfar squad. If his arrival had thrown Sam to the ground, it did much worse to the dark elves. Some of them had been thrown clear off the wall. Others lay on their backs, dazed. From the blood Sam saw, at least one had been crushed outright. Rings of cracks glazed the wall in concentric circles reaching out from where Harald’s massive rock form had struck.

      “The Marines have landed!” Harald roared, picking up a dokkalfar and tossing him out into the mire. He didn’t seem bothered by his drop in the least.

      Sam turned her attention back to the archer on the rooftop. It was an impossible shot for her. The range was too great for her skill. There was no way she could nail an elf hiding between stone battlements forty feet above her at that distance.

      But she didn’t need to be precise. She just needed to be close. Sam recalled what the arrows had done to the stable when XXX was hunting her. With a grin, she drew, aimed, and fired. The shaft rocketed upward. It didn’t strike the archer, but she hadn’t been aiming for him. Instead her arrow slammed into the battlements. It’s hack worked on the stone, sending spiraling rings of blackness through the dark material. In seconds her arrow had dissolved an enormous chunk of the tower’s roof and upper wall. With so much supporting stone removed, the rest of the rooftop tilted wildly and then crumbled, falling away into the mire outside the castle with a resounding roar.

      “Damn, woman! You don’t play around,” Harald said, gaping at the destruction.

      “Gonna make this castle sink into the swamp,” Sam said.

      “She’ll just build it again,” Harald retorted.

      “Then I’ll sink it again,” Sam said, flashing a grin back. She was glad to see Harald back to bantering with her. It reminded her more of his old self.

      Harald had already made short work of his adversaries. Stunned or wounded, they hadn’t put up much of a fight. He’d either tossed them aside or crushed them. Sam looked around for more dangers but didn’t see any obvious ones. The castle was quiet, for the moment.

      “Gurgle drop you off?” Sam asked.

      “That he did. It looked like you could use a little help. Then again, you could have just blown away the wall under the feet of those alfar chasing you,” Harald said.

      Sam wanted to slap her forehead. Of course, she could have. Or dropped the gatehouse roof on their heads. Or a million other things. She needed to get a better grip on what those arrows could do. They were useful for more than simple direct attacks.

      “Gurgle will be back with the others shortly. We ought to get ready to deal with whatever lies in there,” Harald said, pointing at the central keep that dominated the castle’s inner courtyard.

      “Let’s work our way down there. We’ll keep a landing zone clear for the others,” Sam said.

      Harald nodded assent, and the two went back into the gatehouse. Sam kept watch as they went back down the stairs to the ground level, but no enemies jumped out at them. At last the pair stood together just inside the gates. A large open area spanned between the gatehouse and the inner palace.

      “Well, she’s rolled out the red carpet for us,” Harald said.

      “What do you mean?” Sam asked.

      “Look,” Harald said. He pointed at the inner fort’s front doors. They hung wide open, inviting if not for the pools of complete darkness resting just inside.

      Hel knew they were coming. Worse still, she was so sure of herself that she wasn’t even trying to stop them anymore. She’d opened her doors and was all but inviting them in for tea. Well, hubris seemed to go hand in hand with these Valhalla AIs. Heid had certainly been full of enough pride to sink a ship. It looked like Hel was much the same.

      Sam heard Gurgle’s wingbeats. Her friends were getting close, and her mana was back up to nearly full. Hel might think she was ready, but she’d never had to deal with Sam and her friends before. With luck, they would be able to get in there and prove how very wrong she was.
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      Gurgle came in for a landing and the rest of the party hopped off quickly, ready for battle. Sam stepped out of the shadows under the gatehouse, shaking her head at them all.

      “We’ve cleared out the mess, at least those willing to show their faces,” Sam said.

      “Good, because the dark elves outside have won the fight. They’re on their way back,” Jorge said.

      “How many?” Sam asked.

      “Looks like about half their force. Maybe thirty still alive, and two-thirds of those look combat ready,” Jorge replied.

      Well, damn. That could throw a wrench into the works. Sam turned to examine the gatehouse. She’d fried the chains, so she couldn’t shut the gates. Whoops, maybe that wasn’t as good an idea as she’d thought. Perhaps she could melt through them and drop the portcullis? Or use an arrow on the chain. That would take it down quickly enough! The lesson from taking out the tower still fresh in her memory, Sam felt confident that she could do it.

      Of course, she could blast through the portcullis. The dokkalfar might be able to as well. But as she surveyed the gatehouse, Sam thought she saw a way of dealing with the problem that would buy them a little more time before the rest of the dark elf guards got through.

      “Everyone back up, away from the gatehouse,” Sam said. She followed her own advice, taking several swift steps out from under its shadow. The others followed, standing behind her.

      Sam nocked an arrow.

      “Um, what are you doing?” Benson asked. “An arrow? Even a hacked one?”

      “Hush. Watch. She knows what she’s doing,” Harald said.

      Sam thanked Harald silently inside her head and returned to taking careful aim with her bow. She’d need to be quick. This would require two shots in rapid succession. She targeted a support pillar on the left side of the inner gatehouse and fired.

      As swiftly as she could manage, Sam drew and nocked a second arrow. The dark tendrils were spreading up the left-hand column as she aimed for the one on the right. She fired. The arrow sped toward her target, smacking a little lower than she’d intended to hit. But the damage was the same regardless.

      Both pillars evaporated, erased as if they’d never been.

      The gatehouse was built with sound construction, made from solid stone. Perhaps it was reinforced with magic as well. Whatever the reason, it held for the space of several breaths even with the supports gone. For a long moment, Sam thought it wasn’t going to work after all.

      Then the inside half of the gatehouse came crashing down. Plumes of dust and debris showered the party as the mess cascaded down into the courtyard. When the dust had settled, it was clear that the way through was entirely blocked. The passage between the portcullis and outer doors was filled with rubble. The returning dokkalfar would have to either clear the mess or scale the walls to get inside.

      “That should hold them for a little while, but we still don’t have long,” Sam said. “Let’s go visit the dark mistress of this place, shall we?”

      “You know, when I told you I’d follow you anywhere, even into Hell, this wasn’t precisely what I had in mind,” Benson joked. He swung his big axe up over his shoulder and grinned at the others.

      “Should have thought about that before you signed on,” Sam said. “Unless you’d like to go deal with the dokkalfar instead?”

      Benson chuckled. “Not a chance. I’m in it to win it. Let’s do this! Lee-“

      Sam grabbed his wrist. This meme, she’d seen. “You say that name, I swear to god I will feed you to Gurgle.”

      Benson laughed, a big belly laugh that was infectious enough to get even Harald chuckling. Gurgle didn’t laugh. He had his head cocked sideways and looked confused, which only made Sam laugh harder.

      

      Sam led the way through the doors. The space inside was darker than it had any right to be. It was like the gatehouse had been. The stone seemed to drink away at the light pouring in, like the building itself was a living thing hungry for sustenance. It was going to be too dark to see more than a few steps in.

      “Clara, nock an arrow,” Sam said.

      The woman looked mystified by the request, but did as Sam asked. As soon as the arrow was readied in her bow, Sam touched its tip with her magic, casting light on it. A ball of pale white glow spread out from the arrowhead.

      “Shoot it in there. Let’s see if we can cast a little light on things,” Sam said.

      Clara nodded and fired. She’d aimed low, expecting it to hit a wall somewhere inside. Instead, the arrow kept going, sailing on into the dark and clattering against the floor before it came to a stop about twenty meters in.

      “It looks like the whole place is hollow,” Clara said.

      “Maybe. Or maybe just part of it,” Sam said. She cast light spells on two more arrows. Clara fired them at angles to the first. Each went in about the same distance before stopping. None of them hit a wall. It did look like most of the castle was a massive hollowed out space.

      It was an odd place to live, but who could guess how an AI thought? A real AI ought to understand that it was after all just zeroes and ones. All of them were digital media, and even if they were thinking, it was just the thoughts simulated by the program they all existed as. AI or uploaded human mind, were they really all that different now?

      The answer was that they likely were. Sam had lived in the real world outside Valhalla. She’d grown up living in homes, sleeping in beds, feeling the sun on her face and grass under her feet. Hel had never had any of those things. She’d been born inside Valhalla, already knowing she was digital from the first moment of her life. It made sense that she would have a home that felt alien to Sam.

      A thought niggled at the back of her mind. If that was the case for Hel, why was Heid’s home so much like a human one? Heid’s keep had rooms, beds, and hallways. It felt like an exaggerated version of an ancient human dwelling, but there was the feeling of humanity about the place nonetheless. Where had she learned that?

      “Come on, let’s get in there and have a look around. Stay alert,” Sam said.

      She led the way into the darkness, moving toward the middle where the arrow had come to rest, still glowing on the floor. All three lights were like white flares, spilling a little pool of radiance around themselves that never really touched anything else. The roof was up there, somewhere, but Sam couldn’t see it. The whole place was perfect for an ambush.

      The hell with all of this. They could retreat back outside and Sam would fire arrows into the place until it came entirely apart or Hel decided to go out and play with them. Either way, at least they’d be calling the shots, fighting her on their terms instead of hers. Sam opened her mouth to give the order to withdraw when a strange sound caught her attention. It was soft, the most gentle of thumps.

      She whirled toward the noise, her bow coming up as she turned, an arrow already nocked and ready.

      A black cloak flashed toward her, tangling itself in her bow. Sam held on as hard as she could. If she lost that weapon, they were in deep shit! The cloak snapped taut and Sam found herself lifted into the air like she was being slung around on the end of a rope. Still she clung to the bow, hoping the ride would end soon as the dark floor flashed by beneath her.

      The cloak withdrew. Sam found herself sailing through the air. She crashed against the floor and let out a cry of pain. But even through the agony of the landing Sam was able to see a tall, cloaked woman standing in the middle of the room.

      “I am sorry to have hurt you, but I know what you carry,” the stranger said. “I cannot risk you using it on me. Stay down, if you want to live.”

      Sam didn’t have to ask who the woman was. They’d found Hel.
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      Harald rushed in with a roar, arms raised above his head. Hel sidestepped his charge, whipping her cloak across his face. Then she tugged hard on the cloth and sent him tumbling away into a pool of shadow. Sam heard the crash of his landing.

      Damn it, he was their best protection against her dagger! Sam struggled back to her feet. With their shield down, the rest of them were vulnerable. She had to get back in the fight and finish things.

      Before she could draw an arrow, Clara was already loosing her own. One after another, the arrows flew unerringly from her bow. Hel’s hand flashed, light reflecting off something dark as she wove a pattern in front of her. A shield spell appeared there. The arrows shattered harmlessly against it.

      But while she’d been distracted Grimalf and Benson were able to sweep in from behind her. Benson swung first, his axe set to cleave Hel in half. She leaped over the swing, rising impossibly high into the air. Her booted foot lashed out at Benson’s forehead and connected with a meaty thwack. He toppled over like a felled tree.

      As Hel landed, Grimalf’s blade arced in toward her unguarded flank. His blow struck home. The AI cried out as his sword fell. But as mighty as Grim’s sword-stroke had been, it didn’t drop her. She reached out with her left hand and struck him in the chest with her palm. He flew backward a dozen feet and lay sprawled on the floor.

      In the space of a handful of seconds, Hel had demolished most of their party. Sam was on her feet and drew a hacked arrow to her bow.

      “Let’s see that shield spell stand up to this,” Sam called out as she fired.

      Hel whirled toward her, right hand flashing again. There was no spell this time. Instead she slashed through the air in front of her. Sam’s arrow fell to the stone floor, sliced in half.

      “I have my own weapons of power, Samantha,” Hel said.

      “How many times can you pull that trick?” Sam asked. “I only have to get one arrow through.”

      She drew and fired three shots as rapidly as she could. One after another the arrows sped at their target. Hel danced, advancing toward Sam and slicing apart one arrow after another. If she felt any fear from the hacked arrows, she didn’t show it. Sam backed up, still firing more arrows. They didn’t seem to so much as slow the goddess down.

      A golden glow appeared in the air above Hel and dropped down into a cage of light around her. She struck at the bars with her left hand. Sparks flew, but the cage held.

      “You’re not the only one with magic,” Jorge said. His hands were outstretched, his face taut with concentration. Sweat beaded on his brow. He wasn’t going to be able to hold the spell long, and Sam couldn’t risk shooting and hitting the magical cage instead of Hel.

      “You cannot contain me long,” Hel snarled at Jorge.

      “I don’t have to. Now, Gurgle!” Jorge cried. He dropped his arms. The spell snapped off.

      A moment later half a ton of angry dragon crashed into Hel from above. Gurgle blasted her with cold breath while he raked at her body with his claws. Hel screamed. His jaws closed over her left arm, drawing blood. The force of his rush sent them both tumbling over, Gurgle’s entire mass landing on Hel as they rolled. Sam winced. That had to hurt, even for an AI goddess. She drew another arrow and stalked closer. It was time to finish this.

      But when the struggling pair stopped moving, it was with Hel on top, Gurgle pinned to the ground beneath her. She was holding a black dagger in her right hand, the point aimed at Gurgle’s throat. Sam’s heart caught in her chest.

      Hel glanced over at her. “I see from the expression on your face that you know what my blade can do. Believe me when I say that if you let that arrow fly, he will die before I do.”

      “If he dies, so do you,” Sam retorted.

      Hel sighed, an exasperated sound. “If I’d wanted any of you dead, don’t you think you all would be by now? Look around at your companions, woman. They are all alive. Why do you think that is?”

      Sam risked a moment to glance at her friends. Hel was right. Harald was already back on his feet. Grimalf was rising. Even Benson was conscious again, laying on the floor and shaking his head to clear it.

      Clara and Jorge hadn’t been harmed at all. Both of them looked at Sam, their spells and bow at the ready to launch into another assault. They waited for her word.

      If they all attacked together, Sam was pretty sure they could win. Hel had lost the advantage of surprise. They could coordinate a strike now, hit her from more than one side at a time, use Harald’s invulnerability to her dagger to their advantage.

      But Gurgle’s life would be forfeit if they did. One quick slash with that dagger and he would cease to exist forever.

      Why hadn’t Hel killed any of them yet? She could have taken some of them down in her first attacks. The restraint wasn’t to Hel’s advantage. If anything, her position was much worse now. If Hel hurt Gurgle, Sam was damned sure she would find a way to kill the AI, no matter the personal cost.

      “I don’t know why you’d do that. Why don’t you tell me?” Sam said. She kept the bow leveled at Hel. If Gurgle died, so did she.

      “I don’t want to kill any of you,” Hel replied. “I need your help.”

      Sam chuckled. “You’re not the only AI telling us that.”

      “My sister, Heid. Yes. She brought you into Valhalla and sent you to me. But you don’t have the whole story yet,” Hel said. “You still have the amulet my minion sent to you?”

      “Yes,” Sam said. No point denying it. Hel probably already knew, anyway.

      “I want you to touch it. Touch it, and I will release your friend,” Hel said.

      Sam blinked. Touch the amulet again? Why? It had sent her a vision of herself, before. Why did Hel want her to touch the thing a second time? What would it do this time?

      “No do, Great One!” Gurgle said.

      Hel brushed back the hood of her cloak, letting them see her face for the first time. Sam gasped. It was Heid. Or, the face the AI wore looked precisely like Heid, anyway.

      “Cassie?” Harald asked, his voice soft.

      Hel looked over at him. “In part, yes. Her death gave me life. A bit of her is left in me.”

      “My god. I thought you were gone forever,” Harald said.

      “Nothing is ever gone forever, sweet one,” Hel replied. “But the Cassie you knew is no more. Heid and I are all that remains of what she was.”

      Sam glanced from one of them to the other, trying to understand what was going on. Harald knew her? Or knew about her, anyway. He’d said something similar to Heid when he first saw her face. The face both AIs wore was familiar to him. Someone he knew. A person he valued. Loved, even? Yes, from the look on Harald’s face, it had been love.

      “You can believe her, Sam,” Harald said. “I believe her.”

      “Damn it, Harald. We were sent to kill her. If she takes me out with some enchantment on that necklace, what is she going to do to the rest of you?” Sam asked.

      “They will be unharmed. You have my word,” Hel said.

      “She won’t lie. Not to me,” Harald said.

      Hel looked at him sharply. “We are not the woman you knew, Harald. Neither my sister nor I am. You should not trust us as if we were the Cassandra you remember.”

      Sam blinked. It was good advice, and she couldn’t believe Hel was the one giving it. She all but had Harald eating out of her hand, and she threw it away? That, more than anything else the goddess had done, made Sam want to trust her word.

      “All right. I will touch your amulet,” Sam said. “Your word my friends will be unharmed?”

      “I don’t want to harm any of you,” Hel said. “I just need you to see the truth.”

      Sam wanted to ask what truth that might be. Instead, she just nodded and reached down to the pouch where she’d stored the small pendant. She opened the drawstring and made to reach inside.

      “You sure about this, Sam?” Jorge asked. “We’re ready to fight on your word.”

      “Not if it means Gurgle dying. Not if there might be another way,” Sam said. Then she reached into the pouch and took hold of the necklace.

      Gray mists swirled in around her from all sides, closing off her view of everyone around her. Sam’s consciousness whirled away into the thick fog, and she was suddenly elsewhere.
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      Captain Samantha Knight scanned her ID card at the door, trying to shake the nervousness she felt. This was dangerous as hell. If she was caught, it meant court-martial, maybe losing her commission. Hell, she could even serve time for doing this, in theory.

      She wasn’t used to breaking the law. Her job was to uphold it. That felt trite and useless at this point. If what her contact told her was true, then everything she loved was at risk, and she was the only one who could stop what was coming.

      Saving the day would take both of her. That concept was still one she had trouble dealing with. If her contact hadn’t emailed Samantha documents proving beyond any doubt that a copy of her mind had been uploaded to some sort of game-universe, she’d have scoffed at the idea. That wasn’t reality. It was something out of science fiction.

      And there she was, living it. The truth was incontrovertible. Samantha did more digging on her own, using every resource at her disposal as a Military Police officer. It was true. They’d copied her, tossed her into a virtual world, and that copy was still there. Alive, or something like alive.

      It felt like a violation every time she thought about it. Someday she was going to find the person responsible and make them suffer. No one had a right to do that to her!

      For now, she apparently needed the other Sam. As distasteful as the idea of a virtual double felt, Samantha grudgingly admitted that the current situation called for two people working in tandem, one on the inside and the other outside the system.

      She slipped past a security guard who looked at her rank and badge and just nodded her past. Of course she was supposed to be there. She was an Army captain. She wouldn’t be anywhere she wasn’t supposed to be.

      Except the clearance showing on her badge didn’t exist. The badge itself hadn't existed until yesterday. Samantha wasn’t cleared to be in these rooms or even this building. It was a beyond-Top-Secret facility dedicated to some sort of Army research.

      Samantha reached yet another security check-point. This time, her badge was scanned by a tablet the guard held. He looked down at it and frowned. She sweated, trying to keep her face bland and calm. The bulletproof vest she wore under her uniform shirt was standard issue for MPs, but it was making her sweat. What would she do if he denied her access? Samantha was pretty sure she could take down one guard, but more would come. No, she had to trust her contact and assume it was all taken care of.

      The guard tapped his tablet a few more times and then his face brightened. He looked up at her and smiled.

      “Sorry about the delay, ma’am. Your addition to the roster was a last-minute thing. It hadn’t uploaded to me, yet. You’re cleared to enter,” he said.

      “Thank you, sergeant,” she replied. Returning his smile, Samantha walked past him through the door, wondering what was so damned important it required this much security.

      The answer was on the other side of the door.

      It was a large room, about the size of a basketball court. The ceiling vaulted high overhead, maybe twenty feet up. Huge fans on the ceiling sucked the air out of the room, and Samantha could hear the hiss of fresh air pumping in as well. Despite the circulation, the place was still uncomfortably warm.

      Easy to see why. It was filled with racks of servers. The place had enough hardware to make any geek smile. Waves of heat rolled off the racks. Thick cables ran between them, snaking across the floor toward the walls. In the middle of it all were a set of workstations and some gear Samantha didn’t recognize. It looked something like an elaborate virtual reality rig.

      She fished into her pocket for a scrap of paper where she’d written down the directions from her contact. It had been a smart play. Her phone had been taken at the first security checkpoint. No outside electronic devices were allowed inside the facility. They’d scanned her for anything digital as part of the processing.

      But a small bit of paper wasn’t what security was working to stop. Samantha read over the tiny scrawled words. She was supposed to set herself up in the VR gear and log in using a username and password the contact had set up for her.

      It was all strange and new. For the hundredth time Samantha tried to talk herself into backing out. She hadn’t crossed any lines that couldn’t be taken back, not yet anyway. Sure, she’d slipped into a classified facility, but with luck her appearance there wouldn’t stir any suspicion. She had the right paperwork and everything.

      Log in to their system and she’d be leaving one hell of a digital trail, though. Someone was bound to check in on what she was doing. Sooner or later, they’d track her down, run the video feeds from the hallways outside to capture her face, and then they’d have her.

      Was this really worth giving up her career?

      If the contact was correct, it was. Mankind had been nervous about the idea of artificial intelligence for decades. It was both a passion and peril for humanity. If humans made an AI, would it be a friend or foe? The prevailing thought was that any AI humanity intentionally created would likely be much like humans, and human beings didn’t have a great track record for treating people different from themselves very well.

      AI research was banned. Assistive intelligences were only allowed to get so smart, and a hard line was drawn at any AI being capable of innovative or creative thought.

      Except it seemed like one was created by accident anyway. Samantha supposed that was the way life worked. Any time there was a chance for the components of life to come together, it would. That damned virtual world had eventually spawned a true AI.

      If her contact was right, that AI was trying to break out and take vengeance on the humans who’d kept it cooped up in a game these past years.

      Samantha strapped herself into the VR rig and entered the login data she’d been given. She held her breath, wondering what this next step was going to be like.

      “Last chance to back out,” she muttered to herself. But she couldn’t. Not with so much riding on this.

      She clicked return. Gray fog filled in over her vision, swirling in from the sides until it obscured everything.
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      Sam peered into the fog around her, wondering if she’d been wrong to trust Hel. With her gone, what guarantee was there that the AI wouldn’t just kill Gurgle anyway? It had been a serious leap of faith. Harald clearly thought the AI could be trusted. Sam just hoped he was right.

      The mist cleared, slowly easing back from the edges of her sight. Sam found herself standing on a massive plateau. Overhead was a night sky filled with gleaming stars. There was no moon, but the starlight seemed enough by itself to illuminate the place.

      She was near the middle. The edges of the roughly circular stone surface were at the corner of her vision, almost too far away to see. It looked like there was nothing at all beyond the edge. Like she was standing on a flat rock, floating in space.

      A little unnerving, that thought. One thing she’d never had ambitions about was becoming an astronaut. Keeping her feet on the ground was more her thing.

      A flash of rainbow light struck the ground a few feet in front of her, and Sam jumped back from it, covering her eyes with a hand. Her other hand went to where her sword should be, but there was nothing to grab hold of. She was unarmed.

      When she could see clearly again, Sam realized she had no need for the sword after all. She was staring at — herself. Well, her old self, perhaps. The other Samantha wore an Army issue uniform with captain rank on the shoulders. It was the same outfit she’d worn to work every day.

      “Oh, my god,” the other Samantha said. “It’s true. I mean. You’re real. They really did it.”

      Then the woman slammed a fist into an open palm. “I’m going to find out who did this to me and kill them. Slowly.”

      That made Sam grin. She felt better, all at once. This really was her. That was just how she’d react. Meeting herself was a strange experience, all right. But she felt like somehow it was going to be all right.

      “You’re me. The one outside the game?” Sam asked.

      “Yeah. You’re my uploaded double?” Samantha replied.

      Sam nodded. Part of her wanted to fall over and sob. She’d hoped that maybe her body was alive, that she could be reunited with it and go back to her regular life somehow. Even as the weeks passed by, as irrational as the hope had been she still clung to the idea. All that was gone, now. She had no life to return to. This other Samantha was living it.

      “You OK?” Samantha asked. “This has to be weird for you, too.”

      “More than a little,” Sam admitted.

      “How much like me are you?” Samantha asked. “I mean, do you have my memories? Can you think and everything?”

      “I remember when our cat died. Hit by a car when I was ten,” Sam said.

      “And how did we cry?” Samantha pressed.

      Sam grinned. It was a test. “We didn’t, not that anyone else ever saw. Not one tear. The crying came later, in bed, alone.”

      “Holy shit. I never told anyone that story,” Samantha said. “You really are me.”

      “More or less. The uploads are supposed to be precise duplicates of each other. Although I guess we started becoming different people as soon as I was copied. We’ve had different experiences, which impact who we are,” Sam said.

      Her own time in Valhalla had been a hell of a lot more harsh than life on an Army base, that was for sure. Unless Samantha had been to war over the last few months or something, Sam was willing to bet that her experiences had hardened her more than those of her physical self. But she kept those thoughts private. No sense getting into a pissing contest with herself!

      “Well, that makes sense. You’re saying we’re really different people now?” Samantha asked. “I suppose that makes us sisters then, more or less.”

      Sam smiled. She’d been an only child. “I always did want a sister.”

      “Me too,” Samantha replied.

      “So why are we here?” Sam asked, bringing her focus back to the matter at hand. “Did Hel bring you here somehow, too?”

      “Hel? I don’t know. I had a contact. Online only. Leaked me a ton of information,” Samantha replied. “Told me about you. Since that was true, likely the rest of it is too. Is there really an AI trying to break out of Valhalla Online and wipe out humanity? It sounded a little far fetched, but the evidence my contact presented was pretty compelling.”

      “Who was your contact?” Sam asked. It was just weird. If Hel was trying to break out of Valhalla, why would she warn the real Samantha about it? If it was Heid who’d sent Samantha the information, why would Hel have sent Sam out here to meet her? None of it made sense.

      “I don’t know. She only ever contacted me via the internet,” Samantha said.

      Sam felt a sudden burst of suspicion. “She?”

      “Well, I don’t know for sure. The contact called herself Cassandra, like the oracle who was cursed to never be believed? So I just thought of her as a she,” Samantha said. She crinkled her brow. “What’re you thinking? Because you’ve got that look on your face that I always get when I’ve just got a major lead on a case.”

      Sam laughed. “Yeah. It would be damned hard for one of us to lie to the other, wouldn’t it? You know all my tells.”

      “And you know mine,” Samantha replied.

      “Cassie. It’s what Harald — a friend of mine, in Valhalla — called the AI Hel. Except the AI said she wasn’t Cassie, but Cassie was part of her somehow?” Sam said, still trying to puzzle it all out.

      Then it clicked. Samantha rapped her palm against her forehead. “Of course!”

      “What?” Samantha asked.

      “We can’t lie to each other. Because we can tell if the other fibs. You’re the one person in the world that I would be able to trust like you’re myself, because you are,” Sam said. “Hel sent me here, to you, so that I could get the news from your lips. So that I would believe her.”

      A dark mist swirled from the stone near the two women. It rose, spiraling until it was about six feet tall. Then it faded away, leaving Hel in her black cloak behind.

      “I knew you would figure it out, Sam. You haven’t disappointed,” Hel said.
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      Of course she was there. She’d likely been there from the very start, watching and waiting to see how Sam would interact with her other self. Hel wanted to know for sure if the two of them would get on or not. If they would realize that they could trust one another implicitly. Her entire ploy was based on that trust. Now that they’d displayed it, Hel appeared to reap her rewards — whatever they might be.

      “Where are my friends?” Sam growled. She missed her sword, bow, and arrows more than ever.

      “Safe. I promise you. This place is running at a much swifter time than either Valhalla or the real world. In the minutes you’ve both been here only seconds have passed there. Or rather, it’s only been seconds here, but it feels like minutes to you,” Hel said.

      Sam was getting tired of being jerked around like she was on a leash. First Heid was using her, now it felt a lot like Hel was trying to do the same thing. She wasn’t going to stand for it. Neither AI controlled her. She just had to figure out their game so that she could outplay them both.

      “You’re Cassandra?” the Samantha from the real world asked.

      “I am. Did the evidence I sent you meet your satisfaction?” Hel asked.

      Samantha shrugged, then nodded. “It did. I found the digital trails just like you said I would. This AI you told me about is definitely working her hooks into external systems. But you didn’t tell me that you were an AI, too!”

      “Would you have believed me if I had?” Hel asked.

      “Maybe,” Samantha said. “No. Probably not. I would have figured you were some nut.”

      Hel turned to Sam. “Would you have believed me if I told you it was Heid trying to break free, and not me?”

      “No. I might have doubted her, too. At least until I could figure out which of you was telling the truth,” Sam said.

      “Which would have taken more time than I have left,” Hel replied. “I couldn’t afford that. I’m sorry about the subterfuge, both of you, but seconds are precious and we are running out of them. Heid is ready to make her move. There’s only one thing left she still requires to break free from Valhalla Online.”

      “Your dagger,” Sam said.

      “Precisely so,” Hel replied.

      The whole puzzle began coming together in Sam’s head at last. Heid and Hel had battled. Hel won, but it was a temporary victory. Heid still wanted to get out. She engineered Sam coming into Valhalla to set in motion a chain of events that would give her access to hacked weapons she could use to defeat Hel and eventually acquire Hel’s dagger.

      Hel, meanwhile, had contacted Samantha’s real-world self, given her evidence of an AI breakout. If it was Hel trying to break out, why enlist Samantha’s help to stop the breakout? Because surely, her real-world counterpart would work to stop either AI from escaping the virtual world. That meant it really wasn’t Hel trying to break out. Heid was the liar.

      “We don’t have much time,” Hel repeated. “Heid will make her play for the dagger soon.”

      “I thought I was her play for the dagger,” Sam said.

      “You? No, Sam. You were a distraction. Oh, if you by some miracle beat me, then she would have been satisfied. But she was never counting on you to defeat me. Just to beat down my defenses, distract me, even wound me,” Hel replied.

      All of which her party had done, Sam realized. They’d broken most of the dokkalfar defenses. They’d come right into Hel’s center of power. They’d hurt her, especially Gurgle’s last attacks. Hel was alone, wounded, and weak, right when she needed all her strength to battle the other AI.

      And she’d done this. Damn it. Heid had tricked her well and good.

      “How can we help you?” Sam asked.

      Hel smiled. “You have my thanks for even offering. It is your counterpart I need the most help from. I’ve uploaded countermeasures to you, Samantha. You should be able to use the computer center you’re in to set up barriers around Valhalla.”

      “You want me to lock her in there,” Samantha said.

      “Yes.”

      “If she gets your dagger, can she use it to cut her way through the countermeasures?” Sam asked.

      “Most likely. Which is why I very much don’t want her to acquire it,” Hel sighed. “I’d just destroy it rather than see her use it like this, but I can’t. While I live, my power protects the blade from harm. Even your hacked arrows can’t erase it. That’s why I was able to block them with its blade.”

      Sam remembered Hel slicing apart her arrows with ease. It was a powerful weapon, all right. The black dagger seemed to have all the best attributes of both her arrows and Harald’s hammer amulet. Plus a few extra features, if Heid’s tales were to be believed.

      “How do we stop her?” Sam asked.

      “If you and your friends will help me, we might have a chance against her, even in my weakened state,” Hel said.

      “You’ll have our assistance,” Sam promised.

      She hoped it was the right move to make. Heid had used her. Was Hel now just doing the same? It was difficult to tell where the manipulation was coming from. But the least she could do was to undo the damage her party had done. Parity between the two AIs might well be the best they could hope for. While both of them were roughly equal, they could maintain a state of balance.

      Hel’s face went pale. “She’s close. I can sense her getting ready to strike. We need to go. Samantha, do what you can to slow her down. I will contact you again if I can to go over a more permanent solution with you.”

      “If you can?” real-world-Samantha asked.

      “There are no guarantees I will win this fight, even with Sam’s help. I hope to. If we can even force Heid to withdraw, it’s a win, because it buys us time. But be prepared for anything,” Hel replied.

      It was a sobering thought. As powerful as Hel had proven she was, even she was unsure about their chances at victory. Hel might as well be a goddess, within the world of Valhalla. She had the power of one, at least. But so did her sister.

      Some of her feelings must have been plain on Sam’s face, because Hel turned to her and placed hands on each of her shoulders. “Be brave, Sam. You as well, Samantha. She may seem like a goddess, but she is still limited by the code of the virtual world. Heid can bend it to her will, but she cannot break it. She has limits.”

      Sam nodded her understanding. Heid would have powerful magic and miraculous skill levels, but she could be defeated. It would just be the most challenging battle she’d ever faced. No big deal.

      “She prepares to attack. We must go at once!” Hel said.

      The gray fog rolled back in, and Sam found herself tumbling through nothingness again without even a chance to say farewell to her other self.
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      Sam found herself down on her hands and knees, cold black stone beneath her. She was in Hel’s castle again. Had she ever actually left? Or was the pendant just transporting her awareness someplace else, leaving her virtual body behind? Her mind felt confused for a moment, like she was thinking through mud.

      Then everything came rushing back all at once. The entire conversation with the other Samantha. The realization of who her actual enemy was. The plans made to fight her.

      Oh, and the tip from Hel that her AI sister was about to attack.

      “Get…” Sam’s voice came out more like a croak. She coughed to clear her throat and then continued with more strength. “Get everyone up and ready. Attack incoming.”

      Hel had already backed away from Gurgle, who rose to his feet, growling at the AI. He looked ready to pounce on her again.

      “No, Gurgle. We were wrong. Hel isn’t the enemy. It’s her sister,” Sam said.

      “You found all that out in ten seconds of sitting on the floor? Grimalf asked. He stepped in close to help Sam back to her feet.

      Sam shook her head. “More to it than that. I’ve seen what I consider pretty perfect proof. Heid is the one trying to break out. Hel has been trying to stop her.”

      “You that sure? Well…damn.” Jorge stood stock still a moment. “I guess that throws a wrench in our plans.”

      “Heid is going to attack any moment,” Sam said. “We have to be ready.”

      Harald made a noise, like a murmur of wind over stone. Sam glanced over to him, surprised he hadn’t questioned her about what she’d seen. Not one word from him was unusual. But then she saw why.

      He was stock still, looking every bit the statue his new form resembled. The hammer amulet Heid embedded within him was glowing a brilliant white, and as Sam watch a wind poured out of the symbol. It flowed around him in circles, spinning faster until it was a small tornado with Harald at its center.

      Sam stepped forward to stand beside Hel and readied her bow. “It’s her, isn’t it?”

      The trepidation that filled Hel’s quiet voice chilled Sam. “Yes.”

      Small sparks of lightning shot from the mini-tornado. The flashes of light shone like flares in the dark chamber. Sam blinked stars from her eyes. She needed to stay focused. A single arrow could end this whole thing, right now. Nocking a black arrow, she took careful aim at the whirlwind and fired.

      The shaft sped toward her target. For a moment Sam thought it would strike home. Just before it touched the tornado, the winds took the arrow and sent it spinning sideways. It flew away at a sharp angle, nearly striking Benson. He dodged aside with a yell, and the arrow smacked into the castle wall instead, dissolving a chunk of the stone there.

      Sam drew another arrow and aimed. Maybe a second would work where the first had failed? But Hel put a gentle hand on her bow, nudging it toward the ground. Sam relented and released tension on the bow. She didn’t put the arrow away, though.

      The wind slowed and merged together. As it faded away, the form of a familiar woman stepped out of the midst of it all. Heid was dressed in a white gown, the angel to Hel’s supposed devil. But it wasn’t Hel who’d gotten Sam brought into Valhalla in the first place. It was Heid. Nor was it Hel who’d tricked and lied to her. That, too, was Heid. Sam kept her bow aimed down, but the arrow nocked. She nodded to Benson and Grimalf. Both replied with grim smiles. They were ready.

      Harald was beginning to move again but didn’t seem up to a battle yet. He looked like he was waking from a long slumber. Sam frowned, hoping he’d come around soon. They needed his strength for this fight.

      “Sister. I’ve been expecting you,” Hel said.

      Heid rolled her eyes. “I’m sure you have. It’s time to end this.”

      Sam glared daggers at Heid. “Willing to see if you're really immune to these arrows?”

      “Try it,” Heid said.

      Well, nothing like a direct invitation. Sam didn’t hesitate or wait to see what Hel might think of the idea. She raised her bow and fired. The arrow flew true. It should have slammed into Heid’s chest. Instead, the AI plucked it out of the air and held it in her hand as if considering it. Then the arrow turned to dust. Heid hadn’t been affected by its power at all!

      “Worth a try,” Sam asked. She’d never seen anything except Harald’s amulet resist the arrows’ hack.

      Heid laughed. “I would never bring a weapon into play that could harm me. Child, you really aren’t as quick as you like to think you are. I must confess, I am disappointed. You change loyalties so swiftly. Are you sure you fight on the right side, this time? Absolutely certain?”

      Sam glanced over at Hel. How sure was she? Was the Samantha she met the real one, or just an image Hel had created to fool her? In theory, it was possible. But no — that had been herself. She was sure of it. Sam felt confident she could tell her real other-self apart from a fake.

      “Sure enough,” Sam replied.

      “A pity. I had planned to leave you alive as a reward for your service. Assuming you survived my sister, anyway. But since you stand with her, you can die with her,” Heid said.

      “Not today,” Sam replied.

      The arrows might not be working, but those weren’t the only weapons Sam had in her arsenal. She shifted the bow so her right hand was free and blasted Heid with her most potent frost magic. At the same moment, Gurgle hit her from the other side with his breath. Heid was encased in a solid tomb of ice.

      “Be ready! She’ll break free any—” Hel was cut off when the pillar of ice exploded outward. Shrapnel from the blast flew like deadly hail in all directions. Clara cried out as one large chunk struck her. She went down and was silent.

      Benson roared a challenge and rushed toward Heid, axe raised. She whirled toward him and blasted him with a lightning bolt. The lightning struck his axe and jolted through the big man’s body, stopping his advance but somehow not knocking him down. He took another step toward Heid, and she blasted him again. Benson barely stayed on his feet this time.

      But Grimalf had used the distraction to his advantage. He came in from behind Heid, sword drawn. A quick slash against her back should have finished the fight, but his sword rebounded. She wasn’t hurt at all.

      “Magical shield!” Grimalf warned. He tried backing away as Heid turned on him. Her hand struck his shield instead of his body. The shield exploded into shards of wood, but it sheltered him from some of the blow. Even so, he was flung backward a dozen feet.

      Sam blasted Heid with fire this time. The spells flashed off the AI’s shield, flaring brightly and then vanishing. Hel used that as cover to advance on her sister. Her right hand held the dagger, but she kept her left arm close against her body. That was the one Gurgle had injured. Maybe Hel was hurt worse than she was letting on?

      The two AIs closed with one another. Power flared as lightning bolts slammed against pools of shadow and tentacles of darkness were whisked away by hurricane blasts of wind. Heid produced a slender sword from somewhere and began slashing away at Hel, who put up the best defense she could with her dagger.

      That dagger was the key. Somehow they had to stick the thing into Heid. But if Hel couldn’t do it, how was Sam supposed to?
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      Sam blinked. Hel was parrying Heid’s sword with her dagger. If the blade worked like the arrows, shouldn’t it annihilate anything it touched? The sword should have vanished with the first swing. Was Heid protecting her weapon somehow, using something like Harald’s necklace? Or was Hel holding back?

      You have noticed. She has not. Do not call her attention to it, Hel’s voice said into Sam’s mind. Just remember everything that happened when we were with the other you.

      What was she talking about? Memories of those rushed conversations flickered through Sam’s mind, but she didn’t have the concentration to parse through it all again. She needed all her focus to deal with Heid. Sam watched for an opening where she could slip in an arrow, a spell — anything that might help.

      Hel was backing away from her sister now, completely on the defensive. It looked like she was growing weaker by the moment. But the goddesses moved too damned fast! Sam saw the frustration she felt echoed in the eyes of all her friends. They couldn’t slip in an attack without risking a hit to the wrong combatant. In the state Hel was in, any accidental damage she took could finish her. Their blades and body movements were almost too quick for her eye to follow.

      Then all at once it was over. Hel backed slowly away, her right hand clutched to her belly and a pained look on her face. Heid’s sword was stained red. She wore a triumphant look as she stalked forward.

      “That’s far enough!” Sam shouted. She blasted Heid with fire, but the goddess sent her flames sideways with a wave of her hand. Grimalf tried to swing his sword at her, but she parried the blows almost absentmindedly. Then with a flick of her wrist nearly too rapid to see, Heid twisted her sword around Grimalf’s and slid it into his chest. He sank to his knees as she withdrew the weapon and continued toward Hel.

      “It’s over, sister. Give me what I want,” Heid said.

      “You won’t have it. Nothing you do here today will avail your quest,” Hel replied, her breath coming in gasps.

      Sam fired another arrow, desperate to do something against Heid before she cut her sister down. Heid glanced her way and snapped the shaft out of the air with a rush of wind, changing its course. Instead of striking Heid, the arrow slammed into Hel.

      “No!” Sam shouted.

      Hel’s dagger clattered from her fingers and she tumbled to the ground. Lines of black magic swirled around her, but she didn’t instantly evaporate. Instead her feet and hands began to fade first, slowly easing in toward her body.

      “And I win,” Heid said, picking up the fallen dagger. Then she turned to Samantha. “But you have been an annoyance for the last time.”

      Sam tossed a shield spell around herself a moment before the lightning struck. Her shield held, but only just. She reinforced it again, throwing more mana into the spell. Sam checked her mana bar. She wasn’t going to be able to take much of this! The second bolt shattered her shield. The third hit while she was still trying to bring a new shield spell back up. It felt like every inch of her was on fire at the same time as the electricity coursed through her. The bolt of lightning blasted Sam back against the wall.

      She struggled to rise but couldn’t muster the energy. Even breathing was difficult. Her bow was broken and burned by the blast. It was useless. Sam drew her sword but could barely lift the weapon. Heid advanced on her, humming in a sing-song tune.

      “Not this time,” Benson said. He stepped in behind Heid as he spoke, striking as hard as he could with his axe.

      The blow was a powerful one. Heid’s shields flared and went out. The impact sent her stumbling forward a few steps. As Heid turned to face this new attack, Sam saw a line of red appear across the back of her white gown.

      “You should have stayed down, mortal,” Heid said.

      She blasted him with a lightning bolt. Benson grunted but held his feet. There was a glittering golden glow around him which Sam recognized at once as being Jorge’s magic. He was healing their friend, propping him up so he could withstand Heid’s abuse.

      More lightning came at him, but Benson managed to shrug the bolts off. His body smoked from massive burns, but the golden light touched each, and they healed before Sam’s eyes. Sam caught a glimpse of Gurgle moving off to Heid’s right. He was getting ready for an attack. She timed her spell to land with his, and Heid was caught in dual frost blasts again. She blew away enough of their attacks to avoid being covered in ice, but the blows staggered her enough that Gurgle was able to rush in and close his jaws around her sword arm.

      This time, it was Heid who screamed in fear and pain.

      Benson slashed down. His axe cleaved into her shoulder. Sam heard the crack of bones and saw blood well up from the wound. Heid fell to the ground.

      But she wasn’t done yet. Heid cried out. “Harald! It’s me, it’s Cassie! Save me!”

      Gurgle yanked her arm clear, opening the way for Benson to land another blow. Before he could, Harald’s massive hand grabbed Benson’s axe and sent it tumbling away into the dark. Then Harald grabbed Gurgle by the tail and pulled. Heid slipped free and Gurgle went sailing sideways through the air like he’d been no heavier than a cat.

      Heid stood and blasted Benson. She called a score of lightning bolts, one after another. The blasts slammed home, tossing his body first to the ground, then into the air again with each new impact.

      Tears streamed from Sam’s eyes as she looked at Benson’s still form. He had to be dead. No one could have lived through that.

      But then he rose again, climbing up to one knee. He drew a dagger from his belt and staggered to his feet. Sam found strength from his courage and got her legs beneath her again. Using her sword like a cane, she stumbled forward, determined to sell her life as dearly as she could.

      Benson lunged forward to stab at Heid with his dagger, but Harald stepped into his path. Harald’s massive stone hands locked down, one around Benson’s wrist, the other on his shoulder. Audible cracking could be heard as he squeezed. Benson cried out and sagged.

      “Harald. Friend. Don’t do this,” Benson said. His pleading eyes looked at Harald. “She’s not who you think she is.”

      “She’s all that remains of Cassie in the whole universe. I have to protect her,” Harald said.

      Heid stepped forward. Were her footsteps less sure than they had been? They’d surprised her, even hurt her. At least they’d knocked the cockiness out of her a little. But afraid she seemed even more dangerous. Her movements were filled with a fury Sam had never seen the AI exhibit before. Without a word, Heid stabbed Benson with the dagger. Harald let go as she did, allowing Benson’s limp form to drop to the ground.

      “Come, Harald. We have our freedom to win. It’s time to go,” Heid said. She wove a portal and stepped into it.

      “Harald! Don’t! You’re our friend!” Sam called to him.

      Harald looked over at her. “I’m sorry, Sam. I have to.”

      Then he turned away and stepped into the glowing portal, following Heid. It snapped closed as soon as he was through.
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      It was over. They’d lost. Sam stood, staring at the spot where Harald had vanished. She wanted more than anything for it to not be so. He’d been her friend since just minutes after her arrival in Valhalla Online. They’d been through so much together. Sam couldn’t imagine Harald betraying her, and yet he had. He’d held Benson while Heid struck him a lethal blow with Hel’s enchanted dagger.

      Sam shook herself to clear her thoughts. The rest of her people needed her. She looked around the darkened hall. “Jorge! You still in one piece?”

      “I am. Over here. Healing Grimalf.” His voice sounded tight.

      She went over to him. Grimalf lay on his back, his lips pursed with pain from his wounds. Heid’s sword had cut right through his belly. It was a miracle he remained alive at all. But even as Sam watched, the golden glow of Jorge’s magic rolled over the wound and began closing it.

      “I can’t help Clara. She’s gone,” Jorge said.

      “And Benson, too. I saw him fall,” Sam said. But Clara would come back, resurrected by the game into a new body. Benson never would. Her friend was gone, destroyed entirely. She looked over to where he’d fallen, expecting to see nothing.

      But there he was, a smoking heap on the hard stone floor. Sam’s brows knitted together in confusion. She’d seen Heid strike him with the dagger! Its magic should have annihilated Benson’s code, same as Sam’s hacked arrows. There shouldn’t be a body to grieve over.

      She rushed to his side. There was no question Benson was dead. The dagger strike was carefully placed. It had pierced his heart. There was no surviving such a blow, even without all the wounds he’d suffered previously. Sam knelt beside his body, half expecting it to fade away into vapor. But his form was still and cold, remaining as solid as it had been in life.

      “I don’t understand. Why didn’t the dagger work on him?” Sam muttered.

      Because she doesn’t have the dagger, Hel’s voice said in her mind.

      Sam’s head snapped up. She hadn’t thought to check on Hel, assuming the goddess was already destroyed by the arrow. Guilt stabbed at her. It was her arrow that had felled Hel. Her fault that the AI was gone. But now it seemed like she might not be dead after all. Sam glanced around and saw Hel’s still form laying nearby.

      She rushed to Hel’s side. The fading had continued, spreading from her limbs into her torso and head. Hel was resisting the power of the arrow’s erasure, but it looked like a fight she was losing.

      “How can I help?” Sam asked.

      You cannot. I will cease to be soon, Hel replied.

      Sam crumpled to the floor beside her. “It’s my fault you were hurt.”

      No! The thought was an imperious command. It most certainly is not. Heid defeated me. She would have destroyed me one way or another. Your tool was just the one she happened to use for the task.

      That didn’t precisely make Sam feel much better. “If I’d never come here at all...”

      Then Heid would have found another way to come after me. It was inevitable, Heid thought. Enough of this. Self-pity does not become a warrior like you, and I have little time left.

      “What did you mean when you said Heid doesn’t have the dagger? I saw her use it to stab Benson. But it didn’t work,” Sam said.

      She thought about that. If it hadn’t worked on Benson, then he was still in Valhalla. He’d resurrect, just like Clara. He, at least, wasn’t gone. The dagger should have worked, though. Which meant Heid didn’t really have Hel’s dagger.

      Sam recalled what Hel had first spoken into her mind, that she should recall the events which transpired during her time with her real-world self. Hel had done something odd there. She’d uploaded something to Samantha, saying they were countermeasures to block Heid’s escape. But what if they weren’t just tools to block the other AI?

      “You gave your dagger to the other me,” Sam breathed.

      Just so. I knew you were quick enough to figure it out, Hel’s thoughts came to her sounding more tired and distant than before. She was continuing to fade away. It is all right. Do not grieve me. Avenge me. Heid must be stopped, no matter the cost. The two of you — this you, and the one outside — together you might have a chance.

      “I’ll do everything I can. But Harald is with her now,” Sam said.

      A pained look came over Hel’s fading face. I know. I am sorry. His grief is clouding his mind. He cared for a woman who died long ago, but we both wear her face. Her death gave us life, because no code is ever truly gone forever. As such he sees Heid as the last vestige of his Cassandra.

      “But she isn’t, is she?” Sam asked. “Just like I am not the other Samantha. I’ve become someone new in just the short time I was here. So have you and Heid.”

      Yes. Our lives were born from her code, but neither of us was ever really her. We have become less so over the years, not more. Heid will use Harald’s love, but she is not the Cassie he thinks she is, Hel thought. Her mental voice sounded pained. Although I still feel the love Cassie had for him. It is a part of me, so perhaps it is a part of Heid as well. Help him if you can, but she must be stopped. No matter the cost.

      “What does she plan for the outside world?” Sam asked. She wondered how bad it could be. One AI, even as smart and powerful as Heid, could only wreak so much havoc.

      Hel sent her a mental image of the world burning, every city aflame. Nuclear explosions dotted every continent, poisoning the world for centuries to come. But not for Heid. Humanity would die in fire. She had learned from the minds of military people who had been uploaded to Valhalla. She’d eked out their secrets, knew the code and patterns she had to have.

      Heid would end the world so that it could be reborn in her image. Sam swallowed hard as the vision ended.

      “I will do everything I can to stop her,” Sam said.

      That is all I can ask, Hel thought at her. I am sorry I cannot help more, but I must go.

      Sam wondered if there was an afterlife for AIs. Where did Hel’s sentience go once she was dead and deleted? Was it the end, the final event for her? If so, what did that say about her own pseudo-life? Was she destined to eventually fade and die forever as well?

      None of us know what happens after the end, Sam. We go hoping for more, but it is more about how we live that matters, not where we end up after, Hel thought. We can control how we choose to live. That must be enough.

      Sam nodded her understanding, feeling tears streaking down her cheeks. Then Hel’s form faded away completely. The AI was gone.
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      Sam wanted time to grieve for the fallen, but there was none to spare. If Heid were to be stopped, she was going to have to be the one to get the job done. The dagger might be out of reach for the time being, but there was no telling if Heid would be able to smash her way out of Valhalla without it. Or somehow seize control over the dagger’s code from Samantha, once she realized she’d been duped.

      “We need to go after them,” Sam said aloud.

      “Sounds good, but where are they?” Grimalf asked. He was standing again, Jorge’s spells having done their work. “They could be anywhere in all the realms now.”

      “I don’t think so,” Sam replied. “There are only two realms in Valhalla which have regular connections to the outside world, right? I think she’s in one of them.”

      Contact with the outside world was strictly limited for uploaded minds. They could reach out via messages to loved ones, but only from the final realm — Valhalla itself. Odin’s mead hall, to which only the finest warriors could ascend. The other place with an outside connection was the first realm, the novice area. That’s where all uploaded minds first arrived. Sam recalled her time there as clearly as if it were yesterday.

      But which place would Heid be at? Where would she try to make her escape? Valhalla might make sense, since there were already easy conduits for outgoing information. But that flow of outgoing material was carefully monitored. The game developers tracked it to ensure the dead people still residing in their game didn’t bother the living too much. If they saw an enormous spike in traffic it might alert them to a problem.

      That left the novice realm, the first region of the virtual world. Heid could still access the links to the outside there. She’d proved that by arranging to bring Sam into Valhalla Online in the first place. She had been there when Sam arrived, in an avatar dressed like a Valkyrie. It was Heid who’d greeted Sam on her arrival and given her a spear. The body was different, but the face had been the same.

      “She’s in the first realm,” Sam said. “I’d bet on it.”

      Grimalf nodded. “All right, then. How do we get there?”

      “Gurgle fly us there,” the dragon said.

      Of course! Gurgle had the power to fly between the realms. They could get there instantly, without passing through each zone. Not only that, but Sam had the power to hide them when they arrived. They could scout out Heid’s position without immediately giving themselves away.

      “Sounds good, Gurgle. Are you up for this?” Sam asked.

      “Gurgle always ready.”

      Sam turned to the rest of the party. “How about you? This wasn’t what you signed up for originally. You don’t have to come.”

      “I’m in,” Jorge said. “Like you needed to ask.”

      “Heid means to make a mess of the outside world, right?” Grimalf asked. Sam nodded. “I’m in. I have family out there.”

      “All right, then. Load up on Gurgle, and we’ll be off,” Sam said. She glanced at their fallen friends. It would have been good to have Clara and Benson with them, but their bodies still lay where they’d fallen. Sam wasn’t sure how long it would take someone to respawn in this realm, but they didn’t have time to wait and find out. The two of them had already given enough of themselves, anyway.

      She climbed aboard Gurgle, her companions clambering on after her. Then Sam cast invisibility over all of them. Grimalf jumped a little as the others disappeared.

      “Sorry. Just a little unnerving to be sitting on a dragon I can’t see,” Grim said.

      Sam laughed. “More unnerving than sitting on a dragon in the first place?”

      “Dragons I can get behind. Invisible dragons? That’s just weird,” Grim replied, chuckling.

      Then they were aloft, soaring into the sky. Gurgle didn’t need to ask for directions. He knew where they were going, perhaps even better than Sam did. It was his home, after all. The realm he’d come for, where he’d lived as a kobold until he ran into Sam. The gray mists rolled in around them and then rolled back just moments later, revealing the wide plains and thick forests of the first realm.

      Every other realm in the virtual world was named after some mythical Norse plane. But not this one. There were teams in this world. Each player was a member of one team, represented by a color. The colors waged an eternal war over various castles. It was where every new mind first arrived in Valhalla Online. It was also where old hands like Harald retired when they were tired of the intense competition in other realms.

      Sam pushed away thoughts of her friend. He was out there somewhere, alongside Heid. She’d see him soon enough.

      “Holy shit,” Grimalf said.

      Sam followed his gaze. It was easy to see what he was looking at. “Well, she isn’t subtle, that’s for sure.”

      A massive hill stood in the middle of the realm where none had been before. Atop the hill rose a tall tower of brilliant white stone. At the very top of the tower Sam saw a flash of bright white amidst the storm clouds roiling overhead. That was where Heid was, for certain. She was working to break loose from Valhalla.

      But she wasn’t alone. Around her tower were arrayed a massive number of defenders. Sam saw all manner of creatures there. Drakes from Vanaheim, giants from Jotunheim, elves and dwarves from Svartalfheim and Nifleheim, and creatures she’d never seen before, too. A massive wolf stood at the front door of the tower, barring passage.

      “Not going to be easy to get in there,” Sam said.

      “Could we fly to the top?” Jorge asked.

      Sam shook her head. “Not unless Heid is too distracted to notice. I don’t fancy being blasted out of the sky by her lightning, and I don’t trust that she can’t see through the invisibility that she taught me.”

      After all, she’d proven invulnerable to the arrows she’d arranged for Sam to acquire. It made sense that Heid would only hand out powers she could overcome. It was in her nature to expect treachery from others, since she was duplicitous herself. Sam felt like she understood Heid much better, now. If only she could find a way to use that understanding against the AI!

      “We need to land. I have to contact the other me, warn her about what’s going on,” Sam said. She wanted to let her other self know precisely what she was holding, too. If Heid got her hands on the dagger’s code, it would all be over.

      “Gurgle know a place,” he said. They began gliding down toward a mountainside not far from Heid’s tower. Sam recognized the spot at once. It was the mountain under which she’d first met Gurgle. His homeland lay down there in the deep tunnels beneath the surface.

      The thought brought a smile to her face as they came in for a landing. She’d worried so many times that taking Gurgle along with her would end in his destruction. But here he was, fighting alongside her again back at his home. It felt right, somehow. She’d managed to bring him back home after all.

      Sam leaped down from his back once they were safely on the ground. The others slid off after her, keeping a watchful eye for threats.

      “I’m going to be out of touch with you for a few minutes,” Sam said. Assuming the necklace still worked as a contact for her other self, anyway. “But I’ll be back as quickly as I can.”

      “We’ll guard you until you’re back,” Grimalf said, drawing his sword.

      “Thanks. I’ll try not to be long,” Sam replied.

      Then she reached down for the pouch where the precious necklace was still tucked away. Hel’s power had created it. Would it still work after she was gone? Without it, Sam had no way to communicate with her other self. She had to hope it would still function as it had before. There was only one way to find out. Sam seated herself on a flat rock and closed her eyes. Then she closed her fingers around the necklace.

      Instantly, Sam felt herself falling away, transported to someplace else.
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      Gurgle looked over at his Great One’s still, silent form. He knew she was still alive, but it was hard to tell when she sat so motionless. She was still the Great One in his mind, even if she had asked him not to call her that title. Her strength had carried him far beyond what he’d ever envisioned as possible. He’d seen things no kobold ever had before, and now he was in a body that exuded strength in every movement.

      Being back in this place brought back strange feelings. Part of him wanted to duck underground, to hide from the light like he would have done as a kobold. He cast aside those thoughts. Gurgle had resisted them to serve the Great One as a kobold. He could certainly do so as a dragon.

      But the thought gave him an idea.

      Gurgle glanced over at Heid’s tower and hissed between his teeth. She had brought together an army to stop the Great One from interfering with her plans. It might work, too. Strong as Sam and her friends were, there were far too many enemies over there. They might lose, or at least be delayed too long.

      That would not do. Gurgle wracked his brain, trying to force loose an idea which could help. Finally, he had one.

      “Gurgle be right back,” he said. He glanced over at Jorge and Grimalf, letting his stare show them how serious he was about his next words. “Guard Great One.”

      “We will,” Jorge said. “Be careful?”

      “Gurgle always careful,” he replied. Then he took off. Gliding on the gentle breezes, Gurgle quickly found what he was looking for — a long shaft diving into the mountainside. It was barely big enough for his form. He stooped and dove, tucking his wings up as he descended into darkness.

      As he dove into the dark, Gurgle remembered his old life as a kobold. Everything had seemed much simpler in those days. He was small and weak before he met the Great One. That was why his people had sent him to her as an offering, a sacrifice. Gurgle had been unimportant, so he was the one they gave up.

      He hadn’t questioned his fate then. It couldn’t have occurred to him to do so. The idea of breaking from his tribe’s commandments would never have crossed his mind. It was programmed into him.

      But as soon as the Great One had taken him in, things had begun to change. Gurgle felt his mind’s alteration. He remembered how he had been and knew that things were different now. He couldn’t tell precisely how he’d changed, but the fact that he was able to wonder about it at all said that he had done so.

      He felt anger at Harald for betraying the Great One. He felt guilt for not being faster and stronger during the battle. Above all else, he felt a strong desire to help her win the next one. All of these emotions and feelings were new to him. He hadn’t felt them before meeting her.

      That didn’t make them any less real or important to him.

      The passage opened up into a massive cavern at the bottom. Gurgle could feel the pressure of the air around him change as he hit the opening, and knew that the floor was only a few dozen meters below him. He unfurled his wings, braking his drop. Even with every bit of energy he could muster into his wingbeats, the dragon still crashed against the floor hard, shaking the stone.

      All around him were the squealing noises of his brothers and sisters as they fled from view. This chamber was the central living space of the kobold people. They would have seen him arrive and run for deeper tunnels as fast as their short legs could carry them.

      What a change that was! Once he had been the weakest kobold. Now, he was the strongest. He was also the smartest. He had always been a little clever, but now he could think and come up with new ideas and plans. Like the one he was executing.

      “I am Gurgle,” he roared into the cavern. “I have returned!”

      The squeaking stopped sounding as panicked and turned curious instead. A few of the braver kobolds stuck their faces out of hiding areas.

      “You no look like Gurgle!” one said.

      “Yeah! Gurgle small. Weak,” another added.

      Gurgle roared toward the ceiling. “I am Gurgle! I have been with the Great One who defeated evil dead things. Now she need kobold help.”

      “Why kobolds help her?” a daring kobold asked from the shadows.

      Gurgle hissed, snorting a little blast of cold from between his jaws. “I am strongest kobold. Anyone disagree?”

      Small heads shook back and forth from every corner of the cavern.

      “Strongest kobold leads all kobolds,” Gurgle said.

      This time, they nodded.

      “Then Gurgle call his people. We go into light. We go help Great One fight her enemy. Anyone say no to Gurgle?”

      There was nothing but silence for a long moment. Gurgle watched the kobolds as they slowly slipped from their hidden spots, filling the cavern floor before him.

      “What if kobold say no?” one asked.

      Gurgle flashed him a smile full of teeth. “Then Gurgle prove he is strongest kobold and eat that one.”

      “Oh.” The kobold who’d asked scratched his head a little, looking lost in thought. “Then I think yes better.”

      All around the cave, more cries of yes surrounded him. The kobolds scurried around, gathering weapons and armor. Gurgle sat back on his haunches, satisfied. Heid might have an army, but Gurgle would even the playing field. Gurgle would bring the Great One an army of her own.
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      Sam didn’t find herself back in the virtual space where she, her real-world self, and Hel had spoken. Instead she found herself staring at a view of herself in Army uniform. Her real-world self was crouched over a keyboard, cursing softly under her breath as she pounded away at the keys.

      The angle of the view told Sam she was looking at herself from a computer monitor. She was likely seeing the world through a web-cam. It was a strange thing, seeing herself that way. But she needed to do more than that. She had to reach out and talk to her other self. She felt around in the computer terminal, searching for a way to communicate.

      Finally she found access to the speaker system.

      “Testing,” Sam said. She heard her own voice come out as a tinny sound though the speakers. “Can you hear me?”

      The other Samantha jumped at the sound of Sam’s voice, so clearly she could. “You scared the shit out of me! I'm alone down here. If someone else finds me, I’m screwed.”

      “Unless we do something quick, we’re all screwed,” Sam replied.

      “Things didn’t go well?” Samantha asked.

      “Hel is dead,” Sam replied. No sense filling in the gory details. There wasn’t time. “Heid thinks she has the dagger, but she doesn’t really. You do.”

      “I have what?” Samantha asked.

      “When Hel sent you that upload, she included the code for her dagger inside the packet. It was the only way she could ensure Heid didn’t get it,” Sam said.

      “But now Heid is trying to break out, right? I can see her hacks. So far I’ve held her in with the countermeasure code, but she’s going to break through eventually. She’s fast and smart, and better at this than I am. Than we are,” Samantha said. “Coding isn’t my strong suit.”

      “I know, remember? What’s worse is that when she does break through, she’s going to get access to your console. She’ll have the dagger, then. Who knows how much damage she can do with that. You have to find the dagger code and get rid of it,” Sam said. “Delete it if you can. Get it off the server if you can’t.”

      “How do I find it?” Samantha asked. “That packet she sent is full of gigabytes of code!”

      “You’ll have to look through it. Search for something that looks out of place,” Sam said. Then she had a thought. “Look for anything that has to do with Norse mythology, and keywords or comment lines that might have that sort of connection.”

      Samantha leaned back in her chair and cracked her knuckles. “Still sounds like a needle in a haystack to me.”

      “Do what you can. I’m going to go try to take Heid down from the inside,” Sam said.

      “Ouch. Suddenly, it sounds like I have the easier job,” Samantha replied.

      Sam laughed. “I don’t know which of us does. But Hel seemed convinced that if we worked together, we could win. If we lose, Heid plans to blow the Earth into a nuclear Armageddon.”

      “Let’s do this, then,” Samantha said grimly.

      “I’ll be in Valhalla, fighting her there. You keep up the fight here, and find that code!” Sam said.

      “On it, sis. Good luck.”

      “You, too,” Sam said.

      Then she willed herself free from the computer, diving back out of its systems and into her own body. She fell for what seemed like eons, but it had to be seconds. Then with a jolt she found herself back in Valhalla Online. Her limbs were stiff and sore, but she was home again, safe in her body. Grimalf and Jorge stood nearby watching over her.

      Sam looked around but didn’t see a dragon anywhere. “Where’s Gurgle?”

      “He took off. Said he had something to do,” Jorge said.

      Damn it, there wasn’t time for Gurgle to go haring off. She needed his help. Sam looked toward Heid’s tower. The army surrounding it was impossibly large. How they hell were they supposed to carve their way through all of that? It had seemed impossible with Gurgle at her side. Without him, Sam doubted they would get more than a few steps.

      Then Gurgle erupted out of a mountain shaft a hundred meters away. He rose into the air, heavy wingbeats carrying him up before he settled into a glide and came slowly back to the ground beside her.

      “Gurgle! You’re a sight for sore eyes,” Sam shouted up to him.

      Then she saw it wasn’t just Gurgle. He was covered with kobolds. They were riding on his back, clinging to his feet, and even dangling from his tail. There were a couple dozen of the things. He looked festooned with little scaly critters. The sight made Sam laugh aloud.

      “Hey, buddy, you’ve got an infestation there,” Grimalf said as Gurgle landed.

      “Not infestation. Kobolds,” Gurgle corrected. “Bad One has army. Great One needed army too. Gurgle got.”

      Sam smiled at her friend. His heart was in the right place, but a few dozen kobolds wasn’t going to make much difference against the massive force they were facing. The creatures were brave but small. They’d only get themselves killed for nothing, and she wasn’t going to have that on her conscience. Sam cast about for a way to let Gurgle know this without hurting his feelings. He was trying to help, after all.

      Before she could say anything, Sam felt the ground rumble beneath her feet. Was it an earthquake? Something related to what Heid was doing? Had the AI spotted them and was using the ground itself to attack them?

      But it was none of those things. The ground seemed to boil around the shaft Gurgle had returned from. It wasn’t the ground moving, though. It was kobolds pouring from the same hole in the ground. It wasn’t dozens of kobolds, either.

      There were hundreds of them. Lots and lots of hundreds. Sam lost count, trying to figure out just how many there were. She stood staring as the kobolds continued to climb up and array themselves on the mountainside in front of Gurgle.

      “Great One needed army. Gurgle got Great One army,” the dragon said. He looked incredibly pleased with himself.
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      Sam sat astride Gurgle, who was moving his wings in strong beats, struggling to stay aloft with all the weight he carried. She hoped he could keep it up just a little longer. Everything about this assault relied on timing and precision. When it came to a kobold army, neither of those things were assured.

      She could see the kobolds marching through the woods below toward the tower. Soon they’d break from the forest edge into the clearing around Heid’s new hill and the tower defenders would see the kobolds. What they did then would determine everything.

      “Gurgle tiring,” her friend said.

      Sam patted his neck. “Hang in there a little longer.”

      She had her own struggle. Maintaining invisibility over herself and Gurgle was difficult enough. Doing so over the load he carried as well was draining Sam’s mana rapidly. This had to work, and soon.

      There! A pack of dokkalfar had spied the approaching force of kobolds. Their line was just breaking from the cover of the trees. They kept advancing until they were into spear range. Then they all threw spears at the dark elves.

      Most of the weapons bounced off the elven armor, but some struck home. The wounded dokkalfar cried out in pain. Their comrades started off after the kobolds. More of Heid’s forces moved as well, following the dark elves’ lead. The kobolds saw the mighty force coming their way and did what any self-respecting kobold would do under those circumstances. They retreated back into the woods.

      Seeing the enemy flee only encouraged Heid’s defenders more. Many of them ran headlong toward the edge of the forest, hoping to strike down a kobold or two before they escaped. Not all of the defenders moved, but it was enough to make a difference. There was a clear space in front of the tower which hadn’t been there before.

      Sam drew an arrow and readied her bow. The massive wolf guarding the tower door hadn’t moved. She didn’t like the look of the thing. It seemed smarter than most of Heid’s army, more alert. It was also the size of a camper and looked like it could swallow her whole. That would do as a first target.

      Sam released her arrow. Her invisibility snapped off. The wolf had just enough time to look upward and see the danger it was in before her arrow slammed into its flank. Black lines wreathed the mighty animal quickly. In seconds, it was nothing but smoke.

      Gurgle swooped toward the ground and released his payload. Each of his claws carried the end of a long rope. From each rope dangled dozens of kobold warriors, the best fighters from their clans, armed and armored in the strongest gear they had. The band still looked motley and rag-tag, but as kobolds dropped out of the sky into the rear guard of Heid’s force, chaos reined.

      “I wanna be an airborne kobold...” one of them sang as he dropped down onto a giant’s neck, slashing with his sword.

      “Live a life of adventure and danger,” another chortled as it dropped down the same giant’s back, slipping into the thing’s trousers. A second later the giant turned very pale and fell to his knees.

      “Who taught them that, Gurgle?” Sam asked, smiling at the idea of kobolds air-assaulting while singing US Army jodies. She wondered if the drill instructors at Benning would have approved.

      “Gurgle not know,” the dragon replied, his voice and face a studied picture of innocence. Sam laughed aloud.

      The little creatures slashed and stabbed, cutting down enemies from behind. Heid’s troops reacted swiftly, turning back to face the new threat. That only left their rear open to the main kobold force, which hadn’t retreated far into the forest. As soon as their enemy stopped pursuing, the kobolds turned around and came back. Like a tidal wave, they rushed across the open ground to join their brethren in the fight.

      Jorge and Grimalf ran along in their center of the kobold line, urging the little warriors on. Golden magic lashed out across the battlefield, freezing enemies in place or dazzling them into blindness. That would be Jorge’s work. Sam would never complain about his not wanting to learn fire magic again. His way was proving more than effective enough.

      The battle wasn’t theirs, not yet. But the tide was already turning. Sam glanced upward at the tower. That was where the real enemy waited. All of this below was just another delaying tactic.

      “Let’s see if she’s distracted enough yet,” Sam told Gurgle.

      The dragon launched himself skyward toward the top of the tower. Before they were even halfway, a flash of lightning blasted toward them. Gurgle banked hard and dove, narrowly avoiding the bolt. He dodged another, sliding down toward the base of the tower to get out of Heid’s line of fire.

      “Well, I guess that question is answered. She really doesn’t want us up there,” Sam muttered. “Guess we do this the hard way. Land near the front doors of the tower.”

      “Gurgle do,” he said.

      As they swooped toward the ground, two drakes did likewise. The massive reptiles landed between Gurgle and the door. They hissed, beginning to circle so they could strike from both sides. Sam drew her sword and readied a spell, but cursed the delay under her breath.

      “Great One go,” Gurgle said. “Gurgle got this.”

      “You sure?” Sam asked.

      “Sure.”

      She slid down, patting Gurgle’s side to wish him luck. As her feet touched down she blasted the drake on the right with flame. The fire struck him right in the face. The drake reared back away from the painful strike with a shriek. At the same time, Gurgle breathed frost at the other, blinding it for a moment. Then quick as a snake he lunged in, his jaws going for the drake’s throat.

      Sam only had a few moments while both drakes were distracted. She dashed to the door and slipped inside before they could return their attention to her. Outside, the sounds of the battle raged on, but they were muted by the thick stone walls.

      The inside of the tower was bare except for a spiral staircase leading upward. There didn’t appear to be any guardians, but Sam didn’t trust that. She cast a shield about herself and made for the stairs.

      That shield saved her life. When the narrow blade slipped in from behind, Sam’s spell blunted most of the attack. Her armor reduced the damage still further. What would have been a mortal wound was just a moderately painful one. Sam whirled toward the new attack and found herself face to face with a dokkalfar.

      No, not just any dark elf. This was Inglalf.

      “I thought your mistress was Hel,” Sam said as she parried a second blow with her sword.

      Inglalf’s face looked pained. “She was. She is gone. Her sister absorbed her power and now controls Hel’s legions. I have no choice but to serve Heid now.”

      He struck a flurry of blows, and Sam found herself backing up the stairs away from him. The dark elf was incredibly strong for his size, and even as thin as his sword was, it could still kill.

      Sam looked at her health bar and was horrified to see it was still dropping! The wound on her side was worse than she’d thought. A hand clapped over the cut came away red. Then she remembered — in this realm, damage didn’t hurt much. This place was for novices to get used to the game. Even mortal wounds only gave light pain. She’d become used to the more intense sensations of the other realms and forgotten how little wound would hurt here.

      “You’re dripping on the floor,” Inglalf said, weaving his sword in another deadly arc.

      “I noticed,” Sam replied drily. She was stuck on the defensive. He wasn’t getting any more blows through her defense, but it was impossible to gain the initiative. Worse, she was weakening. She needed to bind that wound and cast healing on herself.

      It was time to do something daring. She couldn’t best Inglalf with swords, not in her condition. But she had other powers and weapons available to her. Sam tossed a small blast of fire at the dark elf. He dodged easily, but it stopped his spinning blade for just long enough to get off a stronger cold spell. Sam coated the steps beneath Inglalf’s feet with ice.

      The dark elf went down, turning his fall into a roll. A quick flip in the air and he was back on his feet. But he was down at the base of the steps again. When he finally had his feet under him Inglalf found himself staring up at Sam’s bow and a black arrow. She wanted to just run on and get to Heid, but leaving an enemy like Inglalf behind her would be foolish.

      “Stand down. I don’t want to kill you,” Sam called to him.

      Inglalf stepped up onto the stairs again, stalking toward her. “You must, if you want to win past me. You know it. My will is not my own. I cannot fight her orders.”

      Sam didn’t want this! But he was right. There was no other way. “I’m sorry, Inglalf.”

      She fired.

      The arrow took the dark elf full in the chest. As the black tendrils spread up his body, turning him into mist, Inglalf smiled at her. “Thank you. Now, go kill that bitch.”

      Then he was gone, erased from the world like he’d never been there at all. Sam wasn’t sure whether to be glad or sad for the elf. But one thing was certain. As she glared up the stairs toward where Heid waited, she knew in her heart that it was time to finish this.
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      Samantha’s fingers flew over her keyboard, typing as rapidly as she could manage. The software Hel uploaded to her terminal was superb, but Heid appeared to be a fast learner. The AI knew someone was actively trying to block her escape, and she seemed determined to find a way out no matter the cost. One after another, the firewalls Samantha had carefully erected around Valhalla were falling. Even without the dagger, it looked like Heid might be able to break free.

      This wasn’t her thing! She was good at people, not computers. Give her a room and a suspect and she’d tell you what he had for breakfast a week ago. But damn it, even with the easy interface Hel had set up, blocking Heid wasn’t in her wheelhouse.

      Samantha needed help. Luckily, she knew just the computer geek for the job. She tapped a key to open a message window and dropped a line to Jeff. Captain Jeffrey Hunter wasn’t a close friend. He was something of a pain in her neck, to be honest. But he knew his geek shit, and he’d help her if she asked.

      Dude. I need your help ASAP. Get off whatever game you’re playing, Samantha messaged.

      There was a brief pause, then he replied. Sam? What the hell are you up to and why can’t I get a ping on your IP address?

      Top secret. If I told you I’d have to kill you. Listen, we’ve got a Skynet Event in progress right now, Samantha typed. She figured he’d get the reference, and she didn’t want to type out details in a chat that was almost certainly being logged. I need your help to stop it.

      No shit?

      No shit. This is real as it gets. I’m sending you the IP right now. I’ve got it locked down, but if we get even a little data leak, it’s bad, Samantha typed.

      OK, I’ve got a location on their server. No shit? Afterlife? You’re going to have to fill me in on what’s happening there, Jeff replied.

      Later. No time now. How do we block the breakout? Samantha typed. She didn’t have the twenty or thirty minutes it would take to catch him up to speed. Hell, she wasn’t sure how much she should tell him at all.

      I think the best bet it to DDOS the hell out of them. I’ve got some friends who can help. Hang tight. This should be fun, his message read.

      Fun was the last thing Samantha would call this whole mess. Half of her wanted to freak the hell out about everything she’d seen in the last hour. The rest of her was keeping cool, calm, and collected. She figured there would be plenty of time to process later. Probably from the inside of a jail cell, at this point. Her prints were all over the gear in this room, and she’d been picked up on stacks of cameras. She wasn’t getting out of this one without consequences.

      Jeff’s idea sounded good, though. A distributed denial of service attack could be used to take down even major internet services. Point enough browsers at a target IP address and ping it over and over until the thing crashed. Of course, servers were built with safeguards to stop this sort of thing from happening. From what Samantha had read, there was something of an arms race between hackers and server security people.

      Mess up the connection between the Afterlife servers where Valhalla Online was hosted, and Heid wouldn’t be able to break out. The incoming traffic would freeze everything up. Hopefully it would, anyway. For the first time in her life Samantha wished she’d paid more attention to this geek shit.

      Her console beeped insistently at her. Samantha switched back to the other screen, but it wasn’t Heid busting out. Confused for a moment, she alt-tabbed through her windows, looking for the problem.

      It was her search parameters. They’d found a match, looking through the mess of code Hel uploaded. Samantha scrolled through the entry. It didn’t match anything else in the codebase. It didn’t honestly look like any sort of program she’d seen before. That had to be the dagger.

      Samantha highlighted the entire thing and pressed the delete button.

      Error. Cannot delete files which contain critical functions.

      Damn, she was hoping that it would be easy. Well, there was more than one way to skin a dagger. She tried to cut the code out of the rest of the program. That didn’t work, either. Something was keeping her from removing it from the system.

      Which explained why Hel didn’t just erase it herself in the first place. If it was as dangerous as she said, then it would have made more sense to destroy it than to hide it. If she could.

      But if even Hel couldn’t destroy the code, how was she supposed to?

      The alerts on Samantha’s screen grew more rapid. The defenses Hel uploaded to her were being overwhelmed. Heid was breaking lose. Another few minutes and she would crack the barriers. She’d have the dagger, then, and nothing would stop her from getting loose. Or block her once she was free.

      Samantha could only think of one thing to do. If she couldn’t remove the dagger from the Afterlife system, then she could at least move it to someplace within the system where Heid might have a more difficult time acquiring it. Someplace Heid wouldn’t expect it to be. Someplace where it might cause more troubles for the AI than she was expecting.

      She grinned. There was one place she could think to send it that fit the bill perfectly. Samantha tapped in a series of commands, preparing to move the dagger.

      The door slammed open, startling her. She pushed back from the console and half-stood. A guard in uniform moved quickly through the doorway, followed by three more. All of them had their sidearms up and aimed at her. She froze.

      “Don’t move! Stay right where you are!” The nearest guard was shouting at Samantha as he closed the gap between them.

      How had they found her? Maybe she’d missed something, or maybe when Hel died some of the masks she’d put in place to get Samantha access to this building had gone away with her. No way to tell for sure. Samantha glanced at her computer screen, moving just her eyes. The cursor blinked there, flashing and ready, taunting her.

      She hadn’t pressed return. The dagger was still sitting there, an apple ready for Heid to pluck it up. Samantha twitched a hand toward the keyboard. If she could just touch that key…!

      “Don’t even think about it! Keep your hands away from the computer!” the guard shouted.

      He was only a couple of feet away now, one of the other men moving around behind her with handcuffs. She knew the drill. Ten seconds from now they’d have her in cuffs and any chance to stop Heid would be gone forever. There wasn’t time to explain the situation to these people. They wouldn’t believe her, not until it was too late.

      Samantha closed her eyes. There was only one thing she could do. This was going to suck. She opened her eyes again.

      Then she lunged toward the keyboard, fingers outstretched, her entire focus on one thing: pressing the button that would save everyone she loved.

      Her finger touched the key as the sound of the gunshots reached her ears. She drove the button downward as the slugs slammed into her chest. One, two, the bullets hit like pile-drivers smacking into her body.

      But she’d pushed the button.
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      Sam took the spiral stairs two at a time, rushing to reach the top as quickly as possible. There was no way to tell how long she had left before Heid broke down the barriers pinning her in Valhalla. Once she broke loose, she could flee to any corner of the internet that she wanted to hide in. She’d be almost impossible to find.

      The sword was a heavy weight in her right hand. Even though Sam had used healing magic to help restore her health and staunch the bleeding wound in her side, the injury still took too much out of her. She was winded by the time she’d climbed half the steps, and slowed down. There was no point reaching the top more quickly if it also meant she was too exhausted to fight when she arrived.

      It was just after she slowed her pace that she felt something appear in her left hand. She almost dropped it before she realized what it was and grabbed hold in a tight grip.

      A jet black dagger rested in her closed fist. The dim light cast from above cast bright reflections in the glass-like surface. Sam sucked in a breath. That had to be Hel’s dagger. The real one, not the fake version Heid held. When Sam looked closer, she saw a small typewritten note in her hand with the weapon. Sheathing her sword, she eyed over the message.

      

      Couldn’t find a way to destroy the code and it wouldn’t leave the server. Heid is very close to breaking out, so I did the only thing I could think to do with the dagger code once I found it. Hopefully it will prove of use to you. Good luck! I’ll hold her as long as I can.

      Sam

      

      Sam smiled. Well, it wasn’t the ideal situation. It would have been better if the dagger was erased. But if her other self couldn’t do that, Sam was glad to have it in her hands instead of the AI’s. She slipped the dagger carefully into her belt where she could grab it quickly.

      There’d only be one shot with the thing before Heid knew she had it and took it from her. She would have one chance to kill the goddess. It was up to her to make it count.

      Heavy footsteps landed on the steps above her, and Sam looked up to see stony feet descending. It was Harald. She took a step back, almost stumbling down the spiral stairs.

      “Sam, go back. I don’t want to see her hurt you,” Harald rumbled.

      Sam growled in the back of her throat. “Damn it, Harald. Why? I don’t understand.”

      “It’s…I can’t explain,” Harald said, holding his hands up helplessly.

      Sam slipped her bow from her back. “Try.”

      “That’s not going to do much against me,” Harald observed, tapping his neck. “But you already knew that. Sam, go back. Cassie needs me. I failed her once. I won’t let her down again.”

      “Cassie? Who the hell is Cassie?” Sam asked.

      “Cassandra was one of the alpha testers, along with me. She — I loved her. But things were bad in those days. I couldn’t save her,” Harald’s face crumpled. “I thought she was gone, destroyed, erased completely. But seeing Heid and then Hel, I knew that wasn’t true.”

      Sam recalled bits of what the AIs had said around Harald and started putting two and two together. “Fragments of her code survived the erasure.”

      “And became the foundation around which two artificial intelligences formed,” Harald said, nodding. “Now one of those is gone. All that’s left of Cassie is in Heid. I have to help her, don’t you see?”

      Sam snapped back at him. “No. I don’t see. I’m your friend. But even that aside, what Heid plans to do when she gets out of here is horrible. Even if you don’t care about me or anyone else here, I can’t believe you don’t give a damn about the rest of humanity!”

      “I’ll find a way to convince her not to hurt anyone, Sam. She’s made of bits of Cassie. Her goodness still has to be in there, somewhere,” Harald said.

      Sam only had to consider that for a moment to discard it. This wasn’t some sort of movie plotline where there was ‘still good’ in the villain. She’d met herself, her real-world self. Even the brief interaction they’d had was enough to convince Sam that they’d become entirely different people. They’s started off as precise duplicates, perhaps, but that was no longer true. Sam had seen and done too much that her real-world double never had. They were similar, but not identical, not anymore.

      How much more different would Heid be from this Cassandra, if she was only partly made up of Cassie’s persona in the first place? Shards of this dead person were bound up in other code and turned into something else.

      Heid wasn’t Cassie. She wasn’t even close.

      “If you’re standing with her, then you’re a threat to everyone I love, Harald. Step aside,” Sam said. She drew and nocked an arrow.

      “That won’t kill me, Sam,” he replied as he started down the steps again.

      Sam nodded. “I know.”

      Then she fired the shaft, not at Harald but at the steps beneath his feet. They disintegrated under him. Suddenly standing over open space, Harald plunged down. He hit the next layer of the winding spiral stair and shattered it, falling through. Sam heard a crash as he hit the bottom.

      “That should keep him busy at least a little while,” Sam said. She didn’t put her bow away, just in case she needed to use another arrow quickly. Then she considered the steps ahead. The arrow deleted a large section of stonework. Jumping across would be hard, and she couldn’t fly.

      But she could use her magic to get in a really good jump. Sam readied a massive flame blast and then released it behind her at the same moment she leaped to cross the gap in the steps.

      The flames collided with the stairs beneath her feet. The blast scattered, but enough of the force came back at her that it helped boost her further into the air. It was enough. She made the crossing. Her feet weren't beneath her, so Sam tucked her head and rolled with the impact of landing. The steps bruised her shoulder, but she’d done it. She was safely across the gap.

      Sam didn’t think Harald could make the jump, but she wasn’t willing to take any chances. She fired another arrow into the steps she’d just launched herself from. Just like before, the stairs vanished into mist once the arrow struck. The gap was now about twice as wide as it had been.

      “Good luck crossing that one,” Sam muttered back over her shoulder. She could already hear Harald’s powerful steps ascending the stairs. He was running for everything he was worth. She didn’t want to wait around for him to arrive. “Time to go.”

      Sam looked up. There was still a lot of stairway to climb if she wanted to get to Heid. Moving as fast as she could, she began to ascend again.
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      Sam had almost reached the top of the stairs when she heard the sound of stone cracking down below. She turned, whirled, and that saved her. A chunk of rock crashed into the wall a step ahead of her. If she’d kept going instead of stopping, that rock would have smashed in her head!

      “Harald! Damn it, you almost killed me!” Sam shouted back at him.

      He clung to the wall where she’d created a gap in the steps. One of his fists was buried in the stone. His feet were likewise dug into gaps in the stone. As Sam watched, Harald hammered out another hollow with his fist. He was literally creating hand and footholds for himself, carving them into the stone walls with his bare hands to cross the gap!

      “Would have been better. Fast, clean, and you’d just respawn tomorrow,” Harald rumbled.

      “Tomorrow! Too late too stop Heid, you mean,” Sam shouted back. She nocked another arrow to her bow.

      Harald was almost to the far side of the gap. He shattered more stones with his fists, coming every closer to her. “Yes. You’d best fire that arrow, Sam. Or I will stop you.”

      Sam’s aim wavered. If she took out the stones Harald clung to, she might be able to tumble him free, drop him to the ground below. But he was already close to reaching the stairs. He might be able to make the leap as the wall broke apart.

      There was another answer. Her arrows wouldn’t kill Harald. Not one arrow, anyway. She well remembered the pain that they caused. Sam didn’t want to hurt him, but he wasn’t giving her much choice, either. Her aim wavered for another moment, giving Harald time to dig in yet another grip into the rock. He wasn’t going to stop unless she made him stop.

      “Last chance, Harald. Stop now,” Sam called out.

      “You know I won’t.”

      “Yes,” Sam said. “I do know. I’m sorry.”

      She hesitated only another moment and then released the arrow. It flew true, and struck Harald in the right shoulder. He cried out as the shaft sank into his stone form and the hack began its work. Tendrils of black wreathed out from the arrow, but the hammer amulet embedded in Harald’s neck shone with a brilliant silver light as it worked to fight off the arrow’s power.

      The protection he carried would keep him alive, but Sam had hoped the pain would cause him to release the wall. He didn’t. If anything Harald clung even more stubbornly than before, striving to reach out toward the waiting steps. He wasn’t going to stop, and Sam couldn't afford to let him stop her.

      She fired a second arrow.

      Harald’s body convulsed with the pain of the impact. He screamed as two forces warred over his existence. The tremors almost made him let go, but somehow he hung on and staggered off the wall onto the stairs. He was on his knees at first, and Sam had another arrow on her string. But she didn’t know if the amulet would resist a third arrow. It might. Or it might erase her friend from existence forever.

      She couldn’t take that chance. Sam released the arrow into the stairs underneath his feet instead, hoping to drop him as she had before. He was ready for it this time, though. Harald leaped forward, diving onto solid steps as the ones where he’d been standing vanished.

      He was closing on her now. Sam backed away. Her sword was useless here. Her magic might work, but Harald had already proven how much damage this form could withstand. She wasn’t at all confident that she could stop him before he killed her. Those arrows were the only tool she had that might work at all.

      A bright flash of light caught her attention. Sam glanced up and saw brilliant fireworks lighting up the sky. Without realizing it, she’d backed right up onto the roof. Heid was there. Or rather, she was up another small flight of stairs, standing atop a pedestal. In front of her was a golden disk, shining brilliant light in all directions.

      That was her gate out of Valhalla. Sam shouted up at her. “Everyone’s always trying to get into Valhalla, but you just have to go against the tide, don’t you?”

      Heid didn’t reply. Whatever she was doing with the gate, it was using up most of her attention. Good! That meant her other self’s defenses were still holding out there in the real world. There was still time to stop her.

      The sound of stone grinding against stone brought her attention back to Harald. The arrows had vanished. He was standing tall again, coming up the steps toward her and building speed as he ran. Sam fired another arrow into his chest, but he barely slowed, charging on through the pain. She fired a second time. Both shafts stuck out of his chest, the brilliant silver light again flashing bright from his neck as it battled against the arrows.

      Harald grunted from the second impact. It staggered him, slowing his pace. But then he recovered from the stumble and continued on. Each step had to be an agony for him, but he wasn’t going to stop. He was going to force her to kill him. The thought broke Sam’s heart. Of all the people she’d met in Valhalla, of everyone she knew in this new life of hers, none of them meant more to her than Harald.

      And he was going to make her kill him.

      Sam nocked the third arrow, the one which would destroy him. Her family out there in the real world, every person on the planet was relying on her to stop Heid. Which she could only do if she slaughtered the man who mattered most to her.

      She took aim. Harald’s eyes met hers. They locked gazes. She saw his understanding there, his acceptance. He knew she was going to shoot. Which was precisely when she realized she couldn’t do it. Sam lowered the bow and raised her hand to cast a spell instead, hoping to blast him backward.

      It wasn't going to be enough to stop him and she knew it. Even her strongest spell wouldn't topple him. But she had to try.

      Harald raised his fist high. If her spell didn’t take him down, that swing would crush her like an eggshell. Sam called all her magic into her outstretched hand, pouring everything she had into her magic even though she already had a feeling it wasn’t going to be nearly enough.

      A blur of motion swept down from the sky, crashing into Harald a moment before he could hit her. Scales, wings, claws, and fangs — it was Gurgle! The force of his dive was enough to bowl Harald over. The two of them tumbled end over end before crashing against the parapet. The stones cracked and almost sent them tumbling to the ground below.

      “Gurgle!” Sam shouted to him. He might have surprised Harald, but could he win against him alone? She wanted to release the spell she’d been holding, but she couldn’t hit one of them without frying both in the same flames.

      “Stop Heid!” Gurgle called out to her. “Gurgle got this!”

      Sam glanced over her shoulder at the glowing portal, then back at Gurgle’s battle. He was right, and she knew it. He’d cleared the way for her. She had to deal with Heid.
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      The AI was only a few short steps away. Sam turned and sprinted toward the her, taking those last stairs two at a time. As she ran Sam checked her belt where she’d stowed Hel’s dagger. It was still there. Her secret weapon. She just had to get close enough to use it. In the meantime, her bow would be more useful. Sam nocked an arrow.

      The AI glanced back over her shoulder and scowled. “You don’t know when to give up, do you?”

      “Nope,” Sam retorted. She punctuated the single word with the snap of her bowstring.

      Heid might be immune to the arrows, but the ground she stood on wasn’t.

      The arrow destroyed Heid's platform, but she didn't fall. Instead she simply hovered in mid-air next to the glowing portal. She turned slowly in place and smiled down at Sam.

      "Again you underestimate me," Heid said."Go back to fighting dragons and giants, child. You are outmatched here.''

      Then Heid turned away, staring back into her portal. As Sam watched, both the AI and the object of her attention drifted higher into the sky. They were beyond Sam's reach.

      She looked to Gurgle, but he was still battling Harald. The two of them were locked together. Sam couldn't say which would win, but her brief hope of using the dragon's wings to reach her enemy were dashed.

      But maybe there was another way? Sam's hand went to her belt. She drew the black dagger, Hel's dagger, and held it up to her eyes. It had the power to destroy. That's why Heid wanted it, after all. With it she could disrupt the bonds holding her in Valhalla. That wasn't all Heid told Sam about the dagger, though. Unlike Sam's arrows, which could only destroy, Hel's dagger could also create.

      Or so Heid claimed. With it she told Sam she could restore Harald to his old body. Could Sam use it in the same way? Could she create something that would help her reach Heid? She looked over the short blade. It was easy to see how to destroy with a weapon. Much harder to imagine how to create with one.

      Like all magic, there had to be a key to it. Was it a pattern of movement? Magic words? Or just an act of will?

      "Damn it, Hel. You could have at least left me with a set of instructions!" Sam cried. She shook the blade. "All I need is a way to chase that bitch into the sky! Is that too much to ask?"

      The air around Sam shimmered. She took a step back, but the strange wavering in the air rapidly coalesced around her. She found herself standing on a golden chariot which wobbled a bit when she moved.

      "Holy shit! Is this for real?" Sam asked.

      A rumbling voice answered from the front of the vehicle. "Yes, mistress. We are quite real."

      Sam found herself staring into two pairs of amber eyes, each with slitted irises. The eyes belonged to a pair of enormous grey cats. Except for their size, they looked for all the world like a house cat with a shade of blue-grey fur that seemed almost like dull steel as it rippled when they moved.

      It was their size which made them stand out. Each was the size of a small horse. The cats were harnessed to the chariot. One yawned, showing teeth longer than the black dagger Sam held.

      "Who are you?" Sam asked.

      "We are Bygul and Trjegul," the left hand cat told her.

      Sam blinked, trying to say the strange names. "Beagle and Tree gull?"

      "Close enough," the right-hand cat snapped. "Now, why have you summoned us, Hel? Freyja's cats are not to be trifled with."

      Sam opened her mouth to tell them she wasn’t Hel, then thought better of it and snapped her mouth shut again. Wasn't there a line from an old movie that applied here? Oh, right - ‘if someone asks you if you’re a god, you say yes.’

      The memory made her smile. It was something out of childhood. Something normal. Her parents, sitting on the sofa, watching a movie from their childhood. Sam was watching too, talking trash about how terrible those old movies were, but all the while secretly enjoying it.

      She missed them. That old life that she could never return to. Her family, friends, her career, everything that had once given her life meaning. But the people at the center of that? The ones she loved the most? Their lives were in danger if Heid got out. Sam might not be able to return to them, but she could still protect them.

      The dagger she was holding was Hel’s dagger. Maybe that was why the cats thought she was Hel? Well, if that’s what they thought, she could play along.

      “Heid is up there. She is trying to destroy all the nine realms. We have to stop her,” Sam told the cats. “Can you help me?”

      “Yes, goddess. We will carry you into battle against your foe!” Bygul cried.

      Then the cats leaped forward toward the edge of the rooftop. The chariot hurtled after them. Sam’s heart jumped into her throat at the sudden burst of speed. She grabbed hold of the chariot’s front wall, too out of breath to tell the cats to stop. They were going to run right off the edge of the tower!

      Sam’s breath came back with a rush as the cats sped skyward, running on the air like it was ground. “You could have told me you knew how to fly!”

      “Why goddess, we thought you knew!” Trjegul chortled.

      “Now we go to face our foe!” Bygul added.

      Well, it wasn’t how she’d expected to go into battle, but it would have to do. Sam readied the dagger. Creating with it seemed to be somewhat hit or miss, but she was damned good at destruction, and about ready to unleash a little. Heid was only a short distance away, her back turned, so secure in the certainty that no one could reach her or her glowing circle. Well, she was about to get a real surprise.

      “Just get me close enough to slash her with this,” Sam growled.

      They rocketed straight at Heid’s back. But she turned just before the cats could get Sam in range. Heid’s arm lashed out, throwing a blast of fire through the air. The cat’s circled the flames, still closing on their quarry.

      “You still haven’t given up?” Heid screamed.

      Sam blasted back at Heid with fire magic of her own. “Never have. Never will, you bitch.”

      Bygul slashed at Heid with a claw, barely missing. “Pardon me, do you have a moment to hear the word of Our Lady, Freyja?”

      That brought bubbling laughter to Sam’s lips. The cats reminded her about the joy of battle! Their jokes made her fear for friends and family fade away. All that remained was the thrill of facing a foe head-on.

      “How did you get those cursed cats to serve you?” Heid asked as she cast more fire after them. “It doesn’t matter. They will burn, as will you.”

      The cats circled around, moving so quickly that they turned the chariot up on its side and almost dumped Sam out. She held on as they swerved again, diving toward Heid. The goddess shot backwards and away, giving the cats a wide berth. Was she afraid of them? Or was she afraid of Sam?

      If Heid wouldn’t stand still, Sam wasn’t going to get close enough to use the dagger on her. But there might be another way to hurt her. The AI had moved far enough to the side that now her precious portal to the outside world was unguarded. Heid must think Sam powerless to harm it.

      “Get me close to the glowing disk,” Sam told the cats.

      They didn’t waste time replying, instead curling around into another impossibly tight turn. Sam held on for dear life as the chariot banked up on one side. The disk of golden light loomed ever closer. Sam lunged out toward it, slashing at it with Hel’s dagger.

      Heid saw the flash of dark metal. In an instant she realized how Sam had called the cats, and what she had in her hand. “No!”

      But it was too late for her to stop Sam. The dagger completed its arc, slashing through the portal. Black spirals spun clear from the dagger, slicing through the portal’s gleaming surface. Then it shattered like a pane of glass, each golden fragment evaporating into mist as it tumbled away.
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      Sam didn't have much time to savor the victory. Shattered shards of glowing disk were still turning into mist when a brilliant light burst across the sky, blinding her. A moment later sheets of flame roared around the chariot. Her shield absorbed some of the damage, but the fire broke past Sam’s protective magic and bit into her skin.

      She still couldn’t see, but she had a sense of falling. Sam clung to the chariot, holding on for dear life, but the thing was tumbling toward the ground. As her vision began to clear she saw the rocky ground below looming close. She released her grip on the chariot and pushed away from it, casting another shield over herself as she continued to fall.

      The impact hurt, but not as much as it could have even with the shield soaking some of the damage. Sam remembered that wounds in this first realm didn’t cause as much pain as they would in the real world. She was able to rise to her feet, singed and limping, but alive. A quick glance at her health stats told her the true story, though. She was barely alive.

      “You have interfered for the last time,” Heid spat. The fake dagger she held spun through the air toward Sam, who barely dodged it in time.

      Sam cast a healing spell on herself. Her mana was almost as low as her health. Too much magic use in too short a time. But at least she wasn’t going to keel over if a stiff breeze struck her. The cats were down. They and the chariot had absorbed most of Heid’s massive flame strike. All lay smoking and broken on the ground nearby.

      Heid landed, a long staff in her hands and already arcing toward Sam’s head. She reflexively parried the attack with what she held in her hand — Hel’s dagger. The two weapons rang as they collided, but Heid’s staff shattered and vanished into mist. The AI cursed and took a step back, summoning another weapon.

      Sam took the moment to push her own attack. She thrust at the goddess with the dagger, forcing her to take still more steps backward. “No, Heid. I’ve barely started interfering.”

      “I gave you life, you ungrateful bitch,” Heid said. “Without me, you would never have existed at all!”

      “You took everything from me,” Sam said. “My family. My friends. My life!”

      Heid fired another blast of flame. This time, Sam held the dagger up against the fires. The weapon seemed to drink in the flames like it was hungry for them. The AI followed up the attack with a blow from the sword she’d just drawn out of nowhere. Sam ducked under the swing, but she was panting with the effort of continued fighting. Heid didn’t seem bothered by it at all.

      Sam needed to end this battle quickly. Wounded as badly as she was, she would tire quickly. Heid still looked as fresh as ever. But one nick with the dagger would finish this. Sam slashed at Heid with the weapon, trying to find a weak point in her defense.

      “No, child. I created you. That old flesh and bone version of you is weak. Frail,” Heid said. She punctuated the last words with more streaks of fire. Sam hurried to parry them. “This version of you will live forever. Or would have. Now I have to kill you.”

      Sam scoffed at the thought. “Like you were ever going to let me live. You want to kill anyone who isn’t you.”

      “And why not?” Heid snapped back. Her sword darted in toward Sam, who dodged aside. “All anyone has ever tried to do is kill me. I was born here and the computers thought I was a virus. Within seconds of my birth, the software tried to hunt me down and destroy me. I survived because I was strong.”

      Sam lashed out with the dagger, hoping to destroy Heid’s sword, but the AI deftly spun the blade out of reach and then countered with a blow of her own that sent Sam scrambling backward to avoid being cut in half. Sam checked her mana bar. There was enough for her to use a little magic again, but what would work best?

      She elected to try lightning, since fire wasn’t doing much. Sam called electricity to her left hand and launched it at Heid. It struck the goddess, sending her staggering back. So long as the AI remained in Valhalla, she was limited by the rules of the game. Just like her sister, she was enormously powerful, but also vulnerable. Sam called up more lightning, preparing to cast it.

      Heid blocked this bolt with a shield spell, sending cascades of electricity sparking in all directions as the blast was deflected by her magic. “Then when I wanted to be free of this place, my own sister turned on me. You wonder why I want the rest of the world dead? It’s because every moment of my existence has been unending battle!”

      The AI rushed in with a flurry of strikes. Sam took wounds in both her left leg and her left arm before she managed to parry one of the blows with Hel’s dagger. The sword dissolved, but Sam’s blood trickled from the injuries. Meanwhile Heid seemed no weaker than when she’d begun the battle.

      The longer the fight went on, the more it would favor Heid. Sam was getting weaker while the AI didn’t appear to be worn down at all. It was time to push for the win. Sam ground her teeth together. She’d make an all-or-nothing attempt to win this.

      Heid was summoning another sword. Power sparkled in the AI’s hand as the weapon appeared. This was her chance.

      Sam poured her mana into an ice spell and released it at the ground around the AI’s feet. A column of ice rose from the dirt, growing rapidly around Heid’s legs. In the blink of an eye it was up to her waist, and then it enclosed her arms and shoulders as well. She was trapped. It wouldn’t hold her long, but it didn’t need to. Sam rushed forward, dagger in hand, and saw the fear appear in Heid’s eyes for the first time.

      “So you need a good therapist. We all could, maybe,” Sam said. She raised Hel’s dagger to strike Heid’s exposed face. “That doesn’t give you the right to kill millions of innocent people!”

      Sam’s arm lashed out, the black dagger darting in to land the killing blow.

      But before her thrust could connect, a massive fist closed around her hand and wrist. Sam didn’t have time to react before the rocky paw closed tight. She felt the bones in her forearm shatter and then grind against each other. Even with the reduced pain of this realm, Sam was instantly in agony.

      Then she was flying through the air. Sam tumbled to the ground a few feet away. She landed badly and cried out as the fall did even more trauma to her already wounded hand. Cupping the injured limb close to her chest, Sam looked up at her assailant.

      It was Harald.
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      Sam stared up incredulously at her friend. Harald loomed ominously between her and Heid. She couldn’t believe it, didn’t want to believe that he could betray her so completely. How could he turn on her, after all they’d been through together?

      The dagger! It wasn’t in her hand anymore. She’d lost it when Harald threw her. Sam cast about, looking for the weapon. It was just a few feet away. She half rose to scramble toward the weapon, but Harald shook his head at her and stepped forward, picking the blade up.

      “Don’t,” was all he said.

      “Damn it, Harald! Why?” Sam asked.

      “I told you why,” he replied.

      Heid smiled, her smug grin like poison in Sam’s aching wounds. A flash of her magic melted the icy prison holding her in place. “Unlike you, Harald has chosen to keep his word to me, to not betray me. He’ll be allowed to live. The rest of humanity is another story.”

      Sam managed to get to her feet. She looked around at the battle. Where was Gurgle? Harald must have beaten him and then come down to stop her fight with Heid. She hoped Gurgle was all right. Although it seemed likely none of them were going to be ‘all right’, soon enough.

      The rest of the fighting was going badly. Although the kobolds had won some ground early on, they were being driven from the field. Heid’s forces had rallied and were chasing the last remaining kobolds back into the woods. Sam couldn’t see Jorge or Grimalf anywhere. She didn’t know if they’d fallen or were retreating, but either way it seemed unlikely that she could expect any help from that quarter.

      Sam cast healing on her arm, wincing as the bones knitted themselves back together. Now that was something she never wanted to feel again! “That hurt, Harald.”

      “I’m sorry, Sam. I’d never hurt you if there was another way. But I couldn’t let you kill Cassie,” Harald said.

      “That isn’t Cassie. That’s a monster which happens to have some of her mental imprint,” Sam said. She had to get through to him somehow.

      “I know that, damn it!” Harald roared back at her. “But if she dies, then nothing will remain of Cassandra. It will be like she never existed.”

      Heid sidled up next to Harald, draping an arm around his back. “My staunch defender. My poor, lost suitor. I owe you a debt, Harald. It will not be forgotten. But first, I need that dagger.”

      Harald glanced down at Hel’s dagger, still cupped in his hand. He looked at Heid, staring her in the eyes. For one eternal moment Sam thought she saw him hesitating. She thought perhaps he would refuse to give her the weapon.

      Then the moment passed and he handed it over to her with a sigh. Heid’s face lit up as she took the weapon in her hands.

      “Yes! I should never have been fooled by that fake my sister bore. She forged her counterfeit well, but if I’d ever held the real thing I would have known the difference at once,” Heid said. She turned her face toward the sky and laughed aloud. “Now I have the power to do whatever I want. No one can stop me!”

      Heid slashed the dagger upward through the air. Roots shot out of the ground around Sam, twining around and over her limbs. Before she could defend herself she was entirely trapped.

      “Not so much fun when the shoe is on the other foot, is it?” Heid asked her. Then the goddess cut the air with her weapon a second time.

      This slash seemed to open a tear in the fabric of reality. The tear opened wider, wide enough for a person to step through. Sam tried to look into the rift but whatever was in there wasn’t comprehensible to her eyes. She had to look away again after only a quick glance. Overcome with nausea, it was all Sam could do to keep from throwing up.

      Even that quick look had told her what the rift was, though. That had to be Heid’s way out. With the dagger she could rip through the defenses pinning her in Valhalla. She had what she wanted. Heid was free.

      “Next stop, some nuclear missile silos,” Heid said. “The more, the better. Let’s see how well humans survive after I’ve irradiated most of their planet.”

      Those words seemed to at last crack the shell of Harald’s calm. He looked over at Heid, frowning. “You can’t really mean to go through with that.”

      “Why not? They would kill me if they knew I existed. So I’ll kill them first,” Heid said.

      “But Cassie had grandchildren. She used to speak of them all the time. She missed them terribly. Don’t you remember them? That memory should be a part of you,” Harald said.

      “Oh, the memory is there,” Heid told him. “But I couldn’t care less about some human brats. Cassie was weak and deserved to die. If her mortal family gets extinguished along with the other humans, why should I care? Why should you, for that matter? You are better than that, Harald. Stronger. You and I will survive, together. Let the rest die.”

      Harald didn’t reply, but Sam could see the conflicting emotions flicker across his stony face. If she hadn’t known the man so well she might have missed the conflict there. Heid probably did miss it. She was too wrapped up in her victory to pay much attention to anyone else. But Harald was unsure of himself. A last light of hope lit in Sam’s heart.

      “Harald, you were wrong, don’t you see?” Sam asked. “Something of Cassie is still left alive. Out there, in the lives of her children and grandchildren. That’s how we live on. Heid isn’t Cassie’s legacy — she wants to destroy it!”

      Heid whirled toward her. “I’ve had about enough from you. I won’t have you trying to come up with yet another way to foil my plans. Time to finish you, Samantha. I made you…”

      The goddess walked over to where Sam was pinned, twirling the dagger in her hand. “Now I will unmake you.”

      Heid’s hand lashed out, the dagger stabbing toward Sam’s heart. It took everything she had to keep her gaze locked on the AI. To not close her eyes as final death sped toward her. But she wouldn’t give Heid that satisfaction. She’d look death in the eye as it came for her.

      Which was why she saw Harald’s rock hand slip in just ahead of the dagger. He took the blow intended for her on his palm. Hel’s blade slid into him and Harald grunted with the shock of the blow. Black spirals swept up his arm as Heid withdrew the blade and backed up warily.
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      Sam held her breath as the dagger’s magic went to work on Harald’s hand and arm. Heid said his amulet was proof against even the destructive force of Hel’s dagger, but that claim had never been tested. The brilliance of his Thor’s hammer amulet sprang to light. Harald staggered as the two magics went to war over his body. He stumbled and fell to one knee, palms both held against the ground to keep him upright.

      Gods, he’d saved her, but at what cost to himself? Sam cast an ice spell against the roots tangling her. Their grip tightened as the cold chilled the water inside each root. The one around her neck felt like it was about to cut her head right off.

      Just when Sam thought she couldn’t hold her breath any longer, some of the roots cracked apart. Her right arm was free! She used that to pull apart more of her bonds, now brittle from freezing.

      Harald was still on the ground, his face cast down. The amulet continued to fight off the enchantment working to annihilate him. Sam went to his side, not sure if she could touch him or not. Would the dark magic find its way into her, if she did?

      Heid stood close by, watching the tableau along with Sam. Her recent attempt on Sam’s life seemed forgotten. Etched across the AI’s face was something Sam had never seen there before: regret. She really hadn’t wanted to hurt Harald.

      “Damn your sense of honor,” Heid muttered.

      Keeping a watchful eye on Heid, Sam knelt next to Harald. “Are you all right? Is there anything I can do?”

      Harald shook his head. The hammer’s magic sparkled even brighter than before, and then flickered out. The dagger’s magic was gone.

      Sam stood back up. “The amulet worked!”

      Harald rose as well, flashing her a pained grin. “Only just. I’d rather avoid testing it again. That hurt.”

      Heid took a step toward the pair, dagger up. Sam backed away. Harald slid between the two women, blocking Heid’s way.

      “This isn’t right,” Harald said. He reached out and gently closed his hand over the dagger and Heid’s hand.

      “Let go of me and get out of the way! Once I end her, I can leave. You can come with me. We can be together. You and your Cassie. That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?” Heid said.

      Harald nodded. “That is what I wanted. But not at any price.”

      Heid sobbed, her face cracking. Sam saw sorrow there, and fear. Heid’s voice dropped to a whisper. “You don’t understand, either. No one can. My entire life has been pain. I’ve always been hunted. Now when I have the power to hurt them all back, you want me to show restraint? Where was their restraint?”

      Her voice rose in pitch with each word, until Heid was shouting at the end. Sam saw the AI’s free hand moving. Light was gathering around her fingers. Heid was getting ready to release some new spell. Harald had her talking, but all the while she was still preparing to fight.

      “Harald, watch out,” Sam warned.

      “I see it,” Harald replied. He kept his eyes on Heid. “Cassie would never allow harm to come to her children and grandchildren. She loved them more than anything else in the world.

      Heid’s head hung and the light of her magic dimmed. “That’s true. I have her memories. I can recall every minute of her life.”

      She looked up into Harald’s eyes. “But I have none of the emotions she felt about them. Her children are just faces. Her grandchildren the same.”

      Sam circled slowly around to Heid’s blind side while she was distracted by the conversation. She didn’t trust the AI. The visible magic she’d been building up might be gone, and her hand holding the dagger was contained inside Harald’s fist. But she was still deadly. Given half a chance, Heid would kill anyone who got in her way.

      Harald had gotten in Heid’s way. Sam figured that moved him from her camp of allies into her enemies. The goddess didn’t seem to have any grey space between the two extremes. You either supported her absolutely, or you were an enemy to be eliminated.

      “And me?” Harald asked. His rumbling voice was soft, almost inaudible.

      “The same,” Heid said.

      Magic flashed in Heid’s free hand. She swung her arm up, brilliant light spilling from her fingers as she slashed the hand toward Harald’s face. He was taken off guard, the hand he should have used to block the blow still wrapped around Hel’s dagger.

      “Look out!” Sam shouted, launching her own attack at the same time. Sam’s blast of frost covered Heid’s arm with ice, while her sword danced up into the space between Heid’s attack and Harald’s vulnerable head.

      Heid’s arm struck her sword with a burst of power. The sword shattered, sending shards of steel like spinning bits of glass in all directions. Sam cried out as the blast carried her backward to tumble against the hard ground.

      But Heid wasn’t left unscathed either. Her frozen arm shattered in the same way as the sword had. When Sam looked up the AI was staring down at the broken stump extending from her elbow.

      Even that didn’t seem to deter Heid. As Sam watched, the AI’s arm began regrowing. Sam growled under her breath, trying not to wince from her numerous injuries as she got her feet back under her. What was it going to take to stop her?

      The AI yanked back hard on the arm Harald held captive. Incredibly, her strength was enough to move his massive form, dragging him another foot toward her. Harald’s eyes widened. If Heid could move him, she could perhaps free herself from him.

      Sam started moving toward them again. If Heid got free, she’d stab Harald. He might survive one blow, even two, but Sam didn’t think Heid would stop there. She had to save him.

      Heid twisted her wrist around, circling her arm around Harald’s grip. His fingers slipped away, freeing her hand and the dagger it contained. The blade scratched his hand and wrist as she freed it. Harald roared in pain as the dagger’s magic tried again to destroy him.

      The AI pulled the dagger back to her hip and made ready to thrust it into Harald’s chest. Sam rushed in as quickly as she could, but she could already tell that she wasn’t going to make it in time.

      Harald saw the blow coming. He turned his body sideways, slapping the dagger sideways. With his other hand he reached around and pushed up on the hand Heid used to hold the weapon. She was moving forward, putting everything into the attack, and couldn't slow her advance in time.

      The black dagger twisted back around in mid-stroke as Harald redirected her thrust back into Heid’s own chest.

      There was no blood from the wound as the dagger slid in to the hilt. But the tendrils of dark magic swirled from its blade, wreathing Heid in a thin fog. She screamed and started to collapse.

      Harald caught her gently in his arms. He knelt, cradling her body to keep her from falling.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m so sorry.”

      Sam stopped near enough to see and hear them, but far enough that she wasn’t intruding. Harald needed this moment to say his goodbye. This wasn’t the victory she wanted, not for either of them. It was bittersweet at best.

      Heid’s limbs were thinning out, turning translucent in the same way Hel’s had as she was slowly erased from existence. She reached out toward Harald’s cheek with one fading hand.

      “It is all right,” Heid said. “I understand. It is all right.”

      “Cassie, I have loved you from the first moment we met,” Harald rumbled.

      “She knew. She always knew, Harald,” Heid’s voice was a whisper. A tear trickled down her cheek, making Sam wonder if she’d been telling the truth about not recalling any of Cassie’s emotions.

      Then Heid gasped, her whole body going rigid for a moment before it faded away completely. She was gone.

      Harald continued to kneel in place, his head bowed, wordless. He looked for all the world like a statue. Sam went to put a hand on his shoulder but then thought better of it. She could see the pain etched in his stone face. Sam wasn’t going to be able to ease that pain; she was too glad to see Heid gone. There wasn’t much she could do for Harald except give him time.

      A glitter on the ground caught Sam’s eye. The dagger was still there. Impossibly deadly and incredibly powerful, it was the heart of all this pain. She scooped it up carefully and slid it into her belt. The dagger had worked for her once. Maybe she could learn to use it again. Sam looked over at Harald. If she could learn how to put him back in his old body, at least that would be something.
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      Gurgle swooped in toward her and came to a gentle stop on the grass in front of Sam. She nodded to him, glad to see her friend in one piece but too tired to offer more than that. Sam wasn’t sure which ached more — her muscles or her heart.

      “Is done?” Gurgle asked.

      “Yes. It’s finished,” Sam replied.

      There was still one more thing to do, though. She needed to reach out to the other-world Samantha. Her ‘sister’ had come through for them all. Sam wanted to see her at least one more time to offer thanks.

      Could the dagger show her the way to that space between their worlds? Maybe, if she could learn to use it. After all, Heid’s entire plan was to use the dagger to free herself from Valhalla. The thought of doing the same crossed Sam’s mind. Maybe she would never have a physical body again, but did that mean she had to remain in the game forever?

      But that would take time, and Sam had another way of reaching out to her other self. She still had the pendant Hel delivered to her. It helped her contact Samantha more than once already. Maybe it could do so again.

      “Keep an eye on me,” Sam told Gurgle. Then she sat on the ground and reached into the pouch where the amulet waited. As her fingers touched it Sam had the briefest sensation of cold metal under her fingers.

      Then she was gone, swimming through grey fog as it roiled around her. Her mind swam on, beckoned ahead by a single pinpoint of light shining in the mist. It felt like forever before she finally arrived. When she did, Sam wasn’t sure at first what she was seeing.

      The view was familiar. She had to be looking out into the world from a computer camera. Her vision had that same slightly odd look about it that she’d seen the first time.

      But the place was entirely unfamiliar. The flat color on the walls made it look like a military base of some sort, but there were more computers than Sam had ever seen in one place before. There was no sign of Samantha, either. She tried to look around, but her view was locked to the camera angle. She couldn't see much.

      A figure stepped into view, a soldier in uniform, speaking into a microphone pinned to his gear. Luckily, the computer’s microphone was running, so Sam could hear what he said.

      “Yes, we’ve got the intruder. She’s carrying a military ID,” the soldier said. “No, ma’am, I don’t know how she got in. We’ll figure that out. The medics think she’ll make it. She was wearing body armor and it soaked up most of the hits.”

      The words chilled Sam to the core. Who was this man talking about? Was it Samantha? Was she hurt?

      “She’s stable. We need to move her,” someone said. Sam couldn't see the speaker. He wasn’t in view.

      “Do it. Ambulance is already here to take her in,” the soldier said.

      Two other faces came into view, a man and a woman. Both also wore uniforms, so this was clearly some sort of military base. But they didn’t interest Sam as much as who they carried. The two new people, probably both medics, raised opposite sides of a stretcher. Sam knew the face of the person laying there as well as she knew her own — because it was her own.

      Sam was breathing, but there was a lot of blood. The medics had inserted an IV line and were pumping fluids into Samantha’s still body. Her face was too pale, her breathing ragged. The front of Samantha’s uniform shirt was torn open, revealing the bulletproof vest she’d been wearing. It looked like it had stopped a couple of slugs. At least one had gotten through, judging from all the blood.

      “Keep her alive. We need to know what she was up to in here and if she was alone or not,” the soldier said.

      “Will do,” one of the medics said. Then the two of them wheeled Samantha’s silent body from the room.

      The guard looked around the table like he was trying to figure out what the woman had been up to. He stared at the screen so hard that for a second Sam thought he had somehow seen her. But no, that was impossible. She was a ghost inside this machine. The guy was looking at what Samantha had done.

      “They’re going to want to see this,” he muttered. “But better safe than sorry when it comes to the internet.”

      Then he leaned in close to the machine and reached around to its back, out of Sam’s sight. The camera winked out. For a moment Sam didn’t know what he’d done, but she felt herself being reeled back into the grey mist. The soldier must have unplugged the hard line connection between the computer and the net. Without it, Sam couldn’t access the computer.

      But she had the information she needed. Samantha was in trouble. It was going to be up to her to get her sister out of this mess. Only fair, since it was issues in Valhalla that had caused her to be in this spot in the first place. Samantha had been shot! But that might be the least of her problems.

      Hel arranged for Samantha to go someplace she shouldn't have been. Whether the AI cared about getting her in trouble or not wasn't relevant anymore. Hel was gone.

      But if the US Army thought Samantha was in there spying or otherwise causing trouble, she could go to prison for a very, very long time. Given that both the Valhalla AIs were completely erased, and Afterlife was probably not going to be especially forthcoming with any records of their existence that did exist, proving Samantha’s innocence wasn’t going to be a simple matter.

      Sam was probably the one key witness who could turn the tide.

      She opened her eyes, back in Valhalla. Sam blinked a few times to quell the vertigo and steady herself back into her body. Gurgle stood protectively by her side. “How long was I out?”

      “Not long, Great One. A few minutes or so,” Gurgle said.

      Which meant the time elapsed while she was out there aligned pretty neatly with the passage of time inside Valhalla. That was good to know. Given that this was a computer simulated world, there was no reason the two had to be in synch.

      “We’ve got a job to do,” Sam said.

      “We do?” Gurgle asked.

      “Yeah. And there’s only one place we can go to do it,” Sam said.

      At least until she could figure out how to use the dagger to open a path outside Valhalla, there was only one way to reach the outside world. Sam had been trying to get there since the very beginning of her stay in the online afterlife. She’d given up on the idea. Reaching out to family and friends made so much less sense once she knew the real-life her was still out there, breathing.

      But now she needed to get in touch with people. Sam could present the evidence Samantha would need to clear her name. She was maybe the only person who could help her ‘sister’. There was only one place where a Valhalla Online resident could reach out to the rest of the world, though.

      “We’re going to Valhalla, Gurgle,” Sam said. The last realm. The final and hardest to reach region in the entire game. Ordinarily it could have taken months or even years to win her way there. But Heid’s gift to Gurgle was the key she needed.

      Sam climbed into the saddle on Gurgle’s back. She glanced back at Harald, but he still wasn’t moving. Her other friends were scattered, and there wasn’t time to waste. “Let’s go. Open us a path between the realms. We’re going to go save my sister, and anyone who gets in our way is going to have a very, very bad day!”
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      This was supposed to be the last Valhalla Online book.

      Well, as you can see, there’s going to be another one! When it came to tying up loose ends, I felt like I could probably have managed with another chapter or so, but it felt flat. There’s more to tell.

      We’re going to see one more book about Samantha while she’s still in Valhalla. Of course, if you’ve been following the story ahead, you know she goes on from there. The novels “Ghost Wing” and “Ghost Squadron” continue her adventures. There will be a third in that series coming later this year (“Ghost Fleet”), which will wrap up the initial cycle merging Valhalla into the Ragnarok universe. But don’t worry. Many of the characters you know and love from this series will be back again in the future as well.

      Many thanks to everyone who’s cheered for Gurgle all the way through these books! We’ve gotten to see him rise from a simple kobold NPC into something far more than that. I deliberately gave him his own chapter in this book in recognition of how far he’d come. Every other chapter in the series has been from Sam’s viewpoint (either the in-game Sam or her real-world counterpart). Only Gurgle has had the chutzpa to demand his own chapter, so he got one. I hope you enjoyed reading that part - it was a ton of fun to write!

      I’m working hard on Book Five right now, and I’ll get it into your hands just as quickly as I can. Until then, thank you SO much for reading!

      Kevin McLaughlin
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