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Chapter 1 *** 

 

 

Roxy wet her trembling lips as she lit the last black candle on the coffee table. Casting a glance toward the basement door, she picked up a leather-bound tome and opened the yellowed pages. Taking a deep breath, she attempted to calm her thrumming heart as she started the incantation.

Just as she was about to cast the spell, the door swung open, slamming into the wall with a thunderous roar which vibrated through the dank room.

"Mom! Dad!" She said, snapping the book closed as color filled her cheeks. "Why are you back so soon?"

Her parents were scheduled to stay at a friend's house, leaving her to her own devices. They were supposed to return tomorrow morning, not tonight.

"What's this?!" Her father bellowed, gesturing around the room.

Roxy held the large tome in her slender fingers and stayed on her knees by the small table as a large black candle flickered. The ominous candle had strange inscriptions on it and seemed to spread darkness throughout the dim room.

On the floor was a chalk-drawn pentagram with black candles circling it. The tiny flames danced in celebration of the malevolent energy which pulsed through the basement.

"How could you do this!" Her mother's shrill voice was like an ice pick in Roxy's ears. "We've raised you better than this!"

Roxy opened and closed her mouth as frustration tensed her shoulders and neck.

Why were they home so soon? This was my only chance to summon a demon, my next chance won't be for six months. I shouldn't have done this at home. How could I have been such a fool?

Her father stormed inside the circle, smudging up the star, kicking the candles over and shouting as he flailed his large fists in the air.

"There will be no demons in this house!"

Her mother grabbed the books and ripped them to shreds. The look of revulsion on her face and the fury in her eyes made Roxy retreat from the basement to the sanctuary of her room, where she locked the door.

How dare they! I'm eighteen! I'm in college and studying ancient history! Maybe I needed those books for my studies. That's what I should tell them!

She slammed herself down in her chair and touched the computer screen. There was a pleasant ring which filled the air and in no time, her friend's face appeared.

"What's up?" Sandra said, as she noted the fury written on her face. "What happened?"

Roxy told her everything that had occurred. Her friend gasped in outrage and rolled her eyes when she heard what her parents had done.

"You're kidding!"

"No. I'm not!" Roxy hissed, wishing they hadn't stopped her. She was so close to attaining a demon minion.

"I have an idea. You want to gain control over a demon? Why not join Demons of the Dark Online?" Sandra said, leaning her elbows on the desk's edge.

"That new VR MMO? I thought it was still in alpha?" Roxy was interested at this revelation.

"No." Her friend shook her head. "They're about to release it and are looking for Founders to pre-populate it with."

"Open up!" Her father's voice bellowed as he pounded on the door.

"Meet me in the library on campus after your courses tomorrow." She said.

"Why?"

"Open this door right now, young lady! Did you hear me?" He roared.

Her door rattled as if it would burst open under his blows. Roxy rolled her eyes and with a sigh, she rose, walked to the door and opened it.

"Why were you dabbling in the dark arts?" Her father yelled like a bull who had felt a hornet's sting.

"Daddy it was just a joke." She shrugged her shoulders as she turned around and sat on her bed.

"It's no laughing matter." He told her as stern as any preacher.

She clenched her fists, but kept a pretend smile on her face.

He'll calm down. Let him rant about this and when he gets it out of his system, he'll forget all about it.

Now she just had to wait until the storm blew over.

"If you ever do that again, you're out of this house! How could you do this to your mother?" Her father shook his head.

"I won't. I've learned my lesson." She reassured him in a honey-sweet voice.

"You have learned nothing! You're just saying that!" He turned around, shaking his head as he walked from the room.

He turned back around and bored his eyes into hers.

"By the way, you're grounded. You are forbidden to leave this house unless you are going to college and you'll return here to stay. You won't have any social life with those scumbag friends of yours!"

That's what you think, pops. Roxy knew Sandra had something to tell her. It was important and she wanted to find out what it was.

He slammed the door behind him and stormed off.

 

"So, what's so important?" Roxy slid into the chair and looked at her friend.

"You know that game I told you about?"

"Yes, I looked into it some more." Roxy said, wondering what this had to do with summoning demons.

She'd love to control a powerful demon and gain fame, wealth, along with more power than she could ever imagine. Roxy craved adventure from the restrictions of life. She needed to feel she could choose her own fate and live her destiny.

"Good. Then you know it's a VR MMO game that has two factions battling each other."

Roxy nodded.

"I saw the advertisement for it and it explained a little about it. It's good and evil battling each other for control over a large land mass." Roxy said, tapping her fingers on the table. "It won't be out for another six months, though."

"Not if you're a Founder. Did you see all the classes you can play?" Her friend had a mysterious smile on her lips.

"They only talked about the good side classes and their functions." Roxy said. "To be honest, it was quite boring." She yawned.

"I know the evil classes and one of them is a warlock. They summon and control their own demons. But they're not telling the public that yet. It's all hush-hush."

"Really?" Roxy arched her eyebrow, suddenly much more interested in this game.

She'd have to move out of her parent's home. Then she'd be free to absorb herself in it.

"My uncle knows someone looking for Founders who they can put into the game. Permanently."

"For real?" Roxy leaned closer to her friend. Her heart thundered between her ears.

Could it be true?

Sandra nodded, pulling something from her purse. She showed her the CD for the game, which wasn't supposed to be out yet.

Roxy looked at it with her mouth agape. She suddenly got a faraway look on her face. She couldn't breathe and there was nothing she wanted more.

Her in a VR game? She'd live her own life and become a powerful warlock controlling legions of demons!

Leaning back, she dreamed of what it would be like to be a powerful warlock fighting against the forces of good.

What would it be like to be a Founder? Would they have hidden quests? What about the demons she'd control?

"Earth to Roxy. What are you thinking about?" Sandra snapped her fingers in front of her eyes.

"I'm thinking of how it will feel to be a Founder Warlock. Can we speak with one of the devs?" She asked.

"I thought you'd say that." Sandra clicked on her phone.

Roxy wondered how many Founders would be in the game. She nibbled her lip, studying her friend anxiously. Could she really get her in?

 

 

Chapter 2 ***

 

 

Roxy leaned back on the plush, leather couch, trying to relax. Sipping her drink, she took a deep breath, not wanting to tremble or show any excitement.

"Sandra tells me you want to be a warlock. Interesting choice. Do you have any goals in the game?" They wanted to run this past Sandra's father. He knew one of the devs.

How could she explain to him that she wanted more than just a simple peasant's life in the game? Visions of power and greed danced in her mind. She didn't want to simply be another warlock. She wanted to be THE warlock. She wanted the type of power that came when the entire world feared to speak her name.

Should I reveal this? Can I trust him?

"I think it'd be fun to experience the game in its pristine form before players enter the world. How does it feel to be one of the first players in a VR game?" She asked, trying to lie her way into the game. "I haven't thought about any goals. I need to develop my toon and become immersed into the game world before I decide."

"That's good. Do you know how many Founders will be in the game?"

"No." She hoped there would be a lot of Founders, at least fifty.

Had they reached capacity? Now she fretted that she might not get in.

"I think there's ninety five and it's filling up fast." He opened his laptop, his fingers flying over the keys so fast she could barely follow. With each frown, her heart sank further. With the last one, she almost gave up completely. She was right, this was too good to be --

"Rick!" He flashed a smile as the image of a middle-aged man with pale blue eyes coalesced before them.

"Hey! What's up?" Rick said.

"About that game of yours..."

"Yeah?"

He looked at Roxy, who held her breath, then turned his attention back to the dev.

"Can you squeeze in one more? As a personal favor."

A Dev! Was he really speaking to a dev of one the most anticipated games of the year? Roxy tried to swallow, but found she couldn't.

Rick stroked his beard in contemplation.

"How many Founders have you selected so far?" He followed up as Roxy danced from one foot to the other.

"We do need one more."

Roxy's heart bottomed out, then soared.

"This crazy lady is demanding to be a Founder." He continued, running his fingers through his thinning hair. "She wants to be an anti-paladin. But do you know how many of them we already have?"

One more? Roxy dared hope. Her heart pounded faster, to the point she thought it was going to jump out and run away.

"Probably too many." Sandra's father guessed.

Rick nodded. "Exactly. However, we do need one more on the evil side." Rick said, looking as if he didn't want to deal with this. "But no one wants to be evil. Everyone thinks they can save the fucking world."

Roxy's heart leaped and she felt pumped. She might have a chance after all!

"I'll be evil! I've always wanted to be a warlock." She blurted out.

Rick arched his bushy eyebrows as he peered at her. His solemn expression made her squirm.

She knew she shouldn't have interrupted, but it was perfect. His eyes bored into hers and for several, long moments Roxy felt as if he were looking into her soul.

She shivered, then blushed, as she realized that all her naked ambitions were fully exposed to him.

He arched an eyebrow and finally spoke. "You do realize warlocks are the hardest class to play?"

She nodded. "Yes. I don't care!"

"And we live by a very strict motto." He continued, as if not even hearing her.

She waited for him to continue, tendrils of fear and doubt creeping up her spine.

"With great power, comes great responsibility." He steepled his fingers, his eyes boring into hers.

"That's perfect! I can agree to that." Roxy nodded.

"To become a Founder, you must give up your 'real' life. Once you enter the game for the first time, the decision cannot be reversed."

"Okay." She said, almost too fast. It wouldn't be a problem.

"All Founders get to choose any piece of property in the game as long as it isn't in or near a city." He explained.

Owning her own place would be nice, instead of working for it.

"Do I build my own place? Or are the structures already built?" She smiled.

"The ticket is for the land only. With it, you can place your home anywhere in the game. You can also build a city or town where other players can open shops and pay you rent." He took a sip of what looked like coffee.

"Is there PVP? How about instances? When can I summon my first demon to command?" Roxy had a million questions and feared they wouldn't be answered in time.

"PVP starts at level 10 and is optional. Same with instances, except level 15 for those. You start out being able to choose your first demon the moment you enter the game."

"Are there any PVP or role playing servers?" Roxy asked, growing more excited. She couldn't believe she was learning about the game straight from one of the devs.

"No. There are twenty servers, each named after capital cities. For PVP, you gain honor and reputation, plus special mounts you can't get anywhere else."

"What about instances and raids?"

"It says here," Sandra interrupted, reading from the player manual. "We are pleased to cater to the causal player along with advanced players. If you like to adventure solo, but need help with certain instances, you can hire NPC's who will come with you and split the treasures as if they were normal toons in the game. However, if you'd like to venture into treacherous dungeons with other players, you can use the instance finder to quickly and efficiently put together a group."

She was eager to go. It sounded like a fun game and she wanted to experience it. At last, a way to get away from her parents!

"Again, this is a permanent decision. During maintenance, you'll be alone with other Founders, but odd things may occur."

Roxy furrowed her brow. "What happens if you need to turn off the servers. If this is permanent, do we just...die?"

"We've made a backup copy where everything will continue as normal and you'll be able to keep playing." He explained.

"That sounds good." Roxy nodded, though she did wonder what type of weirdness they'd see during maintenance.

"Good, we'll see you in the game soon. Stop by our offices when you're ready."

 

Her cell phone startled her out of her reverie as she saw the ID.

"Fuck!" She whispered under her breath and rolled her eyes.

"Who is it?" Sandra said, peering over at her cell. "Oh, it's mommy and daddy looking for their little baby girl."

 Roxy grumbled as she flicked open her phone. 

"Hey Dad! Just going over my notes. The professor's very chatty today."

"I want you home, young lady." His growl could be heard throughout the room.

"No. I'm not coming home." She stated flatly, looking at her friend for support.

"What?" He screamed and she had to pull the phone away from her ears.

"You heard me! Don't try to find me. I'm leaving home forever." Roxy spat, venom spewing from her mouth.

"How Dare You! After all we've done for you. This is how you repay us? Your mother and I have done our best to teach you right from wrong. Not only that, but I'm paying for your studies! I'll cut your funds and then you'll come crawling back for forgiveness!"

"Bye dad. Tell mom I love her. You're never seeing me again." Roxy flicked the cell shut and ignored it when it rang continuously, then blocked the number.

"I'll find you and bring you back, young lady! Do you hear me?" Roxy shivered at her father's last text. She knew he meant it, too.

"Do you know where I can stay the night?" She turned to her friend. If she knew her father, he'd be knocking down their door within the hour.

Sandra nodded. "Yes, I know just the place."

"Thanks." Roxy turned away as a tear slipped from the corner of her eye.

 

 

Chapter 3 ***

 

 

"Are you ready?" Rick asked.

She sat in the chair and felt him lower a VR helmet over her head. Her thoughts were on the game and how much fun she'd have. There was sadness at leaving her mom and dad, but that faded when she realized that she was now free.

Roxy felt her body flying at high speed as she saw the cinematic of Demons of the Dark. She found herself in a spacious meadow with a gurgling brook weaving through it.

"Wow!" Roxy muttered looking into the clearest sapphire sky she'd ever seen.

A warm summer breeze caressed her face. It felt so real. How did they do this?

She looked off into the distance and saw a small town with smoke drifting lazily into the air.

"Welcome to the game, Demons of the Dark Online. Please select a character." A soft feminine voice chimed, drawing her away from her stunned wonder.

A list appeared before her eyes and she slowly looked through it. There were Savage Humans, Deep Earth Dwarves, Trolls, Shadow Elves, High Elves, Common Elves and the Wolf Men.

They showed both sexes of each race. Roxy studied each with careful consideration. If this was going to be permanent, she wanted something she could relate to.

The humans were too plain. They only had tattoos on them. It wasn't anything special.

The Wolf Men were nothing but big, furry beasts. She shook her head. Playing a monster race wasn't her idea of fun.

She took her time looking over the choices. She'd always had an affinity for Elves. The Common Elves had nice bronze skin and golden eyes, but that didn't suit her style. 

Maybe the High Elves would be better. They were tall and slender. Porcelain white and large, doe-like eyes made them look so innocent. They didn't look evil enough to her.

"Aha!" Roxy smiled when she spotted the Shadow Elf. "A Founder-only race." It said in bold, red letters.

Perfect!

"Show history." She spoke to the computer.

She scanned over their history and was pleased to see that the Queen of the Shadow Elves was considered a living Goddess amongst her people. Everyone worshiped her and all the nobility and lords enforced her laws.

She had joined the Dark Alliance due to the Paladins of Light onslaught on their way of life. Together, she helps the other races of the Dark Alliance against the Paladins of light.

"I'd like to be a Shadow Elf, please." She finally made her selection.

"Please select your avatar." The pleasant voice chimed.

Roxy looked over the characteristics of the Shadow Elf. She made herself into a tall, toned female elf with long-flowing deep violet hair.

She glanced over the eye color selection. There was a large range from pure black to milky white. She chose violet for her eyes and was surprised to see they had cat-like slits for pupils.

She selected black for her skin color instead of pale blue, gray or purple.

Once she'd selected all the characteristics, Roxy admired herself in a mirror. Her avatar had to be perfect.

"Class?"

"Warlock."

"Warlocks are magic users who draw their powers from dark energies, transforming them into spells. A warlock's ability to control demons through their intelligence and strong will make them a feared opponent."

At last, I'm a warlock! Roxy danced around in her new body.

"Please choose your attributes." The voice reminded her.

Stats appeared before her.

Str - How much weight a player can carry. It helps in breaking doors and disarming traps.

She never considered how important strength was in a VR game before. There had to be other ways in which a player could carry more weight without strength.

Dex - The ability to stay on your feet and dodge blows in battle. You will have to make a dex check if you wish to achieve an improbable shot.

Con - The ability to lower the effects of harmful spells. It affects your base hp. For example, a con of 15 adds 1 hp. 16 adds 2 and increases as you add more.

Int - Helps characters deal with puzzles, mazes and documents of archaic nature. Also, above 15 adds +1 language.

Wis - This characteristic is useful when fighting spells of illusion. It is intuition and is necessary for spell casters. Fifteen and up grants you intuitive abilities. 

Chr - Charisma is based on looks and the ability to present yourself in a favorable light.

Please roll.

Sparkling ebony dice with flaming numbers appeared in her small hand. Shaking them, she wasn't too concerned with strength. It would be good to rely on strength and be able to carry more, but she was sure she could find other means.

When she released them, they bounced and rolled until they rested in the air.

"One, three and two." Roxy said, not that disappointed with it. It was a six. Warlocks didn't rely on strength that much. So it didn't matter.

"Founders get three extra rolls if they don't like the stats they are given. Do you accept this number for your strength?"

Interesting! Roxy beamed. This is good!

"Can I re-roll when I've completed the stat sheet?" She asked, swiping up the dice and shaking them again.

"Yes. You may."

She rolled eleven. Not bad. Roxy didn't think she'd need all that much agility. She was going to be inside reading and studying tomes most likely.

The dice rolled a fifteen on her constitution. Not bad.

The next one up was intelligence. She wanted it to be high. Holding her breath, she rolled the three dice.

Closing her eyes, she blew into her hand before she threw them. Roxy heard the clinking of the dice as they rolled around in her hand.

When she threw them in the air, she waited with baited breath and her eyes closed. Building up the courage, she finally opened them and squealed.

"I've got an eighteen!' She jumped up and down. "I can't believe it!"

"Congratulations. Intelligence is one thing a warlock needs. You will cast your spells faster and be more precise in hitting your target."

"How many languages do I know?"

"You understand Common, Shadow Elf and Demonic. You may choose another."

"Goblin?"

"Yes."

"Cool. Okay, I'll take that."

She rolled the dice again and flung them in the air. She wanted something really good.

It was good to see that sixteen.

Now for charisma. She wanted a superb number for her looks and how she'd present herself.

She needed to be looked upon with favor. Sweat appeared on her brow and trickled down her cheeks.

She screamed and pumped her fists into the air as a seventeen flickered on the dice's numbers.

"Seventeen!" It wasn't eighteen, but it was close. Maybe the devs were with her.

"These stats are great! I feel smarter already!"

"What name do you wish to go by?"

Stopping her happy dance, she pondered the question. She actually hadn't thought of a name.

Demona? That would be a good name, but somehow she felt there would be a better one.

How about Malice? With a name like that, how could she go wrong? She almost spoke the name out-loud, but it just didn't fit.

Pacing around the room, she thought of other cool names, but none of them seemed to fit. The mysterious name taunted her, staying just out of reach.

Dominatrix? Wither? Demon Master? Oh, come on! It was just on the tip of her tongue! Why couldn't she speak it!

She clenched her fists as she stomped around. Roxy wanted the name to appear from the murkiness of her subconscious.

"Am I jinxed or something?" Frustration exploded from her, revealing the perfect name.

"That name is not valid. Your name must sound like a real name. Some warlock names could be...Hex, Nightshade..."

"I know what my name is!"

"What is it?"

"Jinx."

"What is your last name?"

She thought about her last name and what she wanted. Her face lit up as the name came to her like a flash of lightning.

"Hellfire!"

"Welcome to Demons of the Dark Online, Jinx Hellfire. You will be known by this name in the game. You are a Founder and your first quest is to Summon your Imp. Do you accept the quest?"

"Yes."

What is a warlock without a demon, anyway?

"Quest accepted, Summoning Your Imp. For this quest, you will need a black candle and some chalk. You will find them in the town just down the road from here."

"HUD." She summoned and it appeared before her eyes.

She checked out her first spell, which was Demon Fire.

Jinx saw it was a dot that drained the life-force of a mob or another toon. She smiled as she thought about her victims losing their hp slowly over time.

"Suitable." She rubbed her hands together, already envisioning how she'd grow in power.

Jinx glanced around, feeling for the first time in her life that she was in control.

"Magic users have the option of robes or shirt and pants. Your choice." The computer chirped helpfully.

She always loathed the thought of dresses, even from a young age. Her mother always forced her to wear them at home and when they went to church. Her mother's words floated through her mind unbidden.

"Honey, women must wear dresses to be a lady. Too many women nowadays want to become independent like a man."

She ground her teeth.

"I'd like to wear pants and a shirt from now on." Jinx said, shaking herself out of her bad memories. If her mother saw her wearing a shirt and pants, she'd shit herself.

"Please select an outfit."

Five starting sets of clothes appeared. Jinx studied each one, admiring their differing colors and styles.

"I'll take the black and red with the gold trim." She pressed her fingers into the silky clothes.

There was a breeze which swirled around her as her clothes instantly appeared on her, fitting her to perfection.

"Excuse me, ma'am."

She jumped at the sudden appearance of a small, young and handsome shadow elf who bowed before her. Over his head floated a red question mark.

On his right bicep was a golden dragon. Jinx surmised it held immense importance, but she knew not what.

"Yes?" She turned, her new voice startling her.

"My mistress, Drizilla, wishes to see you. She is the headmistress of the warlock academy." He bowed, shivering. "Will you see her, my lady?"

"Yes." Jinx tossed back her violet hair. This woman sounded important. Maybe now she would be recognized for who she was. I am a warlock now. Power swirls around me like fog on a mountain.

'Quest accepted: "Visit the Head Mistress." The computer's voice echoed in her mind.

"Give me the honor of escorting you." Miztic pleaded.

"Yes, sure. Show me the way."

His bright smile crossed his face before he bowed his head.

"Thank you. Please come this way." He turned and headed toward the town.

She followed, enjoying the landscape and scenery. The air was filled with birdsong and the breeze felt so real on her cheeks that she couldn't tell the difference.

How did they do this? She couldn't believe it. They had created a 100% fully believable world. What about physics? Were they the same as the world she just left?

The crunch of gravel underfoot echoed in her ears. It felt all so real - even just walking down the dusty road with the warmth of the sun bathing her.

Just up ahead, she saw the town. Elves of all sorts were bustling with activity. None of them paying any attention to her.

There was a lattice of black leaves that formed an archway where two high-ranking female guards stood as silent sentinels.

Dust stirred and she noticed a Shadow Elf male on what looked like a large Komodo dragon charging through the gates, whipping his mount.

When he came closer, he yanked on the reins, dismounted and bowed before her as if she was a high-ranking Shadow Elf warlock.

She saw a golden mark on his shoulder that was in the shape of a bolt of lightning. She noticed that his dark leather pants were a bit tattered as he jumped back on his mount and continued on his way.

Jinx watched him leave, shaking her head in amazement. When she turned around, her escort bowed and continued onward.

The guards observed her with a dismissive glance as if she wasn't worth their time. He bowed his head before them as he trod passed.

"I see we have another warlock." Her keen hearing picked up the haughty comment from a whispering guard.

"Give me my ball! I'll tell mom!" A shrill scream yanked her attention toward a small boy who tugged on his ball, screaming his lungs out.

The girl laughed and shoved him away. He rushed to his mother who bent down and scolded him. He sniffled and brushed away a tear before anyone noticed.

"What did you mutter?" Jinx said, looking at the imp.

This was surreal. She'd have to understand her people and their traditions.

"Serves him right, ma'am." Miztic said as he dropped his head lower.

The black stone buildings were circular and covered with thatch. Men gathered around the fountain, chatting and laughing, though she noticed it was in hushed tones and furtive glances.

The scents of spices and lotions wafted through the air, tantalizing her senses. Merchants extolled the merits of their merchandise. The aroma of roasting meat on a spit made her mouth water. The fat dripped into the greedy, licking flames with a gentle hiss.

The sights and sounds were so real. It was as if she'd been whisked into another world. If she had not known this was a game, she'd have never been able to tell the difference.

They weaved through the people who were busy living their lives as they worked and talked with each other. She wondered if they did have lives of their own or just made up computer simulations following their programs. She made a mental note to find out.

Jinx stopped, absorbing the hum of life, the sights and smells of the town. It was so real she couldn't believe this was a generated program in some machine.

Then she continued on her way. She saw so many question marks, she wondered which one to choose first. Her step was light as she followed the imp to a spacious area surrounded by buildings.

Hammers rang out as they fell upon metal with sparks flying. Herbs dried in the sun and she gazed on the busy people with wonder.

"I said stop." A sharp voice broke through Jinx's thoughts.

She halted, watching two female Elves battling with training swords. They were pumped and focused for the battle. Ignoring their instructor's command, they sprang toward each other like roosters in a cock fight.

The instructor frowned, narrowed her eyes and flung herself between them, driving them apart by her sword.

"When I tell you to do something, you'll obey, in the name of the queen!" She snarled, slamming her fist into the youngest of the Elves, flinging her to the hard dirt.

Jinx moved on, almost dancing. The strong ruled while the weak obeyed and all worked for the queen. Whoever this queen was.

"We are here." Miztic motioned toward a tall tower looming over the field like an ominous dark deity.

She whistled as she gazed up at the massive structure. She ran her fingers over the  black stone and admired how smooth it was. It was cool to the touch, even though the sunlight beat down upon it.

Cool air rushed over her as she entered the archway. Black and red banners hung from the walls. She suddenly felt as if she were home.

Jinx walked up the spiral staircase and he pulled back the silken curtain. The imp announced her arrival to his mistress within.

A woman glanced up and stood with a warm smile. She walked toward her, pounding her fist on her chest.

"Greetings. I'm Drizilla, Master Teacher of Warlocks."

"I'm Jinx Hellfire." She held out her hand.

"Quest complete. Meet the Head Mistress."

"Very good. Here." She handed her a small leather pouch.

Jinx poured the thirty copper pieces into her hand.

She glanced at her hp bar and noted she was starting with 10. Her xp bar had increased a quarter of the way to the next level.

Good! At last she could purchase a candle and chalk. Then, she could finally summon her demon.

"You know who I am in the real world, don't you?" She said, her ice blue eyes sparkled with mirth.

Jinx thought about it, then snapped her fingers.

"Rick!"

"That's correct." She smiled.

"But how?"

"I'm sure you have many questions. Please sit down." She gestured to a chair as she resumed her seat.

Jinx rubbed her eyes. "Is this real?"

"Yes. This is real, I'm a Dev and am considered a God in the game. Also I'm the teacher you'll be seeing for your classes."

"How did you come up with this?" Jinx motioned around the room. "It looks so real."

She smiled, leaned back and placed her feet on the table.

"Our team gathered together to make this and spent years perfecting it. We need Founders to play the game and tell us if they find any bugs. This is why we need them to be permanent members of our team. You're going to be given powers that the regular players don't have."

"How so?" Her eyes lit up.

"It'll be more real since you'll be living here. What I mean is you'll go on more adventures than other toons and receive far better gear. Plus, you get a free plot of land."

"Sounds great!" Jinx was grateful that she'd squeezed in when she did.

"We keep your body alive for three days to give you the option of going back to the real world. After that, we cut the life support and you are in here permanently. It was in the contract you signed." She said, waving her hand. "How do you like it so far?" 

"I love it!"

"Good. I'm warning you, it's dangerous in this game. The demons are very crafty and will seek to make you their slave. Keep your wits. Also, warlocks work alone and by the strength of their will. They have allies, but don't use them other than for gathering information."

"Could you give me more information on the Shadow Elves?"

"They are led by a powerful queen who rules her subjects with an iron fist. She may be cruel and evil, but she is fair. Her two daughters are vying for her attention and the power of the throne. While her son stays in the back ground and prays he'll be given to a good woman who will treat him better than a prized pet."

How will the battle for the throne play out? Jinx knew she'd have to meet the Royal family. Maybe go on a few quests if they had any.

"The Shadow Elves are matriarchal in a negative sense. It is what men fear and this represents it."

"Like women have had to live under men? Is that why this is a Founder class?" Jinx could see the possibilities of this class as an evil one.

"Yes."

"Is there one on the side of good?"

She nodded, smiling slightly. "We'll talk later and I'll show you how to summon your imp." She said. "Be careful playing an evil toon. There are risks."

"I will, thanks!" Jinx left the room, pondering what she'd just learned. How dangerous would this be? Was death permanent? How did rezzes work? She'd have to find out.

 

 

Chapter 4 ***

 

 

"One black candle and some chalk." The merchant handed her the items with a smile. "May the Queen guide your steps."

"Long may she rule." Jinx said. Turning around, she collided into something hard.

She stumbled back and caught herself on the counter and looked into the eyes of a young female elf, glaring at her.

"Watch where you're going!" Her lips curled in a snarl as she spoke to the anti-paladin.

"Out of my way!" The unholy warrior slammed her fist into Jinx's nose. Pain crackled over her like fingers of lightning. Crashing to the floor, she touched her busted nose as blood dripped to the floor.

With a silent growl, Jinx leaped on her and brought her down the to the ground. All she could see was red.

The anti-paladin had 25 hp while she only had 10. At level 2, her foe had a whole level advantage on her. But that didn't matter, Jinx wasn't going to back down. She couldn't.

Quest: "Fight the Anti Paladin." Appeared before her and she quickly accepted. The bitch was going to die for what she did.

Jinx muttered her incantation as she cast Demon Fire. A moment later, sparks erupted from her fingertips which were pointed at the anti-paladin. Streaks of fire slammed into her rival.

Demon Fire blasted her for 4 hp of damage, bringing her down to 21.

"How does that feel, bitch." Jinx smiled as she heard her scream with boiling hate.

"How dare you, subordinate!" She whirled around and withdrew her two handed sword.

The sword looked like it could cleave her in half.

A second later, Demon Fire ticked another 4 points of damage on the unholy warrior, leaving her with 17. She snarled like an enraged beast and rushed ahead, lifting up her sword with a murderous look on her face.

Jinx dodged at the last second. She felt the rush of air wash over her, slicing through her hair as it passed by. That was close! Her heart thundered in her chest as more blood dripped from her nose.

Demon Fire chewed through another hp. Just 1, though! Maybe she needed to reapply it. Now she was down to 16!

There was no way her spells could overcome a fighter like her. There had to be some way other than using her dot over and over.

"I'm going to kill you very slowly, whelp." There was an evil gleam in her eyes as they faced each other.

"Oh really? I've heard that before." Jinx glanced around, looking for an advantage as the shopkeeper moved all the valuable stuff out of their way.

There had to be a weapon she could use. Whoever heard of a magic user without a staff or wand? Her heart pounded as desperation filled her.

Aha! Maybe I could use that. Jinx snatched a crystal, dragon-headed skull wand and pointed it at her enemy.

"You ARE going to pay for that, right?" The merchant growled.

Jinx's violet eyes twinkled with devilish mirth. "Yeah, sure. Take it out of the dead paladin's coin purse."

The anti-paladin attacked using that opportunistic diversion to her advantage. The sword gleamed in the crystal's glowing lanterns. She swung quickly and Jinx was too distracted to avoid the razor-sharp blade.

She cried out and staggered back as she felt its painful bite rip through her belly. 3 hp vanished from her health pool just like that. Down to 7, she felt a cold, clammy feeling shoot through her.

Taking a deep breath, she carefully aimed the dragon skull wand toward the evil paladin. Before she could react, a bolt of black lightning streaked toward her rival, slamming into her chest, draining 4 hp from her health bar, leaving her with just 12.

Jinx reapplied Demon Fire with a wave of her fingers. She then dodged the sword strike, hoping she'd win this battle.

Demon fire struck the anti paladin, whisking away 5 hp, leaving her with just a sliver of health. Jinx's heart danced as she realized suddenly that she might actually win this fight. Did she dare hope? The consequences - to her body, soul and - most importantly - ego - were far too severe to accept.

She must win!

Jinx's opponent pulled back her sword, gnarled up her face and - with a shrill scream - swung with all her might. It was a glancing blow as Jinx barely dodged at the last second. However, the sword sliced 4 hp from her. Leaving her with just 2!

This was a battle to the death. Neither opponent could back down now. The stakes were too high and the adrenaline was too strong. Who would strike the killing blow first? That was the only question.

Jinx paled as she realized that they could both die and their bodies be enslaved.

I must win!

Jinx steeled her resolve and called upon a reserve of energy that she didn't know she possessed. She aimed the dragon skull toward the evil paladin, her hands shaking like a dead leaf in the wind. However, before she could blast her with the dark energy, the paladin attacked, her face contorted in pure rage.

For one, brief moment, their eyes locked and the power and ferocity Jinx saw within sent a chill through her body.

Jinx jumped back to avoid the unholy warrior's attack. Her foot stumbled over a wrinkle in the carpet and she smashed to the ground, causing the paladin to miss badly.

As the paladin crashed by her, Jinx rose her dragon-skull wand opportunistically. One shot. She was likely to only get one shot before the paladin would turn and crush her skull. Time seemed to slow to a crawl as her unsteady hands aimed at the paladin's back. She counted to three as she needed to make this shot count.

One.

Two.

Three.

Just as the paladin re-gained her footing and whirled around, murder in her eyes, Jinx released the dark energy from the dragon wand. Her heart stopped and her eyes went wide as she saw the paladin recognize what was coming and try to dodge it.

"No!" Jinx screamed.

That was just enough distraction to cause the paladin to freeze just long enough for the bolt to find its mark, dealing 5 hp damage and dropping her to the floor.

Jinx laughed, rising to her feet, feeling victory pulse through her in wild waves, as she finished the task before her. Her foe was dead! Pumping her fist into the air, a scream of victory emerged from her lips.

"Good job. Now are you going to pay for the damages?" The merchant inquired, tapping her foot on the ground.

"Quest complete. You've gained 50 xp points." The computer announced.

Ding! You are now level 2.

5 reputation gained from the Dark Sisterhood.

15 reputation lost from Slayers of Light.

Rep! She'd forgotten about that!

She'd have to polish up her knowledge about these two factions. Were they in the same town?

"Next Quest "Paying your Debt."

She accepted it without thinking. 

Kneeling down, she rummaged through the corpse and smiled. There were three silver and a crystal. Nice.

"How are you going to pay for this?" The merchant barked, motioning around the room.

 A wicked smile played on her lips.

"I keep the coins and crystal and you get her armor. Fix it up and you could sell for a lot."

The merchant looked up at the rafters, tapping her cheek with her fingers. Time slowed to a crawl and Jinx thought she'd never agree to it.

The shopkeeper sighed heavily. "Agreed. But I need that skull wand back."

"Quest complete "Paying Your Debt. You've gained 50 xp."

Jinx looked on her xp bar and saw she was almost up another level.

"Why? I want it." Jinx played hardball. She really did want that wand.

"Do you have the money to pay for it?"

"No, but isn't the woman's body mine since I killed her?"

"Yes. But you killed her in my shop." The shopkeep explained.

"Unprovoked attack!" Jinx countered.

"Then get her out of here."

"What if I give her to you in exchange for the dragon skull?" Jinx could feel the power of the skull as tingles of its power raced through her.

My name is Keylos. The skull elected to speak to her. Keylos's deep, powerful, masculine thoughts penetrated hers.

The merchant mulled it over, tapping her foot.

Keylos had chosen her and she liked being chosen by such a powerful object. It wasn't a good idea to let something like this slip by.

"What good would she do me?" She demanded to know.

"Think! Wouldn't a minion increase your standing?"

She nodded.

"She wouldn't eat, sleep, complain and do what you said forever. All for a skull."

They'd both be the winners of the deal and, more importantly, she'd gain an ally she was sure.

The shopkeeper smiled slightly. "Agreed."

They shook on it.

"You're Jinx. I'm Leelitha." She beamed a friendly smile.

"Could you do me a favor?" Leelitha, the merchant, leaned her elbows on the counter.

"What?"

"Go to the necromancer's place in the graveyard outside the town's borders. Could you do that for me?"

The quest "Get the Necromancer for Leelitha" popped up.

"Sure."

Jinx had to admit she was curious to know how the necro would rez her into a subservient minion. She listened to the instructions given her before setting out.

She strode through the town as people carried on with their lives around her. Pushing open the rusty gates, she passed through the silent tombstones.

"What do you want, youngling?" The door opened and a stooped-over old woman emerged.

"Quest complete. 50 xp gained." There was 450 xp more to go to get to 3rd level.

Jinx loved that sound which rang through her head. She had reached first level and saw that her hp had increased from ten to twenty. She needed to reach one thousand xp to reach the next level.

"You're needed at the Magic and Wonders shop. Leelitha wants you to rez a dead anti paladin." Jinx said.

"Oh, really?" The hag rubbed her bony hands together, grinning a wicked smile. Her red eyes gleamed like the fires of hell. "Pray, tell me about it."

Jinx cringed, but composed herself. With the amount of power this woman held, Jinx was very wary of her.

She explained in great detail of the fight - of course making her heroics and bravery even greater than it really was.

"Good, good." The old woman crowed. "I'll need a few items first. Would you gather them for me?"

"I will. What do you need?"

Quest accepted "Gather herbs for the Necromancer."

"Five witch weed, eight fox tail and four golden flower." The necromancer's tone was if she didn't expect much of her.

Jinx turned and walked down the path into a field as she checked her map. She clicked her quest and saw three circles where the plants grew.

The ebony heavens glowed with dancing lights of red, green and blue among the stars. Jinx was taken aback at the reality of the game.

Crickets sang to the heavens as she walked toward the first area as she searched for the herbs.

What uses were these plants for? Did she cut them up and make a potion to drink before she used her powers to rez the body? Did she make an incense to burn over the body, preforming the ritual?

She'd have to watch the process and learn what she could.

"Foxtail." She scanned over the herbs and plants.

Foxtail was a tall, thin reed which looked like a red bushy tail.

There! She spotted it! There was a clump of them growing near what looked like a small village.

Carefully, she picked her way through the village. She saw three foot-tall creatures with pointy ears and protruding muzzles who were slouched over. Their scaly tails lashed over the ground as they walked around the area of town.

A gentle song flowed through the air as a child whimpered. Some creatures sat outside their huts, making spears. To her, they looked as though they'd be used as darts instead of spears.

She crept near the clump of foxtail as she watched the guards appear from one hut and trod closer to her.

Jinx knew she could take them on, but wanted to get this over with. She dropped out of sight and waited.

They conversed as they walked past her. She watched them warily, hand on her wand just in case.

Pressure built within her as she itched to reach out and pluck the plants swaying in the breeze. Finally, she could hold back no longer and plucked the one directly in front of her.

Suddenly, there was a high-pierced whistle from the reed which made her heart jump. The two guards whirled on the balls of their feet and screamed something unintelligible.

Oh great!

Both had fifteen hp each.

Lifting up her wand, she quickly put a dot one one, draining 1 hp from the trogg, who peeled back his lips into a snarl.  He charged at her with glowing, golden eyes. His companion followed with the same rage.

She pointed the dragon skull at him and the dark energy blasted forth and streaked to the trogg. The energy knocked him back, dealing ten hp, slamming him into the dirt for two more.

The stunned trogg staggered to his feet as his companion lunged.

His friend hurled his small spear. It arced through the air, piercing her shoulder as two of her hp slipped from her and pain shredded her body.

They may be small, but they hurt! Gritting her teeth, she blasted him with Demon Fire, dealing three damage. Jinx fired her dragon skull, blasting him with its dark power for six hit points more, then she hit him with Demon Fire again, draining two more from him.

He looked around for his companion and saw that he'd fallen. With eyes as wide as twin moons, he gazed at her.

Shrieking, he spun around and bolted toward his town.

She blasted him again and felt satisfaction as she noticed she'd gained fifty xp each for killing them. Jinx saw that the others were coming to the piercing whistling of the foxtail.

She sighed, battling two emotions fighting within her. One urged her to fight the twenty or so troggs who rushed toward her. The other told her to quickly grab the plants she needed and high-tail it out of there.

She calculated the odds of her winning and melded into the shadows, away from the village. She needed to complete this quest and then she'd learn to summon her imp.

It took an hour and when she was finished, she was sore all over from fighting mobs and gathering plants. She earned three hundred xp from killing swamp rats, troggs and feral foxes as she gathered up everything she needed.

"Ah...good you brought them." The old lady snatched them from her hand.

"Quest complete."

The words passed through her vision as 200 xp was given her.

Ding!

She was third level! Jinx gained five more hp, bringing her to twenty. She was wiser and had the confidence she could handle this.

"Congratulations, child." There was warmth in the old woman's eyes as she placed a hand on her shoulder.

"Thanks."

"Now, follow."

Jinx was led by her curiosity as she followed the old hag into the shop. Leelitha greeted the Necromancer with a bow as she ushered her into the back room.

There lay the body on a table in the cramped room with supplies stored on the shelves. Heaviness filled the air in the musty room.

As the Necro chanted in a low, sing-song voice, a bluish light appeared over the body, rotating counter-clockwise as she spoke in a language of grunts, growls and hisses, rising in pitch and dropping to a whisper.

Chills exploded along her spine as she watched the process of rezzing the dead to its new incarnation of un-life. The evil paladin's bones crackled, sounding like dry tinder being snapped as she sat up.

Jinx jerked back as fear constricted around her heart, making it impossible to breathe. Flushing, she tightened her jaw, pushing the fear from her and continued to watch the dark ritual.

"Awaken!" The Necromancer intoned, rising thin spider-veined arms toward the heavens.

The corpse snapped open her milky blue eyes and glared at the necromancer. With a savage snarl, she sprang toward the the old woman with her fingernails flaying through the air.

There was a blast of energy which knocked the undead back. The Necromancer snapped her fingers and ghostly chains wrapped around her.

The corpse's unearthly voice screamed as Leelitha clapped her hands over her ears and fell to her knees. Jinx gritted her teeth until they creaked, refusing to give in to the shriek that fought to explode from her mouth.

The Necromancer hissed and locked eyes with the undead, battling for dominance. When the zombie finally lowered her head, the old woman withdrew a glowing crystal and touched her on her forehead as the corpse mumbled something unfathomable to Jinx's ears.

Jinx shivered as the undead sniffed the musty air, then snapped her head, glaring at her. The dead glare punched her in the chest as fear spread its icy tentacles through her body.

Her lips moved, but no words came out.

Jinx lifted her crystal skull as the creature charged at her with malevolent fury.

 

 

Chapter 5 ***

 

 

Stepping back, she pointed her dragon skull at the zombie. The hag gave a toothy grin before compelling the zombie to halt with a sharp command.

The undead stopped, even though Jinx saw in her eyes the deadly hate she held for her. Jinx smiled, folding her arms across her breasts.

"Minion. You are mine to sell or do anything I wish to you. This crystal has power over you and I hold it."

The zombie hissed and lowered her head.

The crone walked over to Leelitha and placed it in her palm. She stared the merchant in the eyes.

"Don't lose this or else you'll pay with your life or soul."

Leelitha nodded, then looked toward her minion with a glint of power.

With a dry chuckle, the hag turned and left the small shop. Jinx watched her stroll down the street before she made her way back to the graveyard tower.

 

"I'm ready." Jinx laid the candle and chalk on the desk.

"It looks like you had an adventure." Drizilla inspected her items. "They'll do."

"When can I start?"

"How about now?"

She followed her mentor into a spacious room.

"Draw this inscription on the floor and make it perfect. If you have to do it over a hundred times to make it satisfactory, then do so. After that, read this book and I'll give you further instructions."

Hours dragged by as Jinx worked on the inscription with her knees screaming and her hands sore. Her back sang like piano keys being played by the fingers of pain.

She started the diagram over, knowing how deadly serious this undertaking was. From all the books she'd read, it had to be done right. If not, she might not live or worse - become a demon's slave.

She'd learned about demons and now she was going to summon one. She couldn't believe it! All the books she'd read on demons, now she'd have her own. One master, one minion.

A name floated into her consciousness as she drew nearer to completion and it grew stronger.

Aku? What type of name is that?

There was a dark connection she could feel, but not explain. It grew so strong it was palatable. Explosions of energy pounded through her body.

Jinx dragged herself to her feet once she had completed the task. She wanted nothing more than to collapse into a soft, comfortable bed. Putting one foot in front of the other, she grabbed the book and started reading.

With a sigh, she leaned back on the wall and relaxed. The name grew stronger as she rested.

 

"What did you learn about your imp?"

"They're pranksters, crafty and intelligent and often outsmart larger demons." Jinx said.

"Good. Has a name came to you?"

She nodded and was about to tell her what it was until she held out her hand stopping her.

"Demons have a soul, with a secret name which only they know to protect their life force. A warlock attains the name of the demon - such as an imp who is among the weakest of all demons. Don't underestimate them, they are cunning." She warned, her eyes serious.

"Now summon your imp. This is dangerous process - even though they are small mischief makers."

"I'm tired! I should rest!"

"No you should do it now! This is a test to see how strong-willed you are. Are you worthy of mastership or are you just a weak-willed minion? Demons respect strength and will and not much else. Warlocks who stand alone in fights and do things their own way gain their admiration." Drizilla explained.

"You mean I can become a minion of a demon if I don't do it right?"

"Yes. As a Founder, you have better demons than other warlock players, but there is more danger." She explained.

Jinx ran her fingers through her hair as excitement pounded through her. This is what she desired - danger and control over a powerful being.

An imp wasn't that much of a challenge, but she was certain the others would be. It'd be practice for more dangerous demons.

Stepping into the glowing-red diagram, she pushed all fear and excitement away. Taking a deep breath, she centered herself.

Once she felt she was sufficiently ready, she withdrew a small bell and rang it. Its sharp sound echoed off the walls, peeling forth with its seductive cry.

A cloud of smoke appeared in front of her as an imp materialized from the inky blackness. She was three feet tall and held mischief in her red eyes. There was a hard coldness in those glowing orbs and Jinx knew this wouldn't be easy.

In those eyes she saw hunger for mastery.

Jinx called forth her imp's soul name.

"My name is Obsidian, not that name." The imp placed her small hand over her heart.

"No. That is the spoken name you are known by." Jinx said.

"Bah! What do you know?" Obsidian said.

"You will be mine, or do I have to say it?" Jinx smiled.

"Go ahead. Overpower me and you'll have me." Obsidian taunted.

Suspicion warned her there was a trap. Something about her posture and smugness screamed out to her.

How?

"Aku, you are my minion now. I bind you to my will."

Jinx weaved her hands in the air as a wispy mist formed through her dancing fingers. She cast it on the imp who countered her spell.

They pushed their wills against each other. She felt the imp's desire to be free. Jinx fought back harder with her will, not wanting lose this power bid.

Suddenly, lightning ripped through the air with a hellish roar. A large demon ripped through the perfect inscription, shattering it with his power.

The reality of the game was shredded as she saw nothing but stars all around them.

Where were they? What was going on? Would she ever get back to the game? Or would she be stuck in this no man's land?

Before her stood a brute of a demon. His skin was a deep red with blazing emerald eyes. His power washed over her like a crackling thunderstorm.

It blasted her back and she shivered, then gritted her teeth. She knew he was strong and cunning and could slice through her as easily as she could snuff out a duckling's life.

That's why her approach had to be different. 

"Why are you calling my slave, warlock?" His deep voice rolled over her.

"Who are you to question me?" She glared at him as if he were an insect.

The crafty imp grabbed her belly and rolled around on the floor laughing.

He snarled and withdrew his mace and shield, slamming them together. The sound scared her more than she'd like to admit.

From her soul, she drew forth a powerful surge of dark energy which blocked his blows. Her shield shook and creaked, complaining of the demon's power. Jinx gritted her teeth in a silent resolution that she'd never surrender.

His strength of will was enormous and she felt her soul bending to his. Jinx struggled against him as they wrestled, seeing who had the stronger desire for mastery. Fear raked through her, knowing he was winning and the need to be victorious was being drained away.

In fact, the repugnant idea sounded good to her as her stubbornness melted. Staring into those burning eyes and knowing if she lost, he would be the master, made her heart burn with fury.

No!

Mentally, she blasted him as she searched for his secret name which would give her power over him. They'd be bound forever. If she ever lost control over him, she'd be his slave.

It was the risk warlocks took to control demons. She wasn't going to be his slave!

Warlocks were the masters. They had the stronger will. How could she be an embarrassment to herself by losing?

Somewhere, deep within herself, her strong will and stubbornness returned.

The eternal battle would continue until one proved the strongest.

"Kotto meenuis da frangus dur." Those words burst from her lips. She reached far into his life force, calling forth his secret name.

"No!" Azhar snarled, staggered back and grasped his chest as if he could stop this abomination from happening.

 A red demonic glowing sphere was ripped from his chest and flew toward her out-stretched hand.

He charged toward it. It was just out of reach and Jinx smiled, knowing she'd won and would control such a beast.

Had any warlock done this before?

The sphere of red light, the life-force of the demon, which was about to be caught by her hand, but instead was intercepted by a small imp who leaped up and grabbed it.

"Now you are my minion!" Obsidian glared at the large demon.

He knelt before her, his head bowed.

Obsidian gave a loud shout of victory as she vanished into the void. She was free!

 

 

Chapter 6 ***

 

 

"You damned bitch! I'll kill you for that, then rip her to shreds." The demon shouted at the imp, who's laughter pealed forth around them.

"Really? Then you'd better start, because she's forgotten one thing." Jinx held back a smile which threatened to cross her lips.

"What?"

"Obsidian!" Jinx called in her sweetest voice.

The small imp appeared, looking around with her mouth open.

"Wha...what's going on?" Her voice quavered.

Jinx snapped her fingers and the glowing orb appeared in her hand.

"Kneel!" She commanded, pointing in front of her.

Dark power flowed from her fingertips and swirled around them, forcing Obsidian to fall to her knees.

"Show me your stronghold, Azhar." She wet her lips with her tongue as anticipation built in her heart.

"Yes, mistress." He said, snapping his fingers.

They appeared in the heart of his base.

A sulfurous, gut-wrenching scent clung to the air as they walked along the hallway. She could sense he was an ambitious young demon who was ruled by his passions.

Another weakness she could exploit if the need arose.

Azhar wasn't the strongest demon, as he was so young - her age, she'd guess. Though what that would be in demon years, she didn't know.

She inspected the small fortress built inside a hill that he'd constructed. Jinx was impressed, but she kept silent as she studied it.

"Your fortress isn't as big as I'd thought. However, you are a powerful demon." Jinx remarked casually.

It wasn't bad to throw them a tidbit of praise once in awhile.

It was constructed with fire brick - one of the strongest materials in the Abyss. She could tell there were secret passages and the walls were lined with weapons.

His underlings bowed as they passed. She inspected them with narrowed eyes.

"How many minions do you have?" She arched an eyebrow.

"One hundred."

Good. It was a good start. His troops, if loyal, would fall into her plans. Jinx knew she could progress as long as he held sway over his minions.

His minions were strong and power hungry. They were ready for anything and their leader was a strong demon who held them in sway.

He was far too strong for them to consider overthrowing him. This was good.

It was the way of the demon, however she didn't want that. If he were challenged in a power bid, she'd help her pet out to maintain his power over his minions.

Jinx stepped outside on the balcony. She scanned the jagged crags which overlooked an emerald carpet filled with colorful wildflowers. Looking up, she saw the glorious moons full and bathing the earth with its soft light.

With the silence and only the whispering wind in her ears, she felt centered and at peace.

"Azhar, take me back." She stated, her mind alive with ideas.

What she needed was a network of allies who'd work for her. She needed her own city where people could work their crafts and the farmers could grow their crops. She'd research how to run a castle.

Appearing at the room where the battle had taken place, she walked through the long, silent corridors. Her demons followed. She was already planning on doing quests and gaining more power.

Power was addicting and as such was it's curse. There was never enough.

 

"Mistress Drizilla, I have completed the quest and gained Azhar." She gestured over to the large demon at her side.

Jinx looked at her experience bar and saw that five hundred xp had been added.

"Impressive. You must be exhausted. Now, select your room and you can get some much needed rest."

Jinx bowed, turned on her heels and walked off to find her room. She felt a heaviness on her shoulders as she trod down the hall. All she wanted was sleep.

"Get me a bath." She gave a sideways glance to Obsidian.

The imp nodded and vanished.

Pushing through the curtains of her room, she flopped down on the soft bed.

Jinx dismissed her warrior demon with a wave of her hand.

"Your bath is ready, mistress."

Her imp left her alone with her thoughts.

She was committed to the life of a warlock. What would it bring to her? Would she be able to survive through the trials that lay ahead like taunting jesters? Could she control him and bend him to her will? Would they continue to battle for dominance or would he settle down and accept his fate?

 

The next morning, the ball of fire rose into the sapphire sky as its beams of light hurled away the shadows of the night - like the Phoenix rising from its sleep to dominate the heavens with its might.

Jinx stretched the sleep from her body, rose, dressed and went to the eating hall. There were other warlock founders with their demons.

Their imps shivered when they looked up and saw Azhar. The other students mumbled to each other when they saw the giant demon at her side. In their eyes, she saw envy, fear and lust for power.

Power had that effect on others who were weaker.

Jinx noted their ambitions and desires to destroy her. No one could ever claim the warlock's path was easy.

Only one stared from across the room with a haughty expression in her smoldering eyes.

"Cherkax." Azhar curled his lips, glaring at the other warlock's large warrior demon such as himself.

"You know him?" She asked. She didn't trust this other warlock. Not one bit.

"Rival." His deep growl vibrated from his throat.

Their eyes met and Jinx knew she had an enemy. Why? She didn't know, but she desired to fight. When the young woman rose to her feet, she approached her like a hunting tigress.

Eagerness pounded in Jinx's heart as she strode toward her. They halted before each other, both attempting to stare the other down.

The other young warlocks murmured and the male elves watched with excitement. It wasn't often they saw a battle between two females.

"Watch your step, bitch. I'm the head warlock here." The woman said with a snarl written on her lips. She placed her balled fists on her hips, glaring at her.

"Oh yeah? I dare you to try it." Jinx retorted, wanting to fight this upstart. She was the master warlock. Her demon was better.

How dare she tame a warrior demon! Stealing her thunder like that! Who did she think she was? Jinx ground her teeth.

Before they could cast their spells, a voice stopped them.

"Jinx, Razdua, enough!"

They both jerked their heads toward the sound. Drizilla bored her eyes into theirs and walked toward them.

"There will be no fighting among us here." Drizilla said, pushing them apart. "Understood?"

Jinx nodded in agreement. This wasn't over. She flashed a wicked look to the other woman who did the same. She'd have to destroy her.

She left the room with her head held high. Jinx didn't want to display any fear nor rage. Weakness wouldn't be tolerated.

Before she reached the door, she cast a glance over the room and selected her place. It was in a corner of the room where she could see everything.

Once she ate her breakfast, Jinx noticed the group of other warlocks watching and evaluating the two of them and planing their actions.

Jinx sauntered outside. She was calmed by the birds singing their praises for the light of the sun. A herd of deer lifted their heads and watched her with wary eyes.

Jinx would grant her a swift death. She shook her head, pushing away the thought. No, she deserved worse. Far worse than death.

I want to destroy her. Make her my minion. Torture her by making her humbled before all eyes. It made her smile, thinking of her enemy submitting to her in shame and disgust.

"What do you know of her? What about her demon...Chekax?" Jinx said.

"He drove me from my brotherhood due to a test of strength. I was weaker than him and withdrew." He said, barely containing the fury which burned bright in his heart.

"I wouldn't serve him, so I was banished."

"Working together, we'll take them down." Jinx patted the demon's hand.

He gave her a half smile as she noted respect in his eyes. Jinx needed him for an ally.  Someone she could depend on and his loyalty. Would she earn it? She must.

More than a slave. A friend. Could it be done? She'd make it so.

Walking into the town, she glanced around, seeking the red question marks for quests. Now that she had an enemy, Jinx needed stay ahead of her.

She had a warrior demon also and she suspected she also received double xp. Now she had someone that would push her toward greatness.

"Hey! Hey you!" A voice drew her from her thoughts and she turned around to see an elf racing toward her.

She stopped and looked at who had spoken.

"Would you be willing to kill ten rats for me?" She said, trying to catch her breath.

"Sure!"

Quest: "Kill Ten Rats."

"Come this way." The young female elf motioned for her to follow.

"Be on guard." She said.

Azhar nodded.

When the young, female elf led her out of town, another woman stopped her.

"Could you gather blueberries for me?" She wrung her hands.

Jinx nodded. Maybe she would meet her nemesis and get the upper hand in the battle.

"There it is." The young woman pointed to the weather-beaten barn. "The rats are in the cellar and they are big and mean."

Jinx entered the musty barn with beams of light streaming through the rafters. Motes danced in the sunbeams as she made her way to the cellar.

Azhar pulled up the cellar door as the snapping of wings and shrill cries of startled birds filled the air. Carefully, she climbed down the creaky stairs and called forth a glowing orb that floated in front of her.

It was a simple magic trick. Any magic user could do it.

The sphere sliced through the darkness as the shrill cries of the rats could be heard. Jinx's eyes gleamed with evil intent.

"Intruder!" A shrill scream echoed through the dark.

A net dropped on them.

Azhar roared, slashing the nets which dropped to the dusty floor in a heap. Demonic Fire burned through the nets, brightening the room.

Red eyes flashed in the light as the rats screamed their battle cries and charged at them.

Jinx was surprised at their size as they leaped on them with bared fangs. She called forth her Demonic Fire.

She blasted one rat the size of a cocker spaniel, sending him flying back.

Her Demonic Fire hit him for four points of damage. He screamed as he was flung back.

With a deafening roar, Azhar slammed his heavy mace down upon its head. The rat crumpled to the ground as blood dripped on the dirt floor.

One rat of ten killed.

"Come and face me!" He said, his deep booming voice filled the air. He slammed his clawed foot on the floor, blasting all three rats back to the wooden wall.

With glittering red eyes they stared at them from the roof rafters of the basement. With a shrill scream from a black rat as large as a German Shepherd, they attacked.

They clicked their fangs together which sounded like rain hitting a tin roof. Jinx drew back as they sprang on Azhar.

He roared a deep, bellowing roar that played along the dank walls. Lifting his shield, one smashed into it as he clubbed another with his mace.

5 hp drained from the rat's health bar, leaving him with 5. He screamed and lunged at the demon.

Jinx cast Demon Fire on the one attacking her demon. Then turned to the next one  who was charging at her demon and hit him with her spell.

It hit the rat for 3, bringing him down to 7.

Azhar jumped into the air and slammed down on the ground causing dust to rise.

The rats flew backwards, screaming in their shock. Gathering themselves, they leaped at him as she dotted them up.

They lost 2 hp each as her Demon Fire drained their life force.

3 hp from the rat leader and 4 on one of the rats and 2 on the other.

Azhar curled his lips in a feral smile and charged at the weakest, bringing his mace down on its head, dealing 4 hp of damage.

The large rat leader crumpled to the earth, blood flowing from its mouth.

His companions jumped at the demon, squeaking and gnashing their teeth. One tore into in a thick-muscled leg, while the other snapped its fangs around his arm, drawing blood from his deep bite.

Azhar's hp fell from 30, their bites sapping a combined 6 from him. This enraged the demon and he killed one with a critical slam with his shield.

He smacked the other against the wall. It slammed to the floor. Dazed, it staggered to its feet and shook its head.

Jinx blasted the sinister rat with Keylos and he bunched up on his haunches, preparing to leap in the air, ready to sink his fangs deep in her throat.

Demon Fire blasted the rat for 5 hp and chewed at his life force. A hit from Azhar turned the rat's attention back toward him.

He dealt 9 hp of damage as the rat staggered back. Her dot drained the last bit of life force he had and he crumpled to the cold stone floor.

Azhar whirled around, attacking the other rats. Jinx dotted them up and wished for a variety of spells she could select from. What would they be?

Maybe she'd find out when she returned to the warlock castle. Would there be different specs for her to choose from?

Demonic Fire flashed through the room along with the skull's powerful beams. Jinx stood back, picking them off, raining down damage on their heads.

Her dots ticked down, while his blows hammered them. They were only fifty xp each. Killing four, gave her four hundred xp (doubled from 200).

She checked the dead bodies and found two sp and forty cp.

Good. She clenched the small pouches in her hand, then slipped them in her pockets and looked at her demon.

"You're a great fighter. Stick with me and I'll give you more victims for your weapon." Jinx said, enjoying having a big, hulking bodyguard to put fear in her opponents' hearts.

He grinned malevolently, his eyes glowing with satisfaction.

She checked her coin purse in her backpack and found the crystal she'd forgotten and wondered how much it was worth.

"Come on, lets see what else we can kill." She motioned him ahead of her.

The sound of scratching claws tearing through wood and chattering teeth of the rats surrounded them. Jinx shivered as they strode down long corridors of earth under the rustic barn.

What else would they find down there?

She ran her hand over scratch marks on the hard earthen tunnels.

"Looks like they've dug these tunnels. They're entrenched here." Jinx surmised.

"Yes." He said, running his finger over his shield. "We need to root out their nests and kill the females."

She nodded as they continued on their way.

He held out his hand as she halted.

"Why did we stop?"

Azhar brought his weapon down as a snap vibrated though the dusty air. The trap lay broken beneath him.

There was an apple-sweet scent, mingled with the smell of earth. They rounded a corner and saw a heavy wooden door.

"Trap?" Jinx gave him a sideways look with a mischievous smile.

"Obviously. Watch." He led her back some as he pulled out some stars with power in them.

Throwing the stars at the door, he then cast a fire spell as the explosion splintered the door. Dying squeaks of the rats rang in their ears.

Fifty xp...fifty xp...fifty xp...fifty xp flashed across her eyes. Two hundred xp turned into four hundred.

Jinx chuckled, enjoying their tortured screams of pain. Azhar walked through the door as she followed.

Clearing out their treasure of twenty sp and fifty-six cp, she was pleased to find a twisted band of silver with gold. She couldn't tell if it was magical or just an ordinary ring.

This was turning out to be a good hunt! She was eager to find more of these vermin and destroy them. Jinx had destroyed eight so far and that left two more.

Searching through the room, she sought more treasure. Unfortunately, there was nothing more in this room. Leaning against the wall, she wiped away the sweat from her brow.

Without warning, the wall crumbled and she tumbled into another room. Surveying the new room, she spotted a chest.

"Azhar!"

The small room pulsed with crimson light, drawing Jinx through the doorway. A heavy heartbeat rang in her sensitive ears. Scattered bones of small animals crunched under her feet.

Gems, strewn over the floor like a mosaic painting created by a mad artist, glittered in the light. On a make-shift altar was a glowing red gem which drew her to it like a magnet.

Power's tempting call tempted her as she padded toward the crystal. She reached out and was about to grab it, before withdrawing her hand.

"What is it?" She inquired with a sideways glance to Azhar. It held so much power another question came to her mind.

Why hadn't she read about this large gem before? Was the knowledge forbidden to neophytes?

"Ishti." The demon said, staring into the flickering gem.

"You know of it?" Jinx arched an eyebrow.

"Legends. This demon stone draws power from weaker creatures and drains their life energy. It serves only the strongest and gives its energy to whom it serves."

She studied it, then her fingers clasped around the crystal.

Who do you think you are? A deep voice rang through her head. She'd never felt such power.

Its voice shook through her like a terrier shaking a rat. Weakness filled her. She gritted her teeth, digging in her heels as she mentally fought off this enemy who invaded her mind like an assaulting army.

Pushing back, Jinx knew she was stronger than this thing. They battled one each other in a mental display of strength. It didn't matter to her how strong this demonic gem was, she would win.

Ishti pushed back as she felt herself losing ground. Never had she felt so much power. Struggling against his power, Jinx felt she was losing this match of strength.

Her heart beat faster as his tendrils of power coiled around her. She felt the gem grow stronger than she believed was possible. It was then she realized that she was caught in its powerful grasp like a praying mantis and there was no where to go and his evil laugh echoed through her mind.

 

 

Chapter 7 *** 

 

 

Azhar watched her struggle against the pulsing gem as they battled like two rams, neither willing to give in. When she trembled, he wondered if she'd bitten off more than she could chew.

With their connection through dark magic, he could feel her growing weaker. Fool!

He glared at the pulsing gem which was so much stronger than her. The demon could feel the power and realized he had to do something.

Some feeling deep inside him forced him to touch her shoulder and mentally join the fight. Together, they pushed back against the gem's attack.

Jinx was more than shocked. She'd thought he'd back Ishti and clearly trounce her. The gem would devour her inch by inch and there would be no escape from its malevolent victory.

The last thing Jinx expected was for him to jump into the mental fray and help her push its strength slowly back.

Working together, they defeated the thing. Both smiled, looking into each other's eyes.

"Thank you."

"You're welcome, mistress." He laid his heavy hand over her shoulder.

Jinx looked at the submissive gem.

"I can't believe it! Why?" The gem howled as it submitted to them.

Xp gained 500.

"I'm your master and you'll serve me." She said, trying to keep the tremble from her voice as the words dropped from her lips.

"Yes, mistress." Its voice flowed through her mind.

She'd have never tamed this thing without Azhar's help. For that, she was profoundly grateful.

Inspecting her new acquisition, she found it would grant her its power to drain energy and give it to her or her demon.

This was a powerful trinket.

According to the stats, it would work every thirty seconds and pull energy from her foe or mob, giving her the hp of her enemy so she could heal her demon. It was five hp every five seconds and it increased five hp every level.

She wondered if a Founder could increase the time or maybe the hp. Jinx brought up her HUD and searched for this gem and its abilities.

She whistled as she read what it was for, its history and realized this was or would be a powerful trinket. It was something that only Founders could find and would grow with her as she progressed in levels.

"That's ours!"

Jinx whirled around to confront a large humanoid rat, boring his beady eyes into hers. By his side, were two large rats the size of Great Danes. They stood, ready to attack at his command.

Over the lead wererat's head was 50 hp. It was an incredible amount to chew through. She was only second level! How could she take him on?

The other rats were 20 hp and didn't concern her.

"Attack!" She commanded, outstretching her fingers as dark energy poured from them like black lightning.

The wererat gave the command for his minions to tear them to shreds. They lunged toward her with their fangs gleaming in the blood-red light of the crystal.

With a rumbling roar, Azhar rushed to one, slamming his weapon down on the vicious rat's head, knocking him for 9 hp of damage. It shrieked as it staggered back, stunned. Azhar stamped his foot on the ground and suddenly there was a blinding flash of red lightning that streaked on the earth.

Her Demonic Fire blasted him for 4 hp and at the end of the turn, it'd had drained one more hp from him for a total of five.

With her skull's blast, he fell to the ground and moved no more.

"How could you do that to my pet?" The wererat screamed.

His other pet was biting and clawing at Azhar. The wererat leaped at the demon, fighting him with short swords with the fury of the damned.

"Good going." Jinx laughed as she flung her spells at him. Yet the wererat and his pet still attacked Azhar without seeming to recognize she was there.

Hp drained away through her spells while Azhar kept their attention on him. He dodged and slammed into them with his vicious snarl.

"You fight like a sissy." Azhar laughed, slammed his mace down and growled when his blow was blocked.

The rat dropped to the earth as the wererat was compelled to fight on with the demon. He didn't even notice the warlock burning him down with her Demon Fire and the dragon skull "Keylos."

When he died, Jinx gained four hundred xp, which turned to eight hundred because of the bonus. Plus the two rats, which were fifty a piece, which brought in another two hundred.

Jinx walked over to the dead bodies and rifled through them.

There was 32 cp 58 sp and one gold. There was also a cape which she needed. Its stats flashed before her.

 

Class - Warlock

Level 2 - 5

Increases spell power

  

She ran her fingers over the silky-smooth cape. It was purple and red with a golden streak of lightning.

There were figurines scattered on the floor. She was sure she could sell them at the market. Or maybe she'd keep them to decorate her castle. There was also some scratchy cloth she collected from the rat.

"I think we've done well. Now lets turn in this quest." She said, feeling good about this adventure.

Jinx gained three hundred xp which doubled to six hundred. Maybe she would do that blueberry quest. She was almost to level three.

She checked the map, found the area where the berries grew, quickly grabbed what she needed, then returned to the waiting elf.

Turning in the berries, Jinx received 5 silver and a hat that increased her spell power.

"Could you do me another favor?" The quest giver inquired with a fox-like smile.

"What is it?" Jinx felt this was more than just gathering blueberries.

"Could you get me some poison from the thieves guild in the forest by the stream. I'll mark it for you on your map. When they ask who wants it tell them "Rat Killer"

"What about money to get into the thieves guild?" Jinx was suspicious of this mission. Something whispered to her there was danger in this quest.

"Here." She pressed a small leather pouch into her hands.

Jinx set off, following her map, walking through a meadow outside town until she came to the brook. Turning, she followed it into the pine forest. Sunbeams danced and played on the forest floor.

Jinx was still amazed at the reality of the game. She could feel the soft breeze as it brushed against her cheek. The shadows that crossed over her were so real.

It was amazing to feel the five senses, too good to be believed. She couldn't tell the difference from the real world and the VR's. This was completely different than her old life in the "real world." No parents trying to meddle in her life, no endless, mindless studying of useless facts. Here, she was free! Free to live her life the way she chose.

Was Azhar as real as her or just another character in the game? Were the NPC's real or just fancy programs?

What was reality?

Jinx stopped at the cave's mouth. Looking inside the entrance of the thieves guild, she gathered her courage. This was something she needed in order to progress.

"Well?" Azhar said with narrowed eyes.

"We walk into the thieves guild, get what we came for and scram. I sense a trap."

"You're too paranoid." He gave an approving grunt.

"Maybe I am." Jinx said. Something wasn't right and she knew it.

With a confidence she didn't really feel, she entered the blackness of the cave and slowly walked through a tunnel, letting her eyes adjust to the darkness. Jinx felt eyes upon as she made her way through the darkness. Halting at a wooden door, she knocked and waited.

It creaked open and an eye appeared.

"Yes?" The man's voice was rough and the smell of ale permeated the air.

She said the code word and he cautiously opened the door, inviting her in.

It was a small room and she could only see a couple people. No doubt there were more hidden in the shadows.

She informed him of what she was here for.

"All right." The man agreed.

He walked across the small room and pounded his fist on the wall. Jinx watched warily as a hidden door opened and he pulled open a drawer. Pulling out a leather pouch, he handed it to her.

"This is it. Tell her I want the job done by tonight."

"I will." Jinx replied.

Jinx turned, thinking that she was being foolish. There was nothing wrong.

"I want you to come back here for a few quests." He said.

She nodded, knowing she needed to gain rep with them. Why had she felt so paranoid?

"Well you were right." She admitted to Azhar.

"No. You were."

She stopped and faced him.

"Explain. Nothing happened."

"I smelled demons. Tamed demons." He growled.

"Really?"

"I would tell you more when we were outside."

"Hmm..."

"What?" He cocked an eyebrow.

"We need to learn to have our own communications system. So we can talk to each other."

"Good idea, lets start. Do you think Cherkax's minions were there?"

"Can't say. But I need to do a little more spying on him." He clenched his fists by his side.

"I'll get Obsidian to spy on him. Does she hate him as much as you do?"

He shrugged.

"She was a slave in the guild and I stole her from them when I was defeated in the battle and kicked out."

 

"Here." She handed the note to the quest giver.

"Quest complete." She gained three hundred xp plus another three hundred, bringing it to six hundred.

"Wait! Do you have time for another quest?"

"Sure. What do you want me to do?"

The quest giver smiled, lifted up the crust of the freshly baked blueberry pie and poured some poison in it.

"Deliver this to Mary Ann Bluebell." Her smile was so innocent, but her eyes weren't.

"Okay." Jinx agreed.

Quest accepted. "Give Mary Ann Bluebell Pie to Eat."

"She owns the bakery shop."

"Competition?"

"No. She owns my mom's shop. It should've been passed down to me. I'm the eldest, after all." She flung her head back.

Jinx smirked. The old tale of sisters competing against each other was just like the ones in her old world. Only sisters could attain the property of the mother once she died. If there were no daughters, it went to a sister or other female family member.

"Mom always favored her. So why not let her join her in the afterlife?"

"Sounds good." Jinx headed off to the bakery, planning to give her the pie.

Here she was in the game doing what she wished. This quest promised to be the best one yet.

What happened to the NPCs? Did they respawn and go on with their lives just like normal? Did the computer program them with memory? Did they have a past history they could recall? What were they? Surely they had to feel like they were real and in a living world.

A bell tinkled when she pushed aside the curtains. The fresh smell of baked bread filled her head and made her mouth water. Jinx needed to try some before the lady kicked the bucket. Maybe she would sample some after she died or when she respawned.

"Hello." Jinx smiled, setting the blueberry pie on the counter.

"Hello. How are you doing today?" The lady asked, a smile plastered on her face.

"Fine." Jinx replied.

"What's this?"

"I'm looking for a place to sell my pies. Would you like to sample some of this?" Jinx pushed it toward her.

"Of course!" The older lady clapped her hands together, a twinkle in her eye.

She carefully cut a piece of pie and put it on a plate. Then she bit into it, tasting its rich, juicy flavor.

"This is good. Very good!" She dug in for another bite.

"I'm glad you like it." Jinx smiled.

"Quest complete. One hundred xp plus extra."

As she polished off the pie and took the plate into the kitchen, Jinx relaxed. Moments later, a dish shattered on the floor. There was a painful cry, then a thud.

"Help!" The old lady's helpless, painful cry echoed throughout the kitchen.

Slowly, Jinx walked into the kitchen and saw the lady laying on the floor. Looking down at her, she smiled.

"Your sister sends her love." Jinx looked down at her, smiled and watched her slowly die.

"See that drawer?" The old woman panted, struggling to live.

"Yes..." Jinx arched an eyebrow. She did not expect this.

"Get that poison crystal and hand it to my sister."

Jinx walked over and opened the drawer. She took a cloth and picked up the deadly killing gem.

"Take it to her and press it against her and she'll be dead. For your payment, look in that drawer." She motioned with her eyes to the counter.

Jinx did as she was bade. Once the drawer was open, there were three gold pieces. Her eyes lit up. It was the biggest payout yet.

"Kill her and you'll get that in your purse. If you don't, you won't. Try to steal it and you'll end up dead. Do you accept my conditions?"

"Of course." She owed no loyalty to her sister. Besides, she was receiving the money - if not she'd get her payment one way or another.

Quest accepted. "Kill my Sister."

Jinx watched as her soul left her body and she lay on the floor with her eyes staring at the ceiling. Jinx took some more money from the back, then left.

"I did it." Jinx said to her demon.

"Yes!"

 

Ding!

 

You are now level three. The spell you receive is Shadow Fire. This spell can be cast and does two to ten points of damage per second. Each level, it grows stronger.

The next caltrop is spikes.

That was a good one. It'd be useful.

 

The woman handed over the coins to Jinx. There were thirty silver and she was pleased with the reward.

Now for the task at hand.

"Here." She pressed the gem into the woman's outstretched hand.

Her cry of surprise echoed through the forest air, stilling the singing birds.

"Bitch!" She fell on her knees, looking at her with complete shock.

"Do you think your dear sister would let you live once she knew it was you?" Jinx said, opening her leather pouch to see three glittering gold pieces.

"How could you do this to me?"

"Money, honey." Jinx turned as the elf gasped her last breath.

"Quest complete. Kill My Sister." Two hundred xp flashed before her eyes which doubled.

Jinx walked along the trail, thinking of what to do next.

"You have chosen to walk the evil path. 100 xp gained. You are at level one. Once at level ten, you can't turn back from your destiny.

She nodded, please at how she was doing in the game.

Azhar walked beside her in silence.

"Well...well...well...look at what we have here." A woman's voice cackled and shattered her thoughts.

"Ah...the bitch." Jinx said. Her eyes gleamed with evil excitement.

This was outside the tower's range. Drizilla couldn't do anything about it. This was the moment she'd been waiting for and she jumped at the chance.

"So you think you're so big and tough, with that loser demon?" Razdua said.

Azhar stood up straight, tension played along his shoulders and back. His tail lashed, ready to fight.

Since when weren't demons boiling for a fight?

A loud, challenging ring filled the air as words flashed before her eyes. An orange banner slammed on the ground.

"Do you accept?"

Azhar snarled, glaring at his old enemy. Cherkax bored his eyes into his as he gripped his weapons repeatedly.

"I accept." Jinx said, licking her lips.

Eagerness to fight her foe coursed through her blood. She felt her demon's lust for battle.

"Begin!"

Jinx's hand weaved through the air. Sparks of fire swirled and danced as she cast Demon Fire. It flew through the air, smashing into her foe.

Azhar leapt toward Cherkax with a lion-like roar. He raised his arm and brought down his mace. His foe blocked his blows with his shield.

Razdua laughed as she cast her spell of Shadow Fire. A bolt of dark energy shot through the air and before Jinx could step aside, the bolt smashed into her chest, flinging her to the ground.

Jinx saw ten hp instantly drain away as she looked at her rival. There were no hp missing from her health bar.

Jumping to her feet, she fired off a spell from Keylos. It's red and yellow bolt of power slammed into Razdua's face. The brightness of the spell didn't seem to have any effect her.

Jinx didn't see her grab for her face or rub her eyes, attempting to shield herself. It had no affect on her as she cast another spell.

This couldn't be happening!

Razdua cast another spell, Demon Fire. This spell felt like she was being devoured by piranhas. Jinx gritted her teeth and, through the pain, she cast another spell.

It blasted her enemy, but there was no effect.

"How in the fuck did you do that?" Jinx blinked in disbelief.

This couldn't be happening!

"That is for me to know and you never to find out." Razdua said.

All at once Jinx realized that she was cheating and wished she had not been so impulsive. There was nothing she could do about it now.

Would she really die?

"I admit defeat." Jinx loathed to say those words, but there was something wrong and she guessed that it was a hack from the computer game.

"No! I haven't come this far for you to admit you lost to me!" She screamed. "Computer! Disregard what she said."

Jinx knew she was right when she heard those words. Somehow, she had hacked into the computer and was winning by fraud.

The clanging of weapons rang through the air as both demons fought to protect their masters. Azhar noticed the same thing with his enemy. No matter what he did to him, he didn't lose any hp.

Jinx felt weak as she was on the losing end of the battle. She knew there was no mercy, nor did she expect any. There was nowhere to run and there was something in her foe's victorious eyes that spelled trouble for her.

She knew her "friend" wouldn't make this quick. Would she torture her before killing her?

She had hacked into the program somehow and gained an enormous advantage. Could she be killed permanently?

"How did you hack into the game?" She said.

"You'll never find out."

"I'll rip you to pieces for real bitch. You were the one who pushed me out of the way and he selected you! How dare you!" She hissed like an angry cat.

"What are you blathering about?" Jinx said.

She laughed at her confusion.

Weakened from the dots and the spells she'd cast, Jinx fell to her knees as Razdua spun around and hissed something.

Whirling around, Azhar leapt toward her as she cast a spell which froze him in place. Jinx saw he couldn't move, but his blazing eyes burned more fiercely.

"What the fuck?" Azhar struggled against the spell.

"I'm going kill you very slowly and there is no coming back. You won't be rezzed because the computer will devour you."

She withdrew a wavy dagger and grabbed her, pulling her close. Jinx was too weak to fight, though with the rest of her remaining strength, she tried to push the dagger away.

It drew closer to her throat and Jinx forced herself to stare into her enemy's eyes. She refused to give her the satisfaction of seeing anything but defiance.

 

 

Chapter 8 ***

 

 

"Stop!" A voice thundered as the banner snapped and crashed to the ground as if it were made of toothpicks.

A blast of dark power smashed into her rival and flung her back into a tree, yet she lost no hit points. Her demon leapt toward the intruder, pounding her with his ax raised.

Shock overcame Jinx when she realized that an anti-paladin had come to her aid. She was battling the other warlock's demon, but he wasn't losing any hp. The paladin was pushing him back outside the battle circle.

Why? She must have hacked the game, somehow.

"This fight is over!" The stranger said.

"You bitch! I'll kill you one night." Razdua curled her lips in a feral snarl.

"Promises, promises..."

With a snap of her fingers, she vanished in a cloud of smoke. Jinx steeled herself for the killing blow from the anti-paladin.

"Hurry up and get it over with." Jinx gazed up at her.

"Don't you recognize me?" She folded her arms across her chest with a wiry smile. 

"No."

"Roxy. Don't you recognize me?"

"Sandra? How did you get in the game? Are you a Founder?" Jinx staggered to her feet.

"We need to talk. Follow me." Sandra said as she walked down the road, then cut off into the forest.

She stopped at a glen at the foot of a waterfall. Sandra motioned for her friend to sit down on a rock.

"Why are you here? Are you a Founder?" Jinx watched her friend pace around like a caged animal as she motioned with her hands. It was as if she were contemplating what to say.

Sandra stopped and looked at her.

"Rick came to see me and he told me of Razdua."

Jinx clenched her fists. "Why did he tell you?"

"He told me because he thinks she's a hacker in the game. He had to turn one person away. It was her and he believes she hacked herself into the game."

"What does this..." Jinx pondered the question and then snapped her fingers. "She must be mad that I was chosen and she wasn't."

"Rick needs to stop her and he can't at the moment. He made me a Tester. I'm here to protect you, because it was him that made you a Founder instead of her."

"There's got to be more than that."

"What do you mean?"

"Do you think that she would want to destroy the game?"

"I hadn't thought of that. I suppose it could be so."

"I will destroy her. Since I met her in the game, I follow the game's rules while she doesn't have to. We've got to find a way to make sure we have no more problems like I did with that duel."

"Do you think you could have won?"

"I don't know. No. We need to see how she did this and then somehow prevent her from completing her goal."

"What is her goal? Is she working alone?"

Jinx shrugged. "Thanks for saving me."

"No problem."

"How did you get in the game?"

"Rick contacted me and told me that we may have a problem. He said I could come into the game if I was a tester. So, I did. I can't be here when they do maintenance though."

Jinx looked at her name above her head.

"Valdara EbonBlade? That's a great name."

"Thanks. Yours is too." Valdara said as she paced around, throwing her head back, letting her long, black hair cascade down her shoulders as she studied the sky.

"I've come here to tell you your parents are contesting them unplugging your body. Your father has vowed to bring you back."

"Ugh! Will they ever stop?" Jinx hid her face with her hand.

"No. I don't think so."

"Can they do that?"

"Apparently."

"Rick wanted to tell you himself, but he told me to mention it to you if I saw you first."

"Come on, let's go to the tower and talk to him. His name is Drizilla and can you believe he chose a female?"

"Just like a guy!" Jinx laughed.

"How do you like the game?"

"I love it!"

They talked, walking down the path heading toward the tower. When she entered the tower, they met her rival which sneered at them. However, she left them alone as they walked toward the headmistress' room.

They explained everything to her. Her eyes were concerned as Jinx explained what happened. All she knew was she had acted like a half-witted fool.

She'd let her emotions overwhelm her when she saw her enemy and thought she could take her on. She'd learned more about her since the battle and she didn't like what she had learned.

"Hmm..." Drizilla's chair creaked as she placed her feet on the desk. She steepled her fingers as she thought about what was said.

"Both you two need to go into the Thieves' Guild." Drizilla said, narrowing her eyes.

"I was being spied on when I went there before." Jinx tapped her fingers on the desk.

"That's not all that impossible. Before you go to the Thieves Guild, I want you to complete this quest. It's hard, but it's a Founder's quest and offers special rewards if you complete the quest chain."

She opened her drawer and handed her a coin that felt alive to the touch.

"What is this?" Jinx rubbed the coin and a warmth ran through her fingers, up her arm, spreading through her body.

"It is a coin that connects you to the game. Think of it as an invisibility spell."

"Will it protect me if I fight her again?"

"Yes, you will get an actual invisibility spell when you reach thirty. This will protect you until then." Drizilla explained.

Jinx nodded her head.

"Now go to the Thieves' Guild and they will have a good quest for you. You will find the Founder's quest there."

"While we are on their quest?" Jinx wanted to make sure.

Drizilla nodded.

"Make sure you get to tenth level. At tenth level, you can have two demons out. I'd suggest that you use Obsidian as a spy. You also can get buffs for your demons to strengthen them."

"Good."

"Go to the big oak tree and slay the demon rabbit."

"Do you accept "Slay the Demon Rabbit?"

"Yes." Jinx said, laughing at the quest. How dangerous could a rabbit be?

"Well, we're here." Valdara looked around as she tried to spot the tiny little bunny.  "Where's the stupid rabbit?"

"Maybe we need to do something." Jinx leaned against the tree, pondering their next move.

They were at the location the map directed them to. Where was it? There were probably a hundred rabbits in the area. How would they know which one it was?

The earth rumbled like a creature was digging from the earth's center to where they stood. Dirt exploded, scattering clumps as if a bomb went off. They swayed and fought for balance as the creature leapt upward.

The roar of a gigantic red rabbit shattered the forest air as his blazing crimson eyes drilled into theirs.

"That's him?" Valdara studied the horse-sized bun bun.

"It has horns?" Jinx blinked, wondering if this was some kind of sick joke.

"No, antlers. It looks like a Jackalope." Valdara smiled, preparing to charge into battle.

"Whatever it is, let's kill it and then talk about it." Azhar give his battle cry and charged. Reaching for his mace, he slammed it down on the rabbit's twitching nose.

His mighty attack dealt 10 hp of damage. The rabbit staggered backward, shaking his head.

With a war cry, Valdara rushed toward the monster. Her two-handed sword gleamed in the moonlight as she slashed it down on the beast's shoulder, causing it to shriek.

Her sword bit into it's flesh, instantly tearing away 25 hp from the creature.

Jinx cast Demon Fire on the gigantic rabbit as she aimed Keylos at it, blasting it with dark energy. The spell drained four points off the rabbit's life while Keylos's black magic took twelve from him.

The rabbit slammed his mighty hind foot on the ground. The group staggered, trying to keep to their feet. Jinx toppled to the ground while Azhar kept his feet only by hugging a tree. Valdara jumped toward the rabbit, fury blazing in her eyes.

The rabbit whirled around, its claws ripped into the demon's chest and threw him  back thirty yards.

He fixated his red eyes on Jinx. She felt her heart freeze and her blood congeal when he lunged at her with his fangs bared. Too stunned to move, they bit deep into her shoulder as she screamed, dropping Keylos.

Red flashed before her eyes as 20 points faded from her. The pain was so intense she didn't feel the rabbit's attackers causing damage to him.

He shook her as if she was a rag doll. She tried to cast her spells, but couldn't. He was shaking her so hard, she couldn't make the correct hand movements.

It seemed like an eternity of pain and suffering as the demon rabbit shook her. His chisel-like teeth were dagger sharp.

Hp flashed before her eyes. She attempted to fight, but it was impossible.

With desperation filling her heart, she tried her trinket which drained the rabbit's life force and give it to her. But not enough to destroy the beast.

"Hey dumbass! Is your mom a cockroach?" Azhar growled. He slammed down his mace as the rabbit turned its attention to him.

Jinx rubbed her aching, bleeding shoulder as Valdara and Azhar brought the rabbit crashing down. They stood over the vicious beast as it gasped its last breath.

Jinx staggered to her feet and walked over as they looked at the loot.

There was 25 gold, 30 silver and 80 copper scattered around its lair. There were steel-clad pants, a bracelet and a statue of a cat.

Valdara handed her something to swallow and she quizzically looked at her.

"Restores health."

When she swallowed the small pill, she felt her wounds healing.

Then she turned her attention to the cat.

Founder Quest "Catch the Night Stallion." You will receive a chest piece and a wand. These will be more powerful than most players will get.

"Cool!"

She could use them both in a fight. She'd use her wand, then skull for attacking. It'd be worth it.

"To catch the stallion, you'll need a magical rope, enchanted halter and corn. Purchase these in town."

"Can you ride him?" Valdara whistled. "I thought you had to wait until twenty before you could ride your mount."

"Don't know." Jinx said. "Come on. I'm going to stay at the inn and have a good warm meal. What about you?"

"I want a nice steak dinner with mashed potatoes and corn. To top it off, I want a nice glass of wine and for dessert, I want a strawberry chocolate cheesecake." Valdara smacked her lips, anticipating the meal.

"That sounds good, I think I'll have the same thing. Are you sure you don't want a salad?" Jinx laughed, clapping her friend on the shoulder.

"Salad is for rabbits."

They both enjoyed the laugh as they trod into town.

It was morning when they finally made it. All they both wanted was rest and then they would start on their new quest.

"Here's the inn 'Dark Stag.'" Jinx looked at the sign which was in the shape of a stag. The letters were white on a black background and stood out like a neon sign.

"I hope they have good food here." Valdara muttered under her breath as they tromped inside.

"We would like some food." Jinx sat down on the barstool.

"Sure, my ladies. What would you like to order?" A tall handsome elf smiled at them as he withdrew a pad and a pen to take their orders.

When they ordered their food, he went into the back and shouted their orders to the cook.

"Would you like any appetizers with your meal?"

They ordered bread and some chips with some salsa. They were delivered to them and they munched on them as they talked among themselves about the adventure they'd had. Especially the giant rabbit. No one would believe them, that was for sure.

"Do you know where the stable master is?" Jinx inquired.

"Here, let me show you on your map." He marked it with an X and she saw it wasn't too far away.

The meal was delicious and the dessert was out of this world. They both felt so full and content.

Their tab was one gold and 25 silver. Not bad for the amount of food they were given.

"How much for a room?" Jinx asked as she paid for her meal.

"What type of room do you wish?"

"What do you have?"

"There's the common room for twenty-five silver. Medium room for 50 silver pieces and the Deluxe room for one gold." He said.

"I'll take the deluxe." She paid him and he handed her a very finely-crafted silver key and pointed upstairs.

"Number 3 on your left."

She climbed the stairs to her room and took a long hot bath, then collapsed on the feather bed. When she awoke, she felt relaxed and at half health.

Padding downstairs, she greeted the man and ordered breakfast, even though it was past noon. As she ate, she found out where the Temple was where she could get fully healed.

Jinx considered her options as she ate her meal. There were a lot of things she had to do today, like convert her money, find out the value of the crystals she had and purchase what she needed to capture the stallion.

Jinx and Valdara talked over what they had to do. She had dismissed Azhar and when he was gone, Obsidian popped up and hopped on the stool.

"I would like something to eat, too." She said, standing on her perch, puffing out her chest.

"Sure, what will you have?" He asked, writing her order.

Jinx was surprised at how much the imp ordered.

"Are you going to pay for this?"

"Nope. She is." The imp jabbed her finger at Jinx.

"Why should I pay for your dinner?"

"I'm your minion and you support me. Besides, I have some news for you. You'll love it." Obsidian said with a sly smile curling up her lips.

"Pray tell, do inform." Jinx said, folding her arms across her chest. She was starting to like the insolent imp.

"I will inform you later when we are outside away from people. You know how people listen." Obsidian said as the waiter set her food down before her.

She gobbled down her food like a starving dog. Crumbs flew everywhere.

Valdara slapped the table, laughing.

Obsidian stopped and smiled.

"We don't eat like you. The rule is, if you don't gobble up any food you've gained, another, more powerful, demon will eat it for you." The imp said, puffing out her small chest, then dove back to swallowing her feast.

"The powerful rule and the weakest get by on whatever scraps they can." Valdara smirked. "Then how do you get by in the world of giants?"

"Ah...no one is better at spying than us." She said, her voice growing haughty.

They enjoyed their fine meal and went outside, walking down an alley. Jinx looked around and made sure they were completely alone.

"What's the info?" Jinx folded her arms and leaned against a wall.

"Your "friend" has hacked the computer and is building her base somewhere between worlds." Obsidian sat on a trash can and licked the last bits of food from her fingers.

She'd have to become a hacker. Or defeat her another way. How?

It was something to consider that she might not want to build within the game. Would the Abyss be a better place to build her castle? Could she build a castle in the game and then in Eternal Abyss?

It may be a good idea to have two castles with a portal between them. How could she protect both places from attack as Razdua was more powerful than her?

It'd be something to think about. How much was land to purchase, anyway? She'd have to find out. Something else to add to her already long list.

"Come on." Jinx motioned for everyone to follow her. She had a ton of things to do.

She checked her HUD as they walked to the small temple. Jinx saw that her reputation had increased by twenty. Her rep of The Dark Sisterhood stood at 25 and the Slayers of Life was -5.

"Why are you down with the Slayers of life?" Valdara frowned.

Jinx explained as they walked to the temple which stood at the center of the bustling town, right by the market center.

The cool air buzzed with activity as people shouted their bids to the tall woman who - with the wave of her fingers - caused the prices to appear on the screen of magic.

Jinx looked at the people who were standing next to a pole with a red button. The patrons made their bids on small screens for the items they desired.

"What are you looking for?" Valdara leaned close, whispering in her ear.

"What items are here? I might be able to use them against her." Jinx smiled when a customer left and received her item she'd purchased.

She walked up and pressed the button. Scanning the items, she learned more about the armor, spells, potions, mounts and the lists continued on.

The items were far too expensive for her to even think of purchasing. She just wanted to get a feeling of what was out there.

"Come on." Jinx left the busy room.

Outside in the bright sunshine, she inhaled the spicy scents which swirled in the air currents as merchants called out to the passing customers.

The voices of farmers carried forth as people milled around. Others labored under the sun as some women gambled in dark corners of the market.

A minion rushed by them with a paper grasped in his hands. His fast pace startled a flock of pigeons who burst into flight.

"What are you looking for?"

"The exchange."

"Here." Valdara grabbed her by the arm and led her to the exchange.

Jinx strode up to the exchange booth where a woman leaned against the counter, watching the activity going on around her.

She handed over the coins and told her what she wanted.

One hundred copper equaled one silver. One hundred silver equaled one gold.

Jinx asked about the different exchanges throughout the land.

"Only we are allowed to mint coins. The trolls deal in sea shells and pearls. The humans have a monetary system which relies on exchange and bartering." She stifled back a yawn as she continued her explanation.

Jinx listened, wondering how it would be to visit these lands. How would she deal with the other monetary systems?

"There's a small bank in the next town." She said.

Jinx thanked the lady and rejoined her group.

"Where's the next stop?" Valdara inquired as she strutted beside her.

"The stables." Jinx was determined to get her mount and learn to ride it. She'd never been on a horse in her life.

"Do you have any magic rope, a halter and some magic corn?" Jinx said to the stable master.

"Let me check." The strong female elf walked to her storeroom.

"I'm out of corn. I don't have a halter, but I can have one made. As for a magic rope, what are you trying to hunt?" She said.

"A night stallion."

"Hmm..." She tapped her fingers on a wooden beam. "They are tricky and vicious."

"How should I go about catching one?"

"The magic corn lures them to the spot, but I know of another way to attract their attention."

"What?" Her eyes lit up.

"The fresh heart of the unicorn will do it. I also need a unicorn's mane and I can make a halter for you if you're willing to get the ingredients."

"What are they?"

"A unicorn mane, white stag antler powder and angel bloom." She said. "It's tough, but it'll be worth it. Who are you giving it to?"

"My mentor." Jinx wondered why she'd want this stallion.

"Ah...okay." She nodded. "Get me those supplies as soon as you can and I'll start working on it."

Quest accepted "Bring me the ingredients." It would offer 500 xp and a bridle for the mount you will get at twenty.

"Do you have any quests to do?" Jinx walked down the steps as her imp skipped along beside her.

"No." Valdara glanced around the small town.

"Good. I'm glad. After that rabbit I don't know how tough these quests will be."

"Do all Founders have to do these quests?"

'I suppose so."

"After this are we going to the thieves guild?" Valdara asked.

"Yep."

"Okay. Where are we hunting?"

Jinx brought up the HUD and scanned over it. The section where she needed to hunt the unicorn was blue.

"Are we really going to kill a unicorn?" Valdara gripped her sword so tight her knuckles turned white.

"Yep. We will kill him and get that stallion." Jinx smiled, dreaming of her own mount. What type of demonic horse did she want? Her own demonic steed which she'd call forth and ride whenever she wanted.

"It'll be fun to learn how to ride, won't it?"

"Yes, it will." Jinx agreed, wondering what other methods of travel were in the game.

Did she really want to learn how to ride an animal? Oh, sure in rl you could learn, but could you in here?

Maybe she could get a magic carpet. No. She shook her head, I need to learn. If I'm going to be a feared warlock, then I need my mount.

Envisioning herself on a fiery stallion, looking down upon someone who was shivering and pleading with her would look much more powerful compared to her sitting on a carpet.

However, maybe she could make it work. A carpet? She'd have to meditate on it.

A shrill whistle broke her from her thoughts.

"Look at this forest."

Jinx glanced around at the beautiful aspen forest with scarlet leaves that fluttered to the silver-blue grass.

"I can't believe this!" Jinx said, twirling around.

"It looks like a fairy land."

"It does, but next to the Shadow Elves?"

"You should see it where I come from. It's beautiful." The imp chimed in.

"Really? You're kidding." Valdara said, casting a glance at the imp.

"Nope. In the day it looks like a barren desert. Things change when night falls. Flowers and trees bloom and water appears. But be careful, dangers lurk everywhere." 

"Can you spy on Razdua? Tell me what she's up to." Jinx asked.

The imp nodded, then vanished.

Jinx called Azhar to her.

"What are we going to do today?" He boomed in his most intimidating voice.

"We're killing a unicorn."

"Slowly, I hope?" 

"Maybe."

Valdara laughed, slapping her knee.

Azhar inhaled the air, reading the scents they couldn't smell.

"This way." He trotted off, his eyes bright. 

They followed him as he sped uphill. He zig-zagged around boulders and trees. He jumped over logs as he raced along, hunting.

"He loves to hunt." Valdara said as she ran along beside Jinx.

"And to kill." Jinx said, feeling the thrill of the hunt course through her blood as they raced through the trees. 

"He's found one!" Jinx yelled, forcing her legs on faster.

They topped the ridge and saw Azhar battling a unicorn. The silver beast struck out with its hooves, while Azhar blocked his blows and attacked the unicorn.

The shrill scream of the unicorn vibrated through the cool evening air.

"There!"

Jinx followed Valdara's fingers as she pointed down to the valley below. Azhar and the unicorn were locked in battle.

She raced and almost slid down the slope, eager for the fight. To kill such a beast would be a mark of greatness.

Her wand blew forth scorching flames as Keylos blasted the unicorn with its dark power. The silver unicorn pointed his spiral horn, blasting her with lightning, flinging her back. She slammed into a tree, knocking the wind out of her lungs.

Gasping for air, she gulped down lung-fulls of oxygen. Staggering to her feet, she fought away the dizziness and blasted the unicorn with her dark power.

Azhar slammed his mace down upon the unicorn's shoulder as he shouted obscenities at it. The beast looked at her with wild, savage eyes and at that moment she knew it wanted her dead. Squealing, the unicorn whirled around and fought him with the fury it held for Jinx.

Distracted by the demon's and Valdara's attacks, the unicorn turned his rage on them. He lunged at Valdara, his hooves rained down on her.

"Valdara!" Jinx aimed Keylos at the unicorn as it sought to slay her friend.

Azhar roared as the unicorn faced him.

The blast of black magic ripped the life from the unicorn as he toppled over on the ground. Jinx rushed to her friend.

"Valdara, are you okay?" She grasped her friend's cold hand.

She looked so pale and near death. Jinx searched through her bags. No bandages! Great! How could I have been so foolish!

"No! Don't leave me." She begged.

She shook her head, not believing that Valdara was dead. A pressure built behind her eyes as tears fell like rain. Jinx knew she'd take her to town and have her rezzed.

"Don't leave me." Jinx's lips trembled, not wanting lose her friend.

Jinx felt her friend's spirit withdraw from her cold body. She sobbed.

"Hey, Jinx I'll find my body. We're in a game, death isn't real, remember?" Valdara's whisper danced through her mind.

She was an idiot! Jinx had forgotten she was in a VR game. 

"Miss me?" Valdara said with a laugh.

"Yes." Jinx hugged her close.

"Aw...I didn't know you missed me that much." Valdara laughed.

"This is so real I forgot it was only temporary."

"I know. It's impossible to tell that you are in a game." She said.

"Come on, lets take care of this." Jinx stood, turned on her feet and strode toward the slain beast.

She chopped off the spiral horn and mane, then cut out its heart. Her lips curled in disgust at the coppery smell of blood and its slick wetness.

 

 

Chapter 9 *** 

 

 

"I'll take more quests, but I have so many questions." Jinx stood, not wanting to leave.

"I know, they'll be answered in time. Just be careful. Your father has frozen your body and is keeping it alive until he finds you." Valdara explained.

Jinx rolled her eyes, flinging back her head. This just made her more determined to stay.

"The other devs said he paid a large amount to give himself a permanent place in the game."

"What? I can't believe this!" Jinx balled her fists and gritted her teeth.

"He's that determined to bring you back."

"I know. I'm not going back."

Fury clutched her heart like a dragon. All she wanted was to kill and destroy. Would her dad ever learn? She didn't want to go back. She wouldn't go back!

How dare he? Why couldn't he just leave her alone to live her life?

She walked to the Thieves' Guild and steeled herself for the cutthroats. She gave the code word and the door was swung open.

She saw five question marks over the heads in the room. 1 man and 4 ladies. Three were shouting over a game of cards. One was off in a corner watching everyone with suspicious eyes and the other was handing out drinks in the large room. 

They hadn't been there when she'd been there before. Do NPC's go about a daily life? Would they understand they were just computer simulations? Or would they feel they were as real as her?

They went about their lives with casual ease. It was a time where they could relax, enjoying the evening, before they set off for their crimes in the town.

The man in the corner had a "?" over his head. It surprised her that a male would have a quest. She had seen no males handing out quests. It was always the women. 

"Greetings." He said with a sly smile as he leaned against the wall without a care in the world.

She greeted him and sat down.

"You have a quest?" She asked, realizing how much he didn't bow or cringe when a female was around, like the other males did in the city.

"Yes, I do. If you have the guts."

Jinx flushed. "Of course I do!"

He smiled. Deliver this package to the other side of the mountain." He said.

"Sure, I can do that."

"Take this package to Sir Xilack in the anti-paladin training area." He slid the brown package to her. "It's a dangerous journey, so be prepared young warlock." He warned.

"I will."


"Quest accepted. Take a package to the next town."

She looked on her map and found the next town. There was a path that led to the next city behind the mountains. It looked like a steep incline winding around the mountain.

What could be so dangerous about taking this trail? Perhaps renegades? Or maybe savage beasts? Whatever it was, she knew without a doubt she could face it. Stuffing the package in her pack, she got up and walked toward the woman throwing darts.

"Excuse me, ma'am. Do you have any quests for me?" She asked.

The woman threw her dart which sliced through the smoke filled air and hit the bulls-eye. She turned and studied her with a critical eye.

"Yes. I do have a quest for you. I want you to gather up some pelts for me. Kill five wolves and bring the pelts back to me."

Jinx nodded her head in agreement.

"Quest accepted. Kill 5 wolves."

It sounded simple enough. Then she could turn her attention to better quests.

She looked around and saw there were only three more question marks over the heads of the card players.

"You lying son of a bitch!" One woman snarled as she leapt to her feet, drawing out her sword.

The other woman - whom she was enraged at - slammed her foot against the table, knocking it into her. Then she got to her feet with her daggers drawn and eyes blazing.

Jinx watched, fascinated, as the two women were about to fight. The other women and the man who sat in the corner watched with glowing, excited eyes. Jinx was curious to know how this would play out.

Before the women could lunge toward each other, a deadly fury-filled voice snapped out like a whip.

"Stop!"

A tall, dangerous-looking woman appeared from the shadows and glared at the two women. Everyone was eager to see who would win. They kept silent, knowing that the tall woman was no one to mess with.

Jinx wondered who she was.

"We are sisters here and we do not fight against each other. That is for emotional men to do."

Jinx made the mistake of chuckling and looked into the leader's fierce eyes.

"What's so funny?"

"I apologize. I meant no offense, but from where I come from it is men who rule and women who are fighting for their rights. It's just funny to hear it said that way." Jinx responded.

She arched her eyebrow and then marched over to her with a look of disdain on her face.

"What is a warlock doing in the Thieves' Guild?"

"Looking for a quest. You have one?"

The leader of the Thieves' Guild didn't have a question mark over her head, but something told Jinx that she did have a quest.

"Yes, actually I do."

"What is it?"

"Meet me in my office. We have much to discuss if you wish to do this quest."

Jinx nodded, then quickly gathered up the other quests in the room. One wanted more liquor, the other needed a shawl delivered to her aunt in the next town. The last wanted her get some poison for her.

Jinx agreed to all these quests, then turned and followed the leader into her office.

"What is your quest?" Jinx asked, walking in the room as the leader glared at her.

"The quest is 'Steal a Ruby.'" She said, searching Jinx's soul.

"I'd like to know where it is and why you want it." Jinx stared back with just as much intensity as the leader.

"This Ruby belongs to my mother, who banished me from her home because I wasn't a good daughter who would follow the family's traditions. She took my favorite Ruby and tucked it away as a punishment for me. They say that when I come to my senses and become the witch they want me to be, I'll be accepted back into the fold. It will be given back and all will be well."

Interesting. It intrigued her to see how she was going to steal this gem. She must be a very powerful witch for her daughter not to want to do it herself.

"I need more information about your mother and any siblings that you may have who live at home."

She cocked an eyebrow as a sly gleam brightened in her eyes.

"My mother is a witch and she needs me to become one, to carry on the family line of witches."

"Does your mother like warlocks?"

"Yes, she does. She often uses the warlocks for quests and allies."

A plan was forming in her mind. She stayed silent, listening to her rant.

Other ideas bubbled forth from her mind as a back up plan formed. She'd play this game and emerge the victor. She might even have information about Razdua or maybe even a way to destroy her.

Of course, she would steal the silly ruby and give it back to this thief. She couldn't understand why the mother just didn't accept that her daughter wanted to be a thief instead of a witch.

"I will get it for you. It may take some time, but you'll have it within a week."

"You think you can do it that fast?"

"Depends on if my plan works or not. If it works, I'll get it here sooner, if not then we'll see." Jinx said.

A challenge to use her wits and see how crafty she could be. Someone who was stronger and had more experience would test her, but how much?

"You will get a reputation if you complete these quests. Get enough reputation with us we will have more missions for you to accomplish." She promised with silken words.

Jinx pushed open the wooden door and felt the sun bathe over her face. She walked through the tall pines to the gurgling stream and followed it, thinking about the new town.

It was full of new opportunities and adventures. She had to go.

A deep baying howl of a wolf sent chills playing along her spine. She froze, listening to whispering winds playing through the pine boughs. Fear clawed through her, mixed with excitement.

From the dark shadows of the trees emerged a large wolf. Its blazing gold eyes spoke of hunger as it ran its tongue over its sharp fangs.

The wolf gave a deep howl-bark, then charged. Azhar roared and raced toward the wolf. He slammed his mace on the wolf's head and the large canine crashed to the ground.

The wolf staggered to its paws, shaking off the blow as 10 hp appeared above the wolf's head. It had only ten left.

With a snarl curling its lips, it lunged toward the demon, letting the warlock slip from his attention.

She cast her dots on the wolf, dealing 3 hp of damage. The total damage was 8. Then she blasted the wolf with Keylos' power.

The wolf's fangs ripped into Azhar's arm, damaging him for 5 hp.

Jinx took her turn and used her trinket to heal her demon. It gave him 3 hp of health, but she wanted to heal him herself.

They battled for what seemed like hours to her, but really it was only a few minutes.

Silence reigned over the forest as she saw the words, "one wolf killed, four more to go.'" Jinx smiled as she looked at the dead canine.

She gained 60 experience points for the killing of the wolf. That turned into 120. Jinx checked the dead wolf and found a bone, some wolf meat and a ragged, flayed chest.

She found the hide that she was supposed to take to the woman. Continuing on her way, she picked her way through the thickets and rocks and soon enough came to the hard path that led to the city.

Looking around at the forest on each side of the road, she wondered about other thieves in the area. She didn't think that any thief working alone would take her on, but what about a group?

Checking her HUD, she marked her quest as she walked along the hard-packed dirt road.

When would she get to the next town? How much walking would she have to do until she got her mount? Even riding a horse would be better than this!

She'd give anything for a nice inn with steaming food and a cold drink. Soaking her complaining feet sounded like heaven. if that was the right word.

Azhar trod beside her with an effortless stride, causing jealousy to rise in her heart.

"What did you find out?" Jinx said, distracted by a few deer crossing the road, their tails waving like banners.

A blanket of silence fell over the pines.

A large doe halted, sniffed the air and stamped her hoof on the ground. They dashed off.

Azhar read the air.

"Wolves."

"Good." Jinx rubbed her hands together. Her excitement grew at the thought of killing them.

A large gray wolf trotted out into the opening, followed by his pack. He swung his head and glared at them. He licked his lips when he saw them.

"Hit all of them and get them on you." She instructed.

Azhar gave his war cry and charged at the largest wolf in the pack, slamming his mace down on the wolf's shoulder as the wolf bit into his leg.

Six hit points were drained from her demon from the wolf's sharp fangs. Now Azhar was down from 30 hp to 24 in one bite.

The demon growled, slamming his spiked mace down the on the wolf's back. It yelped as 10 hit points vanished from its 40.

Jinx blasted the large wolf with her wand and then Keylos. The wand's damage was 4 and her skull's was 12 - a crit - which drained 3 hp of damage. He was now at 15 hp.

The beta wolf jumped straight at her with its fangs bared. She attempted to dodge, but tripped over a rock and fell. It cost her 2 hp.

The wolf flew over her and landed in front of Azhar. The demon smiled, roared then slammed his mace down on his head, causing 8 hp of damage on the wolf, causing it to yelp. 

The weakest wolf raced toward the demon, biting him for 6 hp of damage. The scrawny wolf ran his tongue over his gleaming fangs as he leaped away.

Azhar was down to 18 hp.

Jinx knew what she must do and hoped it would heal him. She popped her trinket. A pink bolt of healing energy bathed the demon in its light.

Azhar rolled his eyes and grumbled. "Is there any other color other than pink!"

He was healed for 10 hp. He gave the wolves a vicious smile before he launched his attack.

He struck the large alpha for 10 points of damage, smashing his mace upside the wolf's skull, stunning him. He lost 5 through the dots which slowly chewed through his health.

The beta wolf, who was focused solely on Azhar, tore into his arm as the demon screamed out in rage and in pain.

He dealt 8 hp of damage. 

Following the other's example, the omega leapt on him and ripped into his shoulder. He did 5 hp of damage to the demon, bringing him down 15 hp.

Azhar growled as he stood his ground in a protective stance. His blocking ability was increased as he attacked again.

Jinx attacked with her spells, causing 8 hp of damage to the stunned leader who stood frozen to the spot. Through the dots, he lost another 4 hp. 

The beta wolf attacked, slamming into the demon's shield, snapping at thin air. The omega had no more luck than the beta.

Azhar slammed his shield into them, causing 6 and 8 hp each. They fell back, snarling at him.

Azhar roared his battle cry and stamped his foot on the dusty path. While he distracted them, Jinx cast her spells through her wand and the skull.

They slammed into the beta as he leaped for Azhar, taking 6 hp from the beta wolf. Another 8 hp from her skull, plus the dots she added.

The wolf took a large bite out of the demon and did 4 hp of damage. The other jumped on him and snapped at his horns.

The alpha wolf fell dead, but the other wolves didn't notice. They continued to attack in a wild frenzy.

The alpha gave Jinx 100 and the bonus made it 200.

She had no time to inspect her leveling bar as she continued to fight. Jinx noted that her demon was down hit points. She blasted him again with healing energy from the trinket.

He grumbled something under his breath, which made her smile even though she didn't hear what he'd said. She could imagine that he was complaining about the pink color of the healing spell.

Which brought him up to 12 hp.

His attention was on the beta wolf who had a mere 12 hp. He brought his mace down on the wolf's head for 10 hp of damage which left it two hit points. 

The omega wolf attacked, biting for 10 hit points of damage. Azhar grunted as his muscles bulged and his eyes glowed red.

The beta wolf had had enough and tucked tail and ran.

Jinx was shocked at him running away. Most games didn't allow that. They fought until they died. She blasted him with dark energy from the wand, which took care of him. He crumpled to the earth.

The omega looked at them and looked at his fallen comrades and hightailed it out of there.

Azhar charged after him, slamming his mace into the wolf's back, snapping it and the wolf was dead.

Killing those two gave her 400 xp.

She received 50 copper, three hides, two wolf meat and a sword.

"Can you use this?" She held up the sword to Azhar.

He inspected the weapon, shook his head and handed it back to her.

"Why? Are you used to maces?" Jinx said.

"It's a two handed sword. I wasn't trained in their use. I use one handed swords, maces and axes."

"What's the difference? Aren't they the same?"

"No."

As he explained the differences between the two, they turned and walked away as ravens gathered in the trees, cawing. When they walked around the bend, the ravens began their feast on the dead wolves.

"I can't wait to reach the next town," She glanced at her map for the millionth time.

She almost sat down, but pushed on knowing it would take longer if she did.

"Excuse me." A crippled old woman sat in the middle of the road. Her voice was pitiful and weak.

"Yes?" It felt good to stop and rest her feet, even if it was for a little while. 

"Would you help me into town?" She looked up at her, pleading with her eyes.

Quest "Help the old woman to town."

You have a choice.

You can either help the old woman into town (good). Or you can walk by (neutral) or kill her (evil).

"Sure I'll help you, old hag." Jinx said, blasting her with her wand and skull.

The old woman screamed helplessly under the onslaught. Azhar leaped into the fray with his mace, pounding the old woman as she fell to the earth, pleading for mercy.

"Please! Don't hurt me! I can give you a few copper pieces to leave me alone!" She begged, her high-pitched voice echoed through the trees. Helpless tears spilled from her pleading eyes.

Jinx smiled as the old hag's shrieks were music to her ears. The more the old woman begged for mercy, the more she tortured the poor soul. 

"Break her bones. Make her suffer more." She flicked her tongue over her lips as the old woman slowly died, screaming in agony.

Quest complete. You have chosen the evil path and gained 100 xp toward it.

She felt good for her evil act.

She also received 200 for completing the quest, bringing it to four hundred.

"Get rid of her body, feed it to your hell hounds. Then meet me in town." Jinx said as she checked the hag's pockets.

He grabbed the woman's leg and vanished. If people missed her, they'd never find the body. Her feet didn't hurt as much now that she'd killed someone and she knew she was walking down her chosen path.

Whistling, she walked toward the town. 

The sun cast its dying light on the world as the shadows pushed it away. Now it was the shadows turn to rule. 

As the stars filled the sky, Jinx thought of her mount and how long it would take for her to get one. Would she go on a quest to achieve it or would she have to purchase it?

Jinx passed by the guards, staring ahead and acting casual, but that was soon replaced by genuine wonder. The victory of killing the old woman was forgotten as she looked in wonder at the new city.

Blueish-black spirals rose to the heavens overlooking the large thriving city like silent monoliths.

The circular buildings had elaborate structures of animals and weapons at the entrance. They had bright, flashing magical signs informing customers of their products.

Assistant merchants handed out samples of their wares.

Women talked in small groups as men toiled away. Horses trod pass, pulling heavy loads. Children screamed as they played on the wooden sidewalk.

It looked like an enchanted fairyland. The glowing magical lights illuminated the street and chased away the dark places where rogues and and cutthroats hid.

Clanging hammers on anvils, neighs of horses and the activity of working elves at their crafts filled the air. Mouth-watering aromas danced through the air, causing her stomach to growl.

"I win!" A woman on the sidewalk cackled as she raked the money to her.

"Want to play again?" Her gambling partner asked, with a crooked smile.

Jinx passed the game of dice they were into without a second glance. All she wanted was a hot meal and place to sleep.

"What do you mean my minion did that?" A woman screamed, shaking a finger at another as they held the fury of a firestorm.

"He was rude to me! Do you know who I am?" The other demanded, stepping toward the other woman.

The minion stood behind his mistress, looking like a dog who misbehaved. He looked from one to the other in silence as they argued.

"Mistress. Mission accomplished." Azhar appeared beside her in a cloud of black smoke.

She gave him a curt nod.

"Pit your minion against Metro! Earn five gold if your minion wins!" A minion's voice called out as a crowd gathered.

A large, imposing ogre strutted around, pumping his boulder-sized fists in the air. He bellowed forth a roar, proclaiming his power.

The ogre stomped to the corner and waited for his next victim.

"My minion will defeat him." A woman led a muscular elf into the pen.

The tall, battle-scarred elf roared to the cheering crowd, then glared at the hulk of a monster.

Jinx heard her stomach growl and saw an entrance to an inn which looked like a black cat's-head with an open mouth.

"Lucky Cat Inn." She said, liking the name.

"Greetings. Please enter our humble tavern." A minion bowed respectfully as she looked around the inn. 

"I want wine." She said to a smiling bartender who greeted her warmly.

"Which one would you like?" The bartender gestured to the selection of wine behind her.

"Red Rose." Jinx said.

"Sure. One moment." She poured a glass of blood red wine, then leaned on the counter with a warm smile on her lips.

"New in town?"

"Yes. Do you have a quest board?"

"Sure do. It's over there." The bartender gestured toward the wall in front of the stairwell.

She swept her gaze over the bar to where she pointed. A large board had many papers pinned on it. Jinx was pleased there were so many. She'd level up in no time.

"I would like a high deluxe room. Are there any perks with that?"

"You get a massage every evening when you return from quests. You can have your meals brought to you in your bed."

"I need a drink. Ale." A voice interrupted.

She quickly served the woman, then came back. 

"Will there be anything else?" She asked.

"How much is the room?"

"A gold per night."

"Good, I'll take it for three nights."

"Three gold, please." 

"Good. I want my massage and meal in bed." Jinx said. "What is the meal of the day?"

"Leg of lamb with mushrooms, onions and garlic, with or without mint sauce. You have your choice of mashed potatoes, beans or chicken soup. Asparagus is the vegetable of the night. And if you still have room after all that, you can order carrot cake."

"How long will that take?"

"Would after your massage be good enough for you?"

"Splendid!"

After a long massage, an excellent meal and a hot bath, she was ready to sleep. Sleeping on the soft, feathered bed, her long walk and battles were washed away. 

The moment her head hit the pillow, she dove into the inkiness of sleep.

 

Stretching the sleep from her body, she slowly woke to the bustling town, wondering what adventures she'd have today. She read some, before ordering a light breakfast.

I want to explore today! Jinx jumped out of bed. Snapping her fingers, her clothes fit around her body and she set out on her day's adventures.

She looked at the quest board and smiled. There were so many quests, she'd grow rich on them. Noting the ones she liked, she went off to explore.

"Where are we headed for today?" Azhar picked his fangs with a toothpick.

"Just looking round." She smiled.

Jinx walked down the street, looking into shop windows. Stopping, she gazed at some glittering colors. They were so beautiful as they glittered in the sunlight.

A bell tinkled as Jinx entered the shop. "This one has strong magic to hold your minion under your sway. He'll serve your family and won't try to run away any more." The sales lady said.

"Do you have better collars?"

"Yes. This one here."

The minion was being held by two others as he struggled.

"Please! Don't do this! Have mercy upon me!" He begged, but his mistress held none in her heart.

She bought one and snapped it around his neck. He stopped struggling instantly and bowed to her.

"What is your life's mission?" She arched her eyebrow.

"To serve you in all things." He said, his head lowered in abject submission.

The mistress cast a hard glance to her other minions. They instantly bowed.

Jinx moved aside as they passed. I've got to get a collar like that. She inspected the prices. They ranged from a few gold to countless gold pieces.

She left the store, knowing she'd return when she gained her first minion who wasn't a demon. If they caused trouble, they'd be fitted with one.

For now, though, her demons were enough.

Jinx walked along the wooden walkway, looking at the shops. Once she'd explored the town, she brought up her HUD. Looking over her quests, she selected "Take Package to Next Town."

Looking on the map, she saw where the quest was and made her way toward the person who needed the package. She found a man leaning against a fence.

She looked at the man's name above his head. Xizorth looked at her with mistrusting eyes. He looked more like a shadow than a man. 

She drew closer with her demon beside her. He was watching her with suspicious, feral eyes.

"I've got something for you." She drew close to the man. Jinx was evaluating him. He was a mysterious man, a rogue who lived by caution.

"What?"

Jinx handed him the package. He nodded and gave her some coins. 50 silver. She pocketed it with an inward smile.

"Quest complete. You've earned 400 xp plus another 400. It is a total of 800 xp."

She saw her xp bar was more than half way to the next level. A few more quests.

"I've got something for you to do if you are interested." He said, studying her as if evaluating her.

"What is it?" Jinx said.

"I want you to go see Nessa Darkstar and tell her the answer is 'yes.' Understood?" He cocked an eyebrow.

She indicated that she did. Jinx didn't understand what the message meant, but she didn't need to. Just as long as it was delivered. And paid.

"Quest accepted. Deliver Message to Nessa."

She received her choice of sashes and chose one. It had two spell power on it and was yellow. She could see it was low grade, but it was better than nothing.

"If you want more quests from me, come back here."

"I will." She promised.

Jinx headed toward Nessa Darkstar's house. On her way, she saw on her HUD the supposed aunt who needed her shawl. Maybe it was a shawl or maybe not, she didn't care. She was only interested in building up a network between these people so she could continue her lifestyle.

Her gentle footfalls scraped against the rough stone steps. Rapping on the door, she called out for the woman of the house.

"Just a second. Please come in and sit on the cushions." A raspy voice called from the kitchen.

"Thank you." Jinx said, giving a knowing glance at Azhar.

"Go invisible and check out the house and see who's there." She leaned close to him, giving his command.

Azhar vanished and did as she bade.

An old woman shuffled into the room, her cane tapping against the wooden floor.

"Hello, dearie. What can I do for you?" She gave her a toothy smile before sitting cross-legged on a pillow.

"I was sent to deliver you this." She pulled out a package from her pack and handed it to her.

"Oh, it's from my niece!" She clapped her hands. "Thank you so much! Would you like some cookies?"

Jinx shook her head.  "I've just eaten. Thank you."

"Very well."

"Quest complete. You receive 300 xp plus a bonus of 300 xp."

It was a total of 600 xp. She checked her HUD and saw that it was at 5,020. She wanted to get to level four bad.

"In the basement, there are some drugs. They are guarded by two mean looking women. The shawl hides drugs which are sown in it." Azhar whispered.

Jinx leaned forward and lowered her voice.

"I know what I delivered and I wish to be employed by you to deliver what you are selling to other cities or in this one." Jinx said, studying the sweet old lady's face.

The old woman's eyes narrowed.

"I'm afraid I don't know what you are talking about." She said a bit nervously.

"You do. There are two mean-looking women down in your basement. They are working on some sort of drugs. I simply want to be employed by you."

"Can you prove what you say is true?" A thin, tight smile appeared on her face. Her sharp eyes held cunning in them.

"Azhar."

Her demon appeared.

"Repeat what you said."

He did.

The old woman didn't look too pleased. She recovered from her shock rapidly.

Jinx imagined what the old woman was thinking. Most warlocks don't have those type of demons. At least not yet.

Just her and her enemy, as far as she knew. There couldn't be any other Founders who had tamed them.

"I'm not going to your competitors. I need employment and I'll work for you." Jinx said.

"I must say you're a crafty one." The woman evaluated her.

"I'll serve you well." Jinx said, knowing she needed to get her foot in the door. This was her opportunity.

If she got the job, she'd learn all she could and gather and research this occupation.

"Wait here." She commanded. Getting to her feet, she walked into the room with her cane tapping on the floor.

"Go see what they are talking about." Jinx said.

With a quick nod, he vanished.

Jinx waited impatiently.

There was a creak of a door, one Jinx assumed was her closing the basement door. Her cane tapped on the floor as it came closer to where she sat in the front room.

The old lady pushed aside the curtains and motioned her into the next room. Jinx followed as her heart thrummed in her ribcage like a trapped hummingbird.

She was led downstairs and saw two women. They gave her an unwelcome glare. The toughest battle-scarred one stepped toward her.

Jinx swallowed, but stood her ground. They stared into each other's eyes. She knew she'd never defeat this veteran in battle.

I want to be this intimidating.

From deep inside, she didn't follow her impulse to back away. She stood her ground as if she was just as tough.

"You're going to have to prove yourself. If you can deliver this package to the next city and return with what they give you, you're in. If you can't, then you're out. Agreed?"

"Yes."

She thrust her hand out and Jinx shook it.

"Now deliver this to the next town, which will take three days. You'll have seven days to get back here." She said.

She turned, grabbed the package and handed it to her.

"Don't get caught."

"Don't worry, I won't."

She turned and left the basement. Jinx controlled the giddiness which pumped through her.

She spent the entire day completing quests and gathering others that were in the next city. Jinx made sure she could return and still have her two days for a few nights when she returned.

The innkeeper affirmed that she could keep her two nights. Before she left, she had one more thing to do: steal the ruby.

She'd reached fourth level from all the quests she'd turned in.

There was so much to do, learn and experience that she wondered if she'd be able to do it all. She was excited to see the next city, but didn't want to walk all the way there. 

It was now or never to learn to how to ride a horse. Maybe she could rent one out.

People have ridden horses for thousands of years. It will be simple to learn.

"What would it cost to rent a horse?" She inquired of the stable-mistress as her fingers tap-danced on the hitching post.

"A gold per day. I will need some collateral. If the horse comes in lame or hurt, you'll pay for it." She said, folding her arms as she leaned against the doorway.

Jinx knew she didn't want to walk all that way. She was just too lazy. The desire to avoid sore feet and tired muscles led her to the stables. She didn't know how to ride, but she wasn't going to admit that to the stable master.

"That sounds good." She said as she gave her six gold. She'd just have to learn to ride.

"What is your collateral?" She asked.

"This." She handed over Keylos. 

The stable-mistress stared at her dragon skull wand as if it were a deadly viper, ready to strike out at her.

"Will this be enough?" Jinx tapped her foot on the dusty ground.

"Y...yes."

"Good. Take care of it or it might eat you." Jinx teased, knowing it wouldn't harm her unless she commanded it.

"I will." The stable-mistress handled her wand like it was a very precious object.

Get me my ruby. It will make me stronger. Keylos sent his thoughts to her.

I will and don't try anything. Understood?

Not even scaring her? His voice sounded shocked and dismayed.

Nope. Not this time.

Ah, come on, you're no fun!

 

 

Chapter 10 ***

 

 

Her mission left no time for her to waste. She'd celebrate when she completed this delivery. Jinx headed for the rogue's mother's house.

What powers did this ruby contain? Why did Keylos want it? She was learning more about her demons and she wanted to use them more.

They could spy for her and gain information she couldn't know. Her demons were proving useful in many things and she wanted to expand upon that.

Even though she needed to go, she wanted to complete the mission and get the ruby.

She found the house where the mother lived and knocked on the door. A male elf opened the door.

"Yes?" His dour expression and the collar around his neck left no doubt in her mind what he was. He wasn't a consort, just a lowly minion.

"I need to speak to the mistress of the house." Jinx said, wondering how she was going to pull this off.

"Was she expecting you, ma'am?"

"I'm here for an assignment."

He cocked an eyebrow.

"Please wait here." He closed the door and Jinx heard him walk to the back of the house.

"You know what to do." She said to Azhar.

He acknowledged her and was quickly gone.

Heavy steps fell, drawing nearer to the front door. Jinx shuddered, then forced herself to calm down. This would work, it had to. 

The door flung open and there stood a tall, cold-eyed woman. She eyed Jinx as if she were a minion she wished to purchase at the market. 

"I don't know you." She said, her voice colder than a frigid blizzard wind. 

"I've come for an assignment." Jinx looked into her cold eyes, knowing only one thing, she shouldn't back down from this woman.

"Do you think you can do the job, Missy?"

"My name Jinx Hellfire." She stepped forward, locked eyes with her.

"Jinx." She rolled her name on her tongue as if tasting its flavor. She looked up at the ceiling, breaking eye contact, as she pondered something.

Jinx wondered if she couldn't use her demons to read minds. She'd have to try it the next time the situation came up.

"Yes."

"Who sent you?" She demanded to know as she clenched her hands into fists. 

She was a woman that liked to be in charge of things and wanted to know everything about her business. Jinx like that about her, but she was too cold and cautious.

"I came here for a job. No one sent me. I'm questing in this town and I want money. I'm willing to do anything within reason." Jinx said, wanting to impress this cold-hearted bitch.

"Hmm..." Her long, slender fingers twiddled with her sash. She then motioned for the young warlock to enter her fancy mansion.

"You are dressed as a warlock, have you tamed your imp yet?" Her icy tone and small talk made it clear she didn't expect much from her. Jinx's blood boiled and all she wanted to do was teach her a lesson. However, she kept a calm demeanor as they conversed.

"I've tamed her and another demon. Azhar." She said. The woman jumped back when Azhar appeared.

"You mean you've tamed one of these creatures?" She looked at the demon, then back at the young warlock.

Was there a glimmer of respect in those eyes?

"I know little about taming demons. But isn't the imp the first demon you tame?"

"Yes, the imp is the first demon a warlock tames. I drew him forth and tamed him as well." She said offhandedly as if it were of no importance.

Jinx was pleased to see her arch an eyebrow and look at her with a glimmer of respect. Her imposing warrior-demon commanded and compelled people to admire her and respect the power she held.

I must use him more in the future.

The woman was only three levels higher. Would she be able to take her now or maybe she should do a couple more quests?

She sat on the softest cushion she'd ever felt and was even more wary of the woman's power. You didn't live in this lap of luxury without gaining it. Maybe it was handed down, but still you had to protect it.

The woman sat down across from her and commanded her minion to bring tea. He bowed and left the room.

"Now tell me. How did you find me?" She sat back, watching her like a cat watches a bird.

"I need quests to do. I'm new to this town and have little coin. So I need someone to give me a quest or two, then I'll be on my way." Jinx said.

"I have a few quests for you. Maybe you can accomplish them."

"I'm sure I can, just tell me what they are." She said, wondering if they'd be dangerous. She loved danger, but didn't like to take unnecessary risks.

"I want my cellar cleaned out of rats. It should be very simple for you to do." It was spoken as if she really didn't think she could do it.

"What is the other one?"

"Deliver this letter to the next town. She should reply to me the very next day."

The Butler brought the tea as commanded by his mistress. He set the steaming cups on the coffee table.

The woman took a sip of her tea and nodded her head.

Azhar appeared by her side.

"Don't drink that." He growled in demonic.

"Sorry, I don't want any coffee. I'm not all that thirsty."

"I insist that you have some."

"Why?"

They looked at each other like two cats ready to fight.

"It is only right that I offer a person off the street something to drink. It's rude for that guest to refuse my hospitality." She said with this mug air of superiority. 

"Let's cut to the chase. That drink has something in it and I want to know what it is." Jinx said, glaring at her. "I came here for a..." 

"You came here to steal my ruby and there is no way I will allow that, bitch. You are not the only one that has magical means to see what's going on." She stood like a challenged queen for her throne.

Great! The witch knew what she was up to and now was the time to fight. Jinx glanced at her health bar - 100 hp - and she wondered again if she could take her on.

Pride and the greed for power urged her on. She couldn't allow this woman to insult her and go on living!

The witch weaved her fingers in the air, whispering an incantation. Jinx was doing the same when a blast of intense power slammed her into the wall.

It drained 2 hp from her health bar.

Azhar charged, slamming down his mace, dealing 7 hp of damage. She screamed, then turned her evil intentions to him.

Reaching into the depths of her dark rage, Jinx screamed out the spell as she shot dark magic out.

"Shield." The witch said and a shimmering, prismatic light softly flowed around her, deflecting Jinx's attack. Azhar roared in rage as his mace glanced off her shield.

Fury exploded in Jinx's heart. How long would that shield last? Two turns, maybe more?

With a calculating laugh that sounded like mad hyenas, she spoke a few words that Jinx couldn't comprehend. She attacked Azhar, pummeling him with a windy ice storm, driving the demon back.

The jagged ice dealt 4 hp of damage then 6, then lastly 2. For a total of 12. 

Man, she was going to have to learn that spell! It took Azhar down from 40 to 28. She was no pushover!

Then she turned her attention to Jinx and attacked. 

Azhar gave his battle cry as the whole room vibrated and the witch was drawn back to attacking the fearsome demon.

She cast a bright spell, which disorientated both him and Jinx.

The shimmering shield faded as she blasted the demon with fire and brimstone clear across the room, smashing him into the wall, which shattered under his weight.

He lost 8 hp from the magic blast and 5 more from slamming into the wall. He shook his head and growled. He'd lost 13 hit points, leaving him with only 15. 

Jinx didn't like using it so soon, but she activated the trinket, healing him for 12 health, bringing him back up to 27. Her hands felt clammy and she wondered if she could win this battle.

The witch cast another spell of the icy blast which dealt 5, 7 and 7 hp of damage, bringing Azhar down to 8.

Jinx couldn't believe it! Tendrils of fear wrapped around her fast-beating heart. She swallowed as she called forth her glowing orb to shine it in the old hag's eyes.

Her screech sounded like a harpy's as it echoed in Jinx's ears.

It was a surprise and temporarily distracted her as Azhar charged, slamming into her, bringing his mace down upon her head. His blow dealt 7 points of damage. 

He gave her another powerful hit for 9 hp and 2 more as she slammed into the wall. That left her with 75 hp.

Springing to her feet and screaming like a banshee, she started casting another spell.

Jinx called forth her caltrops and threw them in front of her as she blasted her with her wand.

The witch screamed as 4, 4 and 3 hp were drained from her health bar, leaving her with 64.

The wand's powerful blast critted for 16 points of damage, bringing her to 48.

Maybe the tides had turned and she really could win this. Jinx licked her lips, confidence filling her.

She blasted Azhar with a fire spell which dealt 2 hp of damage. It brought him down to 6. 

Jinx clicked her trinket, which cast a pink healing spell over him, bringing him back up to 27.

Jinx didn't like it when the witch turned her attention on her. The witch cast her powerful spell over her. Dark magic shot through the air and slammed into Jinx, causing 5 hp of damage as Jinx staggered back, gritting her teeth in the determination to win. She was down to 36 hp now. She couldn't give up!

Azhar slammed his shield into her, knocking her back into the wall.  His shield slam did 5 hp of damage and hitting the wall added 2 more.

With a feral shout, she blasted the demon with a spell that cast him back as if he was nothing more than a rag doll. The shout did 10 hp of damage to him and 2 more as he fell to his knees.

Jinx couldn't believe how much power the witch had. Would she be able to defeat her? She nibbled her lips, thinking about what she should do. She couldn't heal Azhar now but, in another turn she could and would have to.

She cast her spell and blasted her with her wand, which critted and took away 12 points of life.

Her spell erupted from her fingers and slammed into the witch, dealing 7 more.

The old hag blasted Azhar with her powerful spell, causing him to howl with agony as he collapsed into a heap.

Something deep within her was sad that her demon was dead. She knew she could call him forth from the nether, but it wasn't the same. She was going to have to buy supplies to rez him, though.

Now, she was all alone with the witch who was determined to kill her.

I can rez. Those thoughts did not provide the comfort she thought they would. She didn't want to experience death in this world. Maybe she could resurrect as the game was programmed to bring people back, but she had no desire to actually experience it.

"You little bitch! I've been watching my daughter for three years to make sure she doesn't hire clowns like you to kill me. Do you know what happens if you succeed?" The woman said with a sneer.

"No, I don't. What happens?"

"My family will destroy you. You'll die a painful death."

She cast another spell of ice fire. It was shards of ice flung toward her with fire glowing inside. There were only 3, but she didn't want to experience anymore pain. Jinx had to kill this witch and get the ruby. She cared for nothing else.

She tried to dodge, but the ice fire hit her three times. 4 hp were drained from her and it was a crit so it was 4 more points taken from her. The second hit for 3 and the last scraped her for just 1.

She was down to her last 12 hp.

Clicking the trinket, it healed her for 11, bringing her health back up to 23. She was going to have to finish this soon.

She blasted her with her wand and Demon Fire and just realized she'd forgotten her dot. How stupid was she?

She had 26 hp and Jinx had 12.

Jinx wondered if she should stay and fight or retreat. She couldn't retreat without getting killed. Her stomach twisted and turned as sweat trickled down her back.

What had she gotten herself into? All for what? A stupid rock?

She blasted her with Demon Fire again, dealing 14 damage. Her wand's energy smashed into her, dealing 5 hp of damage.

The witch's spell slammed into her and tossed her against the wall, knocking the breath from her lungs. Her spell caused 6 points of damage, while crashing into the wall added 4, bringing her down to 2.

Weakened by the blast of magic from the witch, she gasped as she aimed her wand for one final blast. She needed air in the worst way and that was making her weak, but still she rose her hand and cast her spell.

Before the witch could utter a spell, the first blast ripped into her. Her wand socked her for 3 hp of damage and her Demon Fire blasted her in the chest, adding 5 hp of damage.

The old hag crashed to the floor and lay still, her life force draining from her body. Jinx didn't move for several minutes, gasping like a fish out of water. 

Dizziness overcame her as her whole body cried out for air. For what seemed like hours she couldn't move as she tried to regain her breath.

Her breath came in shuddering gasps. As soon as she regained her strength, she slowly staggered to her feet, not believing she had won this battle.

She gained 1000 xp which doubled to 2,000 xp.

Pulling herself up, she staggered to the the corpse and felt through the pockets. The old woman had a few copper and silver on her and two notes.

Letters?

Opening one note she almost dropped it as she leaned against the wall, still panting. 

"Dear mom, I am sending you another fool for you to kill and devour their energy once they're dead. You can't believe how many fools there are who accept the quest to steal that Ruby from you."

"That rat!" She crumpled up the note and shoved it in her pocket. Jinx gritted her teeth, then chuckled. She had to give her kudos. It was a good plot and it had very nearly worked.

She would pay for this - her and her brood. Jinx couldn't have any loose ends.

Then she looked at the other note. She perked up as she read the words.

For killing this mob, you will receive her servant, Odar.

Founder Quest: "Kill Family Members."

Interesting.

Kill her two sons and one daughter. Will award you with a spell which has five spell power. Plus Slippers of Power, which adds 3 spell power to your stats.

Where would this lead her? What other powers were to be gained?

 "M..m...mistress?" The witch's minion whimpered as he stood in the doorway.

"Yes?"

"Can I bring you some tea or something that will heal you?" He asked, pleading with her to let him serve her.

Her own servant! Sweet.

"Why are you doing this?" She was curious to see his programming.

"I've been a minion all my life. She was a horrible mistress, but I served her well. Since you won that battle fair and square, you now own me. I seek to serve you as loyally as I served her." His voice was shaking with fear as no doubt he was wondering what type of mistress she would be.

"Yes. I'd like that. Bring it to me." She nodded. He was gone in an instant and she heard clattering in the kitchen. He would be a valuable ally and an asset to her since she didn't know this family that well.

They would come after her, she was positive of that. How much time did she have? She needed to get this quest done before they found out.

He brought her a cup of steaming tea and she sipped it. It tasted so good she drank it down without another thought. It was stupid, she knew, but true to his word it was a healing tea.

Jinx regained 10 hit points after drinking the entire cup. She was still weak from the fight, but maybe sleeping at the inn would help.

The horse she rented would cut down time. Maybe she could make it there in a day and have time to spare. With more cups of tea, her health returned to 40 again. 

She felt much better.

"Show me where your former mistress worked. Did she have a library?"

"Yes. This way." He bowed and motioned for her to follow him.

He led her to the basement.

"I don't know what spells she knew. She had other things which I have no knowledge, but I do know one thing..." He stopped shuddering.

"What is it?"

He swung open the door and pointed to a large thing which looked like a flower. It rose on its stem, spreading its purple and gold petals.

"She fed disobedient minions to it. She named him Harzan. He'd eat anyone who got near him." He shuddered even more violently.

"What is your name, servant?"

"My name is Odar and I promise to serve you well, mistress."

"Very well." She was pleased she'd gained a minion.

"HUD."

"Yes?"

"What happens to the house?" She inquired.

"You can't keep it. It stays in the game to be replayed by others on their Founder Quest Line." Hud said.

Jinx nodded. Even though this mansion was elegant, she desired something else. She wanted a castle with a bustling city surrounding it. There had to be a moat around it where farmers tilled the land outside the castle gates.

She checked the map to the city and found her two sons were in different sections. Now they would die as would their sister. Yes, they would die a very painful death, she rubbed her hands together at the thought.

She explored the luxurious home, marveling at its architecture. Ideas formed in her mind of what she wanted in her castle.

"My former mistress's prized possession was this." He marched up to a tapestry and pulled it aside. There in the wall was a safe.

She licked her lips as intense pleasure built within her like a thunderstorm. Could this be the ruby that her daughter craved?

"Open it." It was a thrill to command her new acquisition. 

He did and within the safe glowed the ruby. She could feel the red light of the magical gem bathe over her. Jinx knew exactly what it did and it was a socket-bound gem for Keylos.

She held the pulsing gem which matched her heartbeat. Even though it was a ???, she knew she would pay to see what the properties of this gem were.

"Good." She dropped the gem into her leather pouch and felt its warmth tingle her.

Once she found the gem, she was no longer interested in exploring the rest of the mansion. She had what she came for and knew she would get more coin when she quested more.

She walked down the spiral staircase and out the door, heading for the black magic shop. Jinx studied her map as she walked along.

Her new minion followed behind her as silent as her shadow. When she made an inquiry, he promptly answered her question. Jinx could tell he was willing to serve her with all his might, mind and soul.

Jinx entered the shop and looked around, pleased at what she saw. At the counter was a plump woman dusting off decorations.

There were skulls hanging from the roof as candles gave light to the room. There were pentagrams and other mystical insignias that she had yet to learn along the walls of the shop.

Incense burned, sending its dancing tendrils of smoke through the shop, making the entire place smell like jasmine.

A black cat greeted her with a meow as she sat on the counter. Its green eyes glowed with a magical light.

"Welcome to my shop. How may I help you?" The cat purred in greeting.

"Do you have any Demon's Dust?"

The cat flicked her tail and the plump woman give her a smile, then went to one of the jars on the shelf.

"How much do you need?" The cat asked, curling its tail around its front paws.

"How much does it cost per ounce?"

"50 copper pieces per ounce."

"I'll take 2 pounds." Jinx was amused at the cat. How did the cat take over the plump Shadow Elf's position as the master?

There were stories she would have to make up, to how they got this way and this was one of them. All she knew was she was coming back to this shop.

The plump woman measured out the Demon's Dust and put it in a bag and weighed it. The cat told her the total and she paid.

"It's been a pleasure doing business with you. Have a good day." The cat said.

Jinx found a field outside the city and scattered the Demon Dust over the grass. She called for the demon's name and he appeared before her in all his masculine glory.

"Welcome back." Jinx smiled at her demon, who grunted in response. 

"We've got some work to do." Jinx explained what had happened and what her plans were for killing the two sons.

They made plans and executed them perfectly as they fought the two male Shadow Elves. She felt a certain sense of pride when they lay at her feet, dead.

Not only did she gain a level, but she felt pride at killing them. She'd reached level 5 and it felt great.

"It's time to deliver this package." She looked at the small package, wondering what was in it.

Delivering this package would take her to the Shadow Elves capital city. What sights would she see? What allies would she make?

She'd go. The rogue would have to wait.

She was eager to head out and kill the crafty rogue. It was a good plan and her respect for her grew.

It'd be a pleasure to kill her. She was a worthy opponent.

Her horse clopped along, lead by Odar as her demon trotted along side, ready to battle anything that challenged them.

It was a long journey, but it seemed to fly by. She loved seeing the forest as they rode along. Also she discovered her servant had a knack of spinning entertaining tales.

Jinx learned to control her mount and enjoyed the experience. It was fun.

The sun was past the horizon when the city came into view. She stopped and admired the distance metropolis.

"It looks like thousands of people live there. It reminds me of what I think Egypt or India looked like in ancient times. It's so awesome!" Jinx smiled as she urged her horse forward and her demon and minion followed on behind.

It glittered in the distance like a black gem surrounded by green velvet. A lace of blue cut through the city, making it look like a ribbon cut for a woman's hair.

The mountains in the distance were bejeweled in a cloak of white. It was a picture-perfect town. She wondered what all there was to do in a city like this. Maybe she could gamble or sample of the many varieties of food.

When she entered the city's stone archways, she was studying her map to see where she would drop the package off. It wasn't far from the outskirts of the city on the far side.

"Make way! Make way!" A voice shouted from the crowd of milling people as they moved aside.

Jinx felt her mouth fall open as she saw the large parade as it moved like a wave toward her. There was something that looked like a dragon that moved down the street, followed by dancers and then more things.

It was so amazing and so unexpected that she moved aside, watching the people cheer and clap as the parade passed them with all its eye-catching finery.

The glint to the sun made the gold and the silver glitter and dance among the crowd. The people cheered and clapped their hands as the dragon passed by them and the dancers.

On a platform pulled by six black horses, a man was showing off with his six exotic animals. They did tricks at his command for the crowd's amusement.

Jinx stood, transfixed, as she noted what the animals were. One was a winged tiger who flew over the crowd as they cheered. Another was a six-armed warrior woman who juggled sharp scimitars with the grace of a dancer. There was also a three-headed wolf who danced on its hind legs.

The exotic animals thrilled the crowd more than anything else so far.

"What holiday is this?"

"Why it's the Queen's birthday. She always celebrates like this." Odar said, his eyes danced with excitement at seeing the parade.

Jinx enjoyed the shouts of the people as they enjoyed the floats as they passed, pulled by horses. There was so much to see and each float had something different and entertaining on it. She was impressed by the displays and magic and how other warlocks use their demons.

Fireworks dazzled the crowd, filling the sky with bright colors. There were pinks, blues, greens and golds, dazzling everyone as rainbow-hues bathed the crowd. Children stared at the display with wonder in their wide eyes.

Trumpets blared through the noisy crowd and all fell silent as the largest display on the parade appeared around the corner. There was this shield of glimmering magic like the witch used to shield herself. A woman waved at the crowd and she waved back to them as the people were wild with excitement.

"Queen Elisha'Di! Queen Elisha'Di the greatest queen in history." The crowd chanted as she passed them.

"Queen of the Shadow Elves I will die for you! You are our living Goddess!"

Her name was spoken by a river of voices rushing through the streets.

Jinx had never seen a leader so close as she saw the queen of all the Shadow Elves. A strange sense of pride filled her. This was her leader, in this world and she decided she'd serve her as her dark queen.

Someone bumped her as she pushed her way through the crowd.

The figure had a ? over her head as she shoved her way through the throng.

"Hey!" Jinx said, watching the Shadow Elf melt into the crowd.

An unknown sense told her she should follow the elf. Why? It was just another rude person. 

Not knowing the reason why, she followed the shadowy elf. She climbed up the stone staircase and saw her draw a crossbow from her cape, aiming it at the queen.

A quest appeared before her.

"To Kill the Queen."

Do you want to walk away or do you wish to defend the queen?

An assassin! Jinx narrowed her eyes as she whispered an incantation. Before the murdering elf could fire her arrow into the shield, she cast her Demon Fire, tearing away the crossbow from her gloved hands.

Her weapon was hurled down below as the elf turned to face her. Faster than a horse could kick, she had her ebony daggers out and leaped at her.

Azhar charged, shoulder-slamming into the elf, flinging her back. Cat-like, she landed on her feet and attacked the demon.

"Cursed warlock! You mettle in things you shouldn't." The assassin hissed like a cornered snake.

This time when she cast her spells, she didn't forget her dot. It was a mistake she never wanted to repeat.

Azhar kept her distracted with his taunts and insults, while she cast her spells on her. She heard the clamping of steel as the heavily armed guards rushed up the steps.

Seeing this was the end, the hired killer popped a flask and put it to her lips. Jinx shot Demon Fire at her as a scream of surprise and pain emerged from her mouth.

One guard grabbed her hand as another slammed his mace over her head. She fell to the floor like a downed deer.

Another threw the would-be assassin over his shoulder.

"Come with us." One guard grunted.

Trepidation filled her as she followed them down the stairs and outside to the watching crowd. The weight of their eyes rushed down upon her shoulders, making her feel small and disapproved of. She'd never liked that feeling of disapproval.

They thought she was part of the assassination!

They brought her up to where the queen sat on her makeshift throne. One guard brought the assassin before the Queen and forced her to kneel before her. The Queen looked at her with calm eyes, full of wisdom.

"What might your name be?" She asked her in a soft, compelling voice.

"Jinx Hellfire." Her throat was so dry and her nerves were like overused piano strings.

"She was the one that was fighting this scumbag." A guard said.

There was a murmur in the watching crowd. She didn't like the people's attention on her. In her old life, she was just an ordinary person who couldn't get a date if she tried. Now, everyone was looking at her like she was a goddess or something.

Did they notice anything off about her? Did they see that she was just an ordinary person and nothing great?

Even though she sought power and respect, she felt fake.

Jinx came to this game to be great. She wanted the praise and admiration of people who admired her for being an evil warlock that had come into power.

In the game, she wasn't just Roxy, a woman going to school and struggling with a dead end job in an ordinary, plain life. Here, life was different. She was the explorer, adventurer and warlock facing foes that sought to kill her.

At this moment, she wondered if she couldn't be as great as she desired. If she couldn't take life by the horns and make it go her way.

In Demons of the Dark, she was starting to feel a power growing within her, but she didn't know what to do about what she wanted. Maybe it was grinding rep and becoming a well-known warlock.

This was the start of that path, but suddenly her feet were cold and she felt so unworthy of this moment that opportunity had presented her.

She just felt fake as the people cheered her once they had found out she was fighting the assassin instead of working for her.

The Queen patted a quilted cushion beside her. Nervously, she sat down. She couldn't believe it! The Queen motioned for the parade to continue down the street amongst the cheering crowd.

The guards dragged the assassin off the float and strode through the crowd as the killer was pelted with stones, rotten fruit and insults.

"Thank you for saving my life. When we get to the castle, will you join me for a feast?" The Queen, Elisha'Di, looked at her as if expecting her to say "yes," which she did.

The ride to the castle was as thrilling to Jinx as the parade. To be surrounded by Royal Guard as they trod along on strong, large horses with their spears ready to defend the Queen.

It was exciting to be in the middle of these guards, beside the Queen who ruled this land. Jinx was taken away by the pageantry of the game and how realistic everything looked. 

It felt as if it were real and her former life was nothing but a dream.

Jinx knew where her loyalties lie, with the Queen of this land. And she knew there were outside lands which she desired to see. Her adventurous heart sought out danger - to become someone other than an ordinary person.

She'd be that person and be a legend among the people. And she was only level five! She was just starting out in this new world which would decide her fate.

 

 

Chapter 11 ***

 

 

Eating at the spacious dining hall felt like having a meal in a very high class restaurant. The rich food was served on silver platters embossed with gold. Servants took care of all her needs. All she had to do was tell them what she wanted and they swiftly brought it to her.

It wasn't just her that sat at the long crystal table, there were lots of heads of state and diplomats. It may have been a formal dinner with the nobles and such, but she was taken in by the grandeur.

The opulence of the place was too amazing for her to even comprehend. There were chandeliers lit up as bright as the sun and an orchestra playing soft music as people talked with each other.

Jinx sat in awe of all of it and couldn't believe that it was so real she couldn't tell if it was reality or the computer. She dined on duck, swan, pheasant, venison and other things that she had no idea what they were. All tasted divine and she wished she could stay at the palace forever.

There was a ball afterward, which had all the makings of a fairytale. Jinx sat in silence, watching the nobles, ladies and lords and other dignitaries dance.

Why weren't the guys walking up to her and asking her to dance? When she saw a tall, elegantly dressed woman walk up to a young man, whose eyes lit up when she stopped and asked him to dance and then led him to the floor, she finally understood.

I'm the one that is supposed to ask the guy to dance. Her palms grew clammy and a million butterflies sprang forth in her stomach. Her throat grew so sand-papery-dry that she couldn't speak!

She forced herself to walk across the marble floor to her selected male. What if he says no? Does he expect me to lead?

Dragging her cold feet to the guy she wanted to dance with, she stopped before him.

"Would you like to dance?" She asked, attempting to keep the tremble from her voice.

She spent the whole night dancing, talking and laughing. Jinx really enjoyed herself and danced throughout the night into the early morning.

 

When the sunbeams awakened her, she stretched and realized that she must leave and continue on her way. She had quests to complete! She had come up with an idea to really get the rogue leader back. Even though this was a game, she felt more free than she had ever felt in her entire life.

After a hearty breakfast, she left the grand palace, grabbed her horse from the stables and made her way down the streets to deliver the package. Finding the house, she dismounted her horse and allowed Odar to watch it while she conducted business.

Knocking on a weather-beaten door, a slit opened and a rough, bestial voice demanded the password. She gave him the password and the door swung open.

She was surprised that they had a Minotaur as a guard. The large bull-man looked as if he could handle a whole army by himself. He stood aside as they passed, watching warily.

She was led by a goblin to a room and was checked for weapons. Only then was she allowed to see the leader.

"So they have somebody new?" She leaned back against her leather chair, clasping her fingers behind her head as she stared at her.

"Yes." She handed her the package.

The woman took a large, long dagger, cut open the package, spilling out the contents. Jinx didn't recognize them. They just looked like glittering rocks to her.

She'd have to research what type of drugs they were.

'Very good job." The leader was pleased at the production quality.

A woman standing behind her, presumably her bodyguard, bent over and whispered something.

Jinx didn't like that, but she displayed none of her distaste.

The leader's eyebrows rose as she whispered something back ,which the bodyguard confirmed with a nod of her head. Jinx attempted to listen, but their voices were so low that even with her keen hearing, she couldn't make out what they were saying.

The leader looked at her, appearing to be estimating her strengths. A sly smile appeared on her lips.

"Come back in a few levels and I will train you in the fine arts of this business. If you're still interested at that time. I want you for my mule, but I want to test you first."

She motioned her out. 

Jinx felt relieved as she walked outside and felt the cool air wash over her. Now it was time to go to the starting area and complete some other quests. And then see if she couldn't move to the next town and area.

She'd accomplished much, but she knew there was much more to do. She thought about the other quest she needed to accomplish in the first area. Then she'd move to the second city she visited, before coming here.

After this little jaunt, she wanted to explore more. There was so much to do here. Would she ever see Drizilla again or would she have a new teacher? Warlocks were supposed to walk alone, gaining their own knowledge.

Would that be the case for her? How would she find this knowledge?

"Mistress?"

Jinx looked up to see Odar's concerned stare.

She mounted her horse and turned around. 

"Let's go home." She said as her demon and Odar fell in line and walked beside her as she rode out the city gates.

The return home was uneventful. When she saw her starting area, a smile ran across her face. She was back from her long adventure.

When would she get the chance to PVP? When would she have time to go with the group in an instance or raid?

"Mistress, you shouldn't lower yourself to do such mundane things." Odar said reverently.

"I want to do it." She said, brushing the horse and enjoying being so close to a large animal.

"But why?" He shrugged.

"Cook some dinner." Jinx said.

"Yes, mistress." He started cooking over the fire.

Azhar stood watch over the camp.

Jinx thought of her demonic horse. They looked so awesome from the vids Sandra or now Valdara showed her. Their fiery hues enchanted her.

At least she thought she'd be able to ride one and care for it, once she'd mastered it.

Jinx smiled when she saw the small starting area. Once they ate, she entered town and stopped at the enchanter's shop.

  There were gems of all sorts in glass cases and two large guards watching her intently.

There were clothes and armor with gems embedded in them. There were weapons of all sorts with gems on their hilts and handles of the most exquisite weapons.

"Hello." The mistress of the shop said with a bright smile.

"Can you tell me what this ruby does?" She said, placing down the glowing gem. 

"For fifty silver." The enchanter said, taking out her eye glass and inspecting the magical gem.

She pulled the coins from her pouch and laid them on the counter.

The Gear, Weapon and Gem Inspector looked at the glowing gem, inspecting it this way and that. 

"It's a gem meant for a weapon or your gear. Its stats are special.  You can blink every two turns. Also, you can blind a mob every two turns." 

No wonder Keylos wanted it. The gem would give it more power and - by extension - her.

She had the gems she found polished and made into necklaces, which she sold for a hefty price - 15 gp.

She sold the crystal for fifty silver.

Jinx returned the horse, but she really didn't want to. She desired her own demonic stallion more now than before.

She walked back to her old place. It was so good to be back.

All she wanted was a long, hot bath, a nice meal and then bed. She'd start her quests tomorrow and couldn't wait to accomplish them.

Jinx prepared herself for the next day. Curling up in her soft bed, she read a book. Once her eyes grew heavy, she snapped the book and sank into a blissful sleep.

 

The smell of hash browns, eggs and bacon perfumed the air as she opened her eyes to the new day. Her stomach growled as she saw Odar bring in a large platter full of food.

"Good morning, Mistress, how are you? Forgive me if I overstepped my bounds, but I thought you'd like a nice breakfast." He smiled at her as he sat the platter of food down on her lap.

"Nope. In fact I would prefer breakfast in bed every day." She took the food and forked a delicious mouthful. It tasted heavenly.

"Your wish is my command." He said, with a bow.

She dug into her meal and enjoyed every savory bite.

Jinx saw that a few warlocks were outside the window. They gossiped as they stared up at her. No doubt they couldn't believe a Founder could get a servant so early. Yes, she had. But it was a Founder quest they hadn't found yet. To the early bird goes the worm.

She read a book while she ate. Odar stood by, in case he was needed, refilling her drink as often as she desired. Azhar leaned against the wall, watching out for trouble.

The others watched her in fascination as she ignored them. They'd come across that quest soon enough and then there would be more servants running around. Or, more likely, they'd just get slaughtered and the witch would grow stronger.

She liked that second thought better.

They were whispering amongst themselves and she let a smile play across her face. Her fame was growing. As a Founder, she would be the most powerful warlock in the land. Would anyone prove worthy enough to best her? 

Not on her life! She was going be the top warlock on this server and nothing would stop her. Jinx knew she had a head start and maybe the Founder quests would keep her ahead of the game.

Once she was through with breakfast, she bathed and mentally prepared herself for her day.

Outside, she trotted to town and dropped by the stable master who was dealing with a rebellious horse.

They greeted each other when she was finished dealing with the equine.

"I made the rope and halter for you. Now, since the heart is still fresh, maybe you could attract him with it. Take it out to the rocky hills and lay it on the rock and wait for him to come."

She nodded and started out, feeling like she could conquer the world.

It was a bit of a hike to get to the foot of the hills. She checked the map and found that there was an X on top of the hill. Rolling her eyes, she trudged up the hill and found the spot.

Taking the unicorn's heart out of her pack, she placed it on the ground and gave a long, piercing whistle as a way to attract the Night Stallion to her.

A loud scream shattered the peace of the landscape as a large, imposing fiery horse appeared in a puff of smoke. His yellow eyes scanned the area as he trotted confidently toward the heart of the unicorn.

Grabbing it, he devoured it in one gulp. From a rock she sprang, lasso in hand and threw it around his powerful neck.

Azhar grabbed the rope from her and held on as the stallion fought against it. He reared, bucked, kicked and screamed in a frenzy to get away.

While he was distracted,  Azhar pulled the rope closer to him. Then, the mighty stallion attacked him with all his might as the demon blocked his savage blows with his shield.

Seizing the opportunity, Jinx placed the magical halter on the struggling horse. He instantly stood still with his head lowered as he felt the powerful magic course through him.

Leaping on his back, she then rode the horse all the way into town. The guards perked up when they saw her riding such a fearsome animal.

People halted their work and gossiped as they watched her ride the flaming-red stallion to the stable.

"Come here! You won't believe this!" The stable-girl who mucked out the stalls, shouted.

The stable-mistress came out and was shocked to see her controlling the magnificent beast. With a smile, she took the now-gentle stallion into her stables.

"Have you dealt with very many Night Stallions before?" Jinx hopped off and walked back with them.

"Yes. They come in four colors. Red, is the most common of the four. Then there's the yellow and black which is the second most common. Then the blue fire one and then the rarest of all, the purple and black hellfire horse." She said as she put him in a stall and gave him some meat to eat.

"What would you have to do to catch the purple and black one?"

"It's a complicated spell for you warlocks to do. It's comprised of killing a unicorn, Griffin and a white stag and placing their hearts in a lonely cave up the mountains a ways." She pointed.

It sounded tough, but she would have to train a night stallion or mare and bend it to her will.

The handsome stallion stood calmly before the stable-mistress.

'It's a complicated spell in binding one of these guys to you, I'm sure. Your teacher will give you more info when you're ready." She said, handing chunks of meat to the stallion who bolted it down like a large pet dog.

Jinx nodded, knowing that when the time came, she would summon the purple and black demonic horse. She'd except none other than the top horse and the rarest  that a warlock could get.

No matter how hard the quest was, nor how much she had to do to get that horse, she would. She could picture herself riding upon her mount. How would the stallion handle under her hands?

She looked over her experience points and found that she was halfway to level 6. As she went along the trail that led to the Thieves' Guild, something slammed into her, knocking her to the ground.

Her head whirled as stars danced in her eyes. She was snapped out of her daydreams by a familiar voice shouting at her. The dusty road hurt as dust clouds puffed up.

"How dare you kill my mother!"

 

 

Chapter 12 ***

 

 

Jinx struggled against the rogue as the rogue's daggers sliced deep into her flesh. A scream echoed from her lips as she fought back as desperation built within her heart. 

She wished she had chosen more strength. The problem with being a magic user was one had to stand still while weaving one's magic spell. She couldn't do that now and she needed to!

Azhar's battle cry deafened her as Odar hit the rogue with a branch. Jinx was stunned that he'd battle a woman. It pleased her to no end that he was fighting for her. Even though he was ill-equipped to do so.

With a snarl, she sprang off her as Jinx rolled away. She staggered to her feet as Azhar battled her.

"Are you okay, mistress?" Odar inquired, dusting her clothes off.

"It was a trap! You knew it!" She growled at the rogue, weaving her hands as she chanted the Demon Fire, her dot.

 Azhar's aggro kept her attention on him. Even though she moved like lightning, slashing at him, he blocked her. 

He slammed into her with his mace, dealing a crit of 10 hp of damage. She was rocked back.

"You wouldn't understand! It was a fool-proof plan to kill people so she could gain their life force so she wouldn't grow old and die!" She said.

"Too bad." Jinx said. "You chose the wrong person to fool with."

The rogue's hp were 50, but they were of no concern to Jinx. Her demon was fighting her as she blasted her with spells. 

The rogue leader was a whirlwind of slashing daggers. She moved like lightning, feinting, dodging and lunging in and out. 

Azhar, like all demons, wouldn't give up. His blood burned to fight and kill. Since his skin color was red, the color of warriors, the more blows he took, or insults he endured, he grew stronger.

Rage in demons knew no bounds, but unlike most demons, he could use it to feed him. The rogue grew desperate, seeing that he wasn't quitting.

The queen of thieves glanced around, then withdrew an egg from her cape. Throwing it on the ground, it shattered and thick white smoke exploded around them. 

When the potent smoke melted away, the thief was gone.

"Find her!" Jinx couldn't let her live.

Azhar sniffed the air as he took off. His roaring voice told her he'd caught her and she could hear them battling.

Jinx raced through the forest, brushing aside the branches that grabbed at her, seeking, it seemed, to stop her. She pushed on. Nothing was going to stop her from killing that bitch!

Emerging from the trees, she attacked the leader of the guild. She fell back panting.

"Mercy!" She cried, tears spilling from her eyes.

A cruel, evil smile twisted up Jinx's lips as she attacked the helpless woman. Azhar smiled his approval and attacked her, enjoying her helpless cries which rose impotently to the sky.

 She stood over her foe with a sense of pride.

Quest complete.

She received her rewards.

Jinx returned to town to pick up more quests. There were plenty. Jinx selected as many as she could and worked the rest of the day completing the quests she'd gathered.

She was finding killing the mobs was getting too easy. For more xp, she'd have to move along to the next area.

To her dismay, she didn't want to leave, even though she knew she'd have to.

 

The next morning, as the sun rose into the sapphire heavens, Jinx trudged to the tower and went to her room. Falling on her bed, she slept.

When she awoke, rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she was greeted by Obsidian.

"I was wondering when you'd get up." She said in a cheerful voice.

"Good morning to you, too." Jinx said, rising to her feet, ready to plan her day.

"Drizilla wants to see you." The imp smiled.

Jinx didn't ask why she wanted to see her. Even though she was curious, it didn't cross her mind to ask. She'd find out soon enough.

"Wait. The Goddess is talking to another God." Drizilla's demon held out his large hand as she stopped.

"I'll wait."

Jinx walked to a chair and sat down.

"I'll send my best Founder." The large man spoke, his deep, booming voice vibrated over the walls. He strode down the corridor without looking right or left.

What was going on?

"She will see you now."

Jinx hurried in to Drizilla's office.

Her somber attitude struck her like a blow. She motioned her to sit down in a chair.

"What is it?" Jinx felt her breath shudder from her lungs and her hands were clammy.

"We have a problem. Razdua is causing more trouble." She shook her head. "It seems her goal is revenge - not only for you, but she intends to destroy the game."

"No." Jinx knew it couldn't be allowed to happen. This was home and it wouldn't be destroyed.

She leaned back as she stroked her cheek with her finger. What is her motive? Plain revenge?

If it was simple revenge, why hadn't she taken down the game already? There had to be another reason.

"Could she be working for a competitor or competitors? Have they fired anyone lately?"

"Not that I know about. Why?"

"She's too powerful to be just a lone hacker. Could she be working for your company but she or he was passed over on this project?" Jinx said, thinking of the many ideas which came to her as she thought about her enemy.

"I'll check over the list of employees and see if I can't trace her. If she or he can be found, I can stop them from causing damage." Drizilla said, tapping her foot on the floor. 

She rose and with a flick of her hand, tore through the illusion of the game to a place Jinx had never seen.

The fabric of the game was rent and there was a forest of blue conifers with red oaks. She gawked at the landscape. Jinx stared at her quizzically.

"Follow me." Drizilla said. "We need to plan."

"This is the Dev's world." Jinx was awed. She never thought she'd see this world, where none of the players were ever allowed. Her eyes were wide with awe as she followed her into this mystic land.

Azhar followed her, as silent as a shadow, down the woodland path.

They walked in complete silence as an eagle flew overhead, screaming its cry. The summer breeze sang through the boughs as an absolutely perfect day was upon them.

"I need to get you geared up. You need to be able to battle her.

Warlocks worked alone. How could she be working with others?

"No." Jinx said. "I'm doing this my way."

"What?" Drizilla stopped and stared at her. "You know what you're doing? She can destroy you."

"I came here to play a warlock. I will not cheat like she has. I'm beating..." She shook her head. "I'm destroying her and I'm doing it my way."

"You will lose." She gritted her teeth.

"I'm not saying I don't want your help, but I want to know I've killed her on my own, with magic, demons and allies, then I'll be a real warlock. That's what I intended to play." Jinx said.

Maybe it wasn't the wisest course of action, but if she was going down the path of the warlock, she had to do things on her own.

"Why?" Drizilla shook her head.

"I have Valdara, who saved me from her clutches. She's a tester and can never be a Founder, but she drove her off. Why?"

Drizilla halted. "What? That's not supposed to happen."

"It did. I've been thinking on that. Why would a tester be able to find a way to defeat a hacker?"

"Maybe she can hack too?"

"I don't know." Jinx tapped her belt buckle.

Could Sandra/Valdara have something which she didn't know about it? She made a mental note to check it out. 

"I haven't heard her whisper me. Has she been in the game since?" 

"No."

"Tell her I need to talk to her." Had she grown so busy in rl, she'd forgotten her? Jinx banished the thought from her mind. She'd never do that!

"All right." Drizilla looked at her as curious as a cat, but Jinx offered no explanation. 

"I want your help, but I need to overcome her myself."

"This may be a life or death game." She warned.

"I know. What is the way of the warlock, according to the game?"

"To walk your dark path by your strength of will, cunning and knowledge of demons."

"Well said."

"The answer is in the game. I'll find it." Jinx smiled, hoping she was making the right decision.

"How can you be so sure?"

"I'm not, but it's just a little feeling." Jinx said. "Just get Sand...Valdara. Tell her to meet me by the spring."

Drizilla nodded.

She turned and walked toward the opening.

"Don't you want to see this? It's the place of the Dev's?"

"When I earn it, yes. Not now." Jinx said, knowing she'd need to live through this. Would she?

Inwardly, she shrugged. She was a warlock and needed to plan her next move and learn more about her enemy.

Valdara was her key right now. What she knew might help her tip the up-coming battle in their favor.

Jinx felt like a fool as she headed back to the rift between her world and the devs. Call it pride or just stubbornness, but she wanted to do this on her own.

The need to prove herself as a warlock beat strong in her heart. Yet fear whispered to her that she was wrong. She should turn back and ask for help, knowing that Drizilla would be thankful to provide assistance for this mission.

Maybe it was pride talking or just ambition. Either way, she'd win. She had to.

The odds of her surviving the upcoming battle were slim. However, she needed to complete quests to grow stronger and learn the game like no one else had ever done before or would ever do again.

For the last time, she took a bath and had the cook deliver her food to her. She contemplated her moves and knew that this was the biggest choice of her life. 

She'd quest in the next leveling area of the game. Possibly, she would explore it to learn the land.

 

After a few quests, she finally received word back from Valdara.

"It's me. I'll be waiting by the spring." Valdara's voice whispered in her head. 

It was a strange sensation to say the least, but Jinx was overjoyed to hear her friend's thoughts.

Jinx returned to the area where she saw her friend waiting on the stone that leaned across the small pool.

The spring fell from the cliff above them into the pond below.

"Rick told me what's happening." She said, her eyes solemn.

"I know. She is a hacker and she wants nothing more than to destroy me. I don't know what her plans are, but I intend to stop her."

"How?"

"When she was about to kill me and you showed up, you stopped her. How did you do that?"

"I'm a tester and they give me this." Valdara pulled out a device and held it out. 

She inspected the circular device, with its flashing lights.

"What is it? How does it work?" Jinx ran her finger over the shiny diamond-like device. "Are you a hacker?" Jinx spoke the words which were on the tip of her tongue.

"Yes. I am and I will help you find this bitch." She said. "Once you've learned a few tricks, then you can face her."

"What tricks do you have to teach me?" Jinx asked.

"Before we get into specifics, I want something." Valdara smiled.

"What?" Jinx furrowed her brow. What could she possibly want from her?

"I want to work for you. We're friends, right?"

"Of course! Why were you gone so long, anyway?" Jinx wondered what was going on.

"College has been a bitch. You can understand that?"

"Yeah." She was glad she left it all behind.

"I want to be here so we can build an empire and be the best villains possible." Valdara smiled, clapping her on the shoulder.

Jinx threw back her head and laughed.

"Then lets get started in making our empire. We'll be the strongest of all the Founders." Valdara said as she motioned to the heavens above.

"You're not a Founder." Jinx laughed.

"Nope, but I saved your ass. That should count for something."

They both had a good laugh. Standing, they walked through the forest and found the path leading to the small starter town and to the world beyond.

"We're going to the second town to quest." There, they could find plenty of adventure to sate their adventurous souls.

Their spirits lifted as they walked into a rough-and-tumble inn at the poorer section of town. They'd come here for some fun.

Entering a large tavern with a mirror with golden etching in its corners behind the bar, they sized up the place. The rough-hewn wooden wall housed the heads of animals which stared at the patrons with glassy eyes.

In the middle of the inn, there was a large pit surrounded by tables with glowing crystals.

Patrons sat at the tables, discussing the day's events. Two were competing at a game of darts. Women at the other table argued over something.

"That's a pit! I bet I can earn money there and increase my skills!" Valdara's eyes danced in excitement, no doubt envisioning herself in the ring gaining glory and coin. 

"Are you thinking of beating the shit out of someone?" Jinx snickered, knowing her friend could do that.

Valdara slammed her fist on the table, grabbing the attention of the bartender who scurried over.

"May I help you ma'am?" She asked as she cleaned a shot glass.

"I'd like a strong ale. When do the fights start?" She asked, jerking her thumb to the ring in the center of the bar.

"I can hook you up and you can fight within an hour if you choose. However, our fighter has never been defeated."

"There's always a first time." She said, taking a swig of ale.

"I'm glad you feel that way." The bartender reached under the bar and withdrew a pad of paper.

"What's this?" Valdara picked it up and studied it. "You mean if I can defeat him, I get five thousand gold?"

"Yes."

"If he defeats me, I'm rezzed and become one of your minions and fight for you?"

"Yep. Those are the rules." She pointed to the paper.

"Who is this champion? May I see him before I decide?"

Jinx whispered to Azhar and he vanished.

"No. It's a gamble and more thrilling that way." The bartender grinned widely.

"I don't think so." Jinx said.

"Life is full of gambles, this is one of those. Why not take the dare?"

Valdara leaned on the table, mulling over her words.

There was something about this deal Jinx didn't like. She tapped her foot, waiting for her demon to appear. How long did it take?

"Don't agree to it until Azhar gets back."

Valdara shook her head, clenching her teeth.

"I'll do it." She signed her name on the paper just as Azhar appeared.

Minutes too late.

"It's a Minotaur." He growled in her ear.

Jinx leaned over and whispered what her demon told her. Valdara gave her a sly smile and leaned close to her.

"I can defeat him because I'm a hacker." She said in a low voice. "Trust me."

Jinx didn't think it was a good idea, though she had a point.

"Just bet on me when I fight."

Jinx rolled her eyes and agreed. Sometimes she could be so stubborn.

"When do I fight your fighter?" Valdara pushed the signed paper back to her.

She rubbed her hands and read the agreement as greed gleamed in her eyes.

"When do you want to fight?"

"When I finish my drink. Then I'll show you what I can do."

"Very well. We'll prepare for a magnificent battle. He's never lost a fight and I'm hoping you will win."

Jinx didn't trust her, though her friend was eager to fight.

"Just bet on me and I'll win."

"That unicorn killed you. How are you going to defeat him?"

"Don't worry. I have a plan to make us richer than rich." Valdara said.

"How?"

"Trust me. I need to work on these abilities I have." She said, not really wanting to argue about it.

Jinx became silent, pondering how Valdara was going to win. She'd wait and see what her best friend had up her sleeve.

When Valdara was through with her mug, she caught the bartender's attention and told her she was ready.

"Step in the ring."

Valdara strode to the pit, jumped over the iron bars and landed in the ring. She held up her arms as she walked around the 50 foot ring.

The elves in the room yelled and slammed their fists on the tables.

"Fight! Fight! Fight!" They chanted, their voices growing louder.

The bartender walked into the ring and held up her hands, shushing the cheers of the crowd. Silence fell over the bar as the people watched in anticipation of the appearance of the Minotaur.

"She'll beat him." One cried out.

The elves went to the counter and placed their bets on who would win the upcoming battle. The anticipation of the fight ran high because no one in a few weeks had challenged the mighty Minotaur.

"No, she doesn't have a chance." Scoffed one elf, placing her bet on the bull man.

Arguments broke out as tensions ran high. Drums thundered through the room and elves beat their hands on the tables. Excitement grew and roars erupted when the gigantic Minotaur trotted out into the pit.

His deep roar echoed throughout the room, causing all to shiver. He towered over her by two feet. The bull-man cracked his knuckles as he glared at her.

She threw back her head and laughed.

The bell rang and the beast charged toward her. She raced toward him with her weapon raised. Valdara yelled, slamming her mace down upon him as his fist slammed into her, flinging her against the bars. 

Jinx gasped, recognizing that this thing's power was enormous. She wanted to help her friend, but resisted the urge.

Could she really win?

The large man bull gnashed his fangs as he charged. Valdara waited, then when he was almost upon her, she stepped aside and the monster slammed into the heavy bars with such force that they bent with a crying snap.

The crowd wooted.

"Come on, Valdara! You can do it!" Jinx shouted over the roaring crowd.

Valdara charged, slamming into him again and feinted as he attacked. She kept moving, avoiding his attacks and when the opportunity presented itself, she attacked.

He may have massive strength, but it slowed him down when he attacked. Because of his huge size, she could easily get around him. She taunted him to the point of madness and attacked him mercilessly with her two-handed sword.

The anti-paladin attacked whenever she could and dodged most of the time, infuriating the massive beast. Yet the Minotaur wasn't as dumb as he looked.

He always seemed to evaluate his opponent. She may have been weaker, but she was faster than him.

He feinted as she attacked and her momentum carried her past him. He slammed his fist onto her back as she collided with the ground. Before she could roll out of the way, he grabbed her leg and flung her against the bars.

She rolled to her feet and snarled, looking up into his blood-red eyes. With a bellow that shook the whole place and maybe all the town, he swung his boulder-sized fists at her.

"Come on, you over-sized cow!" Valdara taunted.

The Minotaur glared at her, reading her it seemed, before he dropped to his knuckles and charged, his flaming breath fanned out before him.

Valdara rolled away from the raging beast as a horn passed over her.

As the large bull man flew past her, she swung her sword downward. His bellowing roar shook the room.

He charged and - twisting around - he slammed his hooves into the iron wall. Thunder rolled through the room which was met with the cheering patrons slapping the table.

"You can do this!" Jinx screamed.

Somehow she had to help her friend.

"Do nothing!" Valdara said.

Her friend knew her too well.

The Minotaur caught her with his horn, ripping her plate chest piece off, slamming her into the wall. The crowd went wild.

"You're getting beat up!" Jinx said, standing up, pounding her fist into the table.

"If anything happens, you can help. If not, stay out of this!"

The Minotaur charged, thinking that he had his prey trapped. Valdara somersaulted over him and brought her sword down on his back. His bellowing pain-filled roar made the whole place shudder.

He kicked out as she toppled off his back, crashing to the dirt. Before she rolled out of the way, his fist pummeled her.

"Kill her! Kill her!" The crowd chanted.

Jinx saw an odd, blue flash coming from the beast's eyes.

"Stop him!" Jinx rushed to the iron-barred pit, leaped over and toppled to the ground.

The crowd laughed, filled with blood lust. They wanted to see death in the worst way possible. He would tear her to shreds in a few seconds if she did nothing.

Valdara was out cold.

Staggering to her feet, she cast Demon Fire on the gigantic beast who was ripping and tearing her friend to shreds. He lifted his mighty head and glared at her as he ran his tongue over his fangs.

He snorted fire as he rose to his feet. His deep growl rumbled over her, causing her to shake in fear.

"Leave her alone." Jinx said in a cold tone of voice, but to her ears it sounded like she squeaked it out like a mouse.

The Minotaur rose to his full, terrifying height as Jinx felt her knees knock together. She cast another spell, which blasted the monster and he growled again.

An ear-piercing scream shook through her like an earthquake. Her demon leapt in front of her, with eagerness radiating from him.

Surprise filled the Minotaur's eyes as he looked at the demon. With a cautious snarl, he slammed into Azhar.

No matter how hard he pushed and shoved as he tried to throw the demon, it infuriated him that he couldn't.

The bull-man curled his lips in a silent snarl, slammed into the demon, attempting to push him into the bars. Azhar dug his feet into the ground, not willing to give an inch.

They shoved and pushed, neither willing to move. Their muscles were taut and shook with exertion.

Jinx stood and cast her spells and dots. They ate through the Minotaur's large pool of hit points.

Azhar drove his mace down on the Minotaur's neck and head. For all his strength, the demon barely scratched the Minotaur. Grabbing him by the horns, he lifted the huge man beast and hurled him through the room, crashing him into tables and scattering the patrons.

People screamed and leaped out of the way to avoid being hit by the Minotaur as he flew past them. He slammed through the wall and out onto the street, where people ran screaming to their homes or any place of safety.

Jinx stood there with her mouth agape, wondering how strong Azhar was. No wonder he was the leader of his own pack.

The Minotaur sprung back into the bar and charged at him, so enraged that he was glowing red.

"You're nothing but a little, baby calf." Azhar laughed.

The monster rammed into his shield, slamming him into the bars. Azhar pushed back as Jinx cast her spells, causing him to grow weaker.

"Halt!" A man's voice commanded and the monster’s collar glowed with electric shocks, stopping him in his tracks.

The Minotaur backed away, lashing the air with his horns. He turned and walked toward the man and stood by him as Azhar wanted to continue the attack.

Jinx stopped her attacks upon the beast and called off her demon.

"Get out of here." He spoke in a calm, civilized voice, but she could read the fury in his eyes.

"You didn't tell my friend that there would be a Minotaur in which she couldn't fight, much less win against." Jinx spoke in a cold voice of contempt.

She knew there was something up, but what was it?

"Your friend signed the agreement without her being forced." He spoke, his voice calm, his eyes as hard as diamonds.

He withdrew the paper Valdara had signed.

True, she hadn't been forced to sign the paper. She'd been too cocky and would pay for it by becoming a minion, working for someone else.

"Then let me buy her. She'd take a few days to heal and get on her feet, anyway." Jinx said, wondering if the offer would be taken by the man.

"No. But if you do want to buy her, I want you to go in this cave and find a few things for me." He said with a note of finality in his words.

"Where is it? And what do you want me to retrieve for you?" Jinx was concealing her eagerness.

"I'll mark it on your map. It's dangerous, but I'm sure a powerful warlock such as yourself can make your way through it alone." He said.

Jinx didn't completely trust him, but she would not let Valdara become a minion. She needed her and more than that, they had been friends for so long she wouldn't allow it.

"Make a list of the items you'll need and I'll get them for you." Jinx promised him. The man turned and strode back into the pens with his pet following behind him as docile as any cow.

A few moments later, he returned and shoved the list in her hands. Jinx turned and walked out, determined to free her friend no matter the cost.

She walked down the road heading toward the location. Exactly where it was marked on her map, she found the small entrance to the cave covered with moss and overgrown vines.

She tried the heavy stone door and it moved easily at her touch. Jinx paused as she cast her orb spell and the small ball of light went a few feet in front of her and she peered in the cave.

The tunnel was narrow, but at least her demon could walk down the tunnel without bending over. She motioned him ahead of her. 

The hard dirt had roots creeping down the narrow walls. It seemed like the walls were pressing down upon her and she suddenly felt very claustrophobic. The dusty scent tickled her nose, making her sneeze as they made their way through the cave. 

The only thing visible in front of her was Azhar's muscular back as he inched along like a lion stalking his prey. Jinx felt as if she were being buried alive as they moved further into the tight, cramped cave. 

Dripping water filled her ears as they came upon a fork in the road. There were three corridors leading in different directions. All led into the darkness that surrounded them, attempting to devour the small glowing light.

She glanced at the list. There were three quests:

 

* Capture 5 goblins.

* Gather 10 mushrooms.

* Bring him 8 large rats.

 

"Which way?" Azhar inquired, his deep voice echoed off the walls. 

"Straight." She didn't know if that was the correct path or not, but they wouldn't find what they were looking for dithering around here.

Azhar strode forward while she followed a couple steps behind. The hallway grew wider as they walked along until it opened up into a room.

It was a large, cavernous room with glowing mushrooms growing along the walls. Off in the corner was a small pool of water. There was nothing in the room she could see, but she sensed that she was being watched.

A ghost?

She went to the small pond of water and saw glowing fish swimming at the bottom. Looking around the bare room, she noticed scribbles on the wall.

Running her finger over the markings, she wondered what they said. Was it goblin? She understood the language of the small people, but not the writing if that's what it was.

There were mushrooms in the corner and she gathered them. There were only three and when she picked them, the words floated across her HUD.

One mushroom out of 10 gathered exp 40 x 2 = 80 xp. 

Two mushrooms out of 10 gathered exp 40 x 2 = 80 xp.

Three mushrooms out of 10 gathered exp 40 x 2 = 80 xp.

The blue glowing mushrooms looked beautiful as she sensed that they contained some sort of magic. That brought her mind to the subject of professions.

What did she want to do? What was she interested in? What were the professions she could use to make money or for personal enjoyment?

A small clinking sound drew her attention away from her thoughts as Azhar grunted and motioned with his head in the direction of the sound. She nodded and followed him to another hallway, which spiraled deeper into the earth. The steps were so small it seemed like a child had made them. It could only be goblins or Troggs working in the depths.

She recoiled with a sickening twist of her stomach when she noticed large cockroaches skitter away from her light into the darkness.

The pinging sound grew louder. There was a dim glow of crystal light further down the hallway. As they drew closer, they heard a sharp, high-pitched voice.

She pushed past Azhar and peeked around the corner. There, in a large workroom, were small goblins that looked like bats without wings with a large orc spouting out orders. None of the timid goblins chained to heavy duty tables uttered a word. They didn't even glance at her.

They continued to work, shivering like dogs that have been beat too much, as the orc snapped a whip overhead 

Jinx placed her hand over her lips when she saw two large rats the size of Great Danes. She was supposed to kill rats that big? They couldn't be real!

She looked at her demon who stood, slack-jawed, at the sight before them.

She glanced down the hallway and saw there were more orcs and goblins carrying on with their tasks. The orcs were far enough away from each other not to attract attention if attacked.

What about the screaming goblins?

"Pull the orc alone to us and we'll take him out here. Then we can deal with the three of them." She pointed to the gigantic rats. "On my mark." Jinx whispered, hoping the rats wouldn't hear them.

They waited until the orc had walked down the hall, then returned, marching toward them. The goblins stayed working, too scared to do anything else.

Jinx saw the orc had 150 hp and his rats had 80.

"Now!"

With an echoing battle cry, Azhar leapt from the shrouding darkness and slammed into the mighty orc, causing 8 hp of damage. 

She blasted him with Demon Fire, then used Keylos, knocking him back for 15 more.

The stunned orc was down to 127 hp before he even knew what hit him.

Azhar attacked the stunned orc, gaining aggro. Jinx blasted him with her spells, taking 15 from him and her dot chewed through another 8 hit points.

The orc roared and lunged at the demon, his eyes glowing bright red with the fury contained in his heart. His two battle axes slammed against the demon and his shield.

 Holy cow! One of his of his two swords slashed him for 50 hp, bringing him down to 20.

 One rat leapt on him and got hit by his shield, but the other ripped into his leg. It caused 10 hp of damage.

Jinx popped her trinket and healed him for 50 hp. Azhar smiled as he attacked the orc with a shield-slam that stunned him and took some health from him. He was frozen for one round.

The rats attacked him again, but both of them luckily bit into his shield. She cast her dots and spells on them. She was thankful that she had Azhar taking the blows that she couldn't.

Azhar finished off the orc, then turned his undivided attention to the rats. The demon made short work of them and she gained 150 xp which was doubled.

The goblins cowered when they entered the room.

She'd killed 2 of the 10 rats. With practiced ease, she looted the orc and rats. The orc had 20 silver in his leather pouch. He also had a nice chest piece.

"Can you use this?"

He took and inspected it, then nodded. "I can. It needs to be fixed, though."

"It will be." Jinx promised.

She also discovered a gem that looked like a fire opal. It was so beautiful and she could imagine it being set on a necklace or ring she could wear. Maybe she could have someone imbue it with magic, giving her some extra spell power.

"Don't worry. You belong to me now." She said, looking over the three trembling goblins. "Azhar, free them."

Once they were free, she placed the small leather collars around their small necks. She motioned for them to follow her. They trudged on behind her without protest.

Jinx needed two more goblins, six rats and seven more mushrooms. She'd get them. The wall is down here? To her it looked like a mine.

"What are the orcs having you do?"

"Mistress...they are having...us break up copper." A goblin whimpered, running his stubby fingers through his filthy hair.

It was a mining project and maybe the copper was for trinkets and such. Did orcs have a way to make coins or necklaces? She just had to find out what was going on here. Orcs were deemed unintelligent creatures, according to elves, humans and Dwarves. But she wondered about that. 

They attacked a few more orcs, gathered more mushrooms and killed a few more large rats until the quest was complete. She was racking up the experience points and her experience bar was almost to the next level.

Did she get a new spell at 8? She didn't know, she'd have to check her spell book.

She'd completed all the quests and gathered up the bits of copper tools and other items that she thought would sell at the merchant's.

As they walked along the mineshaft where the goblins had been working, she asked them many questions. One and sometimes another goblin would answer her inquiries about the customs and traditions.

She could see the confusion in their eyes when she asked them. They weren't used to having masters who wanted to learn about their culture.

At the end of the tunnel where the goblins had been working, pounding away on the copper, was a chest with a large, powerful lock on it. She had no clue how to pick locks, nor did she wish to learn.

"Azhar, break it." She commanded, wondering what was in the chest.

He slammed his spiked mace down upon the lock with such force it rattled and broke, falling to the floor. She bent down, inspected the lock and made sure that there were no needles or poison darts.

After carefully inspecting it, she could see nothing out of the ordinary.

Opening the trunk-like chest, she gasped at the chunks of copper, some tools, gems and one minion collar. Scooping out the treasure, she was just about to close the chest when her eyes caught a sparkle of red.

A ruby? She turned her attention to it. It was a potion with question marks over it.

She couldn't identify what was in it, so she shoved it in her pack. She'd have it identified later. Maybe it was a healing potion. 

Turning back and following the path by which they came, they re-entered the room with a little pond with the glowing fish. She then took the other path.

The walls glittered with a slimy substance. She didn't even want to touch it. Who knew what it was?

She wondered if an alchemist would know or maybe an architect who studied caves and such would know.

Following the dank tunnel as the humidity grew, she wondered what was down the hall. When they entered the next room, she stopped and studied the subterranean depths.

It was a room filled with water and more of those glowing fish swimming around. All sorts of mushrooms and other plants she couldn't identify made this lair their home.

On the other side of the room, she saw a door cracked open and rotting with the passing of time. Curiosity urged her feet forward.

Through the squishy muck and water, she scattered the glowing fish before her rippling footsteps. The goblins swam behind, whimpering among themselves about the fearsome monster that lived here.

Climbing the steps to the door, she cautiously pushed it open, causing it to squeak on rusty hinges as she peered into the inky depths. 

Her glowing orb illuminated only a fraction of the cavern. The darkness seemed to devour its light and it struggled to cast its light down the hall.

"Mistress! Don't go in there!" Squeaked a blue-eyed goblin, shivering as he fell on his knees. His large eyes bade her not to go.

The dank smell of rotten seaweed mixed with eggs that had sat too long in the sun, caused her agree with the goblin. However, her curiosity was getting the better of her.

What was down here? What type of monster would live down here, anyway? Maybe there was a swamp thing here? She'd never know unless she took advantage of this opportunity.

"You guys wait here. I'll be back." She said, marching forward with Azhar beside her.

They nodded as they fearfully looked at her as she turned around and crept down the tunnel. The walls were jagged and covered with that strange glowing goo. She heard nothing but the dripping of distant water and their own footsteps that echoed off the walls.

They trudged on for what seemed like hours in the darkness as they finally came upon a room.

Glowing green orbs floated eerily in the room as stalactites grew from the roof-like roots of ancient trees. There was water, but it wasn't what she expected, just a pond with the dark-purple lily pads.

Over on the right-hand side, was a building carved out of marble. Designs on the columns of weird-looking creatures such as a cat with long fangs and a rooster's comb and a body of a sea lizard dotted the walls.

"You have any idea what these creatures are?" She looked at her demon who was also inspecting the designs.

He shook his head, looking more puzzled than she felt.

A loud, rumbling growl suddenly shook the room. A creature appeared, glaring at them. She estimated the size of the creature was 4 feet high and it had long fangs and sharp claws.

"Who are you? Why are you here? Why did you disturb me?" It asked, its voice deep and booming.

"You speak?" Jinx asked at the same time her demon did.

"Yes. I know Common and Shadow Elf." He huffed.

"My name is Jinx and this is Azhar." She said, pointing her thumb at her demon.

"Mine's Prawnis." He said as he folded his small, but muscular, arms across his chest.

"I'm glad to meet you. I'm exploring the depths."

"What for?" He asked.

"Curiosity." That wasn't the complete truth, but close enough. She didn't know much about him and she was curious about his culture and the traditions of his people if he had any.

He cocked an eyebrow at her and grinned.

"If you seek knowledge, then I can help you. I need your help for a quest to attain this pearl."

"I could do that." She said. "What would you have me do?"

"Quest one is gathering the small glowing fish. Quest two is finding an orange-veined seaweed. And the other is going through the portal. Then you will look around in a watery world for a pearl. The pearl will glow with many colors swirling in it. Bring it and I will give you some of that seaweed you can eat to breathe underwater and a statue of a Tagon."

"What is a Tagon?"

"It is my species."

Jinx brought up her HUD and located the quests which were behind her. If she'd have known those fish were on a quest, she'd have picked them up sooner.

"I'll return." She strode from the room, her cape rustling behind her.

She made her way down the tunnel and out into the small, swamp-like room where her minions stood waiting for her to return.

The shock in the goblins' faces was worth it. They stared at her when she appeared as if she had just returned from death to the world of the living.

"How did you defeat the monster?" One asked, breaking through their amazed silence.

Jinx just gave them a mysterious smile, not wanting to give away her experience with the Tagon. The way the monster looked would frighten anyone who was smaller than him. If she was inclined to be fearful, she would've raced down the long corridor screaming her lungs out.

Walking past them without a word, she searched for and gathered the glowing fish. As she gathered the fish, she noticed under the water, slim stems of the seaweed with glowing veins in them. She pulled them from the shallow water and inspected them.

Soon enough, she had all the fish and seaweed. Bringing up her HUD, she brought up her map with the flick of the finger and saw that the portal was in the next few rooms over.

She returned to Prawnis and handed him the glowing fish and the seaweed. He gave her the seaweed, which would help her breathe underwater in the new world she would enter.

Jinx went to explore the other rooms. What world would this portal take her to? She was eager to find out and learn more about this strange new land.

She snapped her fingers and motioned for the goblins to follow, which they hurried to obey. They splashed through the water as they followed her down the hall.

Jinx walked behind her demon as he led the way, ready to fight anything that opposed them.

What did he need these for? The mushrooms didn't seem like much and she assumed that they were poisonous. What would they be used for? What properties did they have? Maybe an alchemist could tell her.

What about the goblins? What would they be used for? Were they a sacrifice to some evil God? Or would they be used as slaves?

Jinx knew it had to be a double cross. This was far too easy, He wasn't to be trusted.

She assumed that it was to get her out of the way as he healed her friend and forced her to do his bidding.

"Azhar, go check up on Valdara." Jinx said.

He nodded and vanished.

The goblins gasped and whispered among themselves. She smiled and kept walking down the long corridors as the roots from the trees above them made weird designs on the walls.

"Did you hear that?" A goblin whispered in a shaking voice.

"Yes." His companion said in hushed tones.

Jinx halted, listening with her keen, Elven hearing. Far down the hall, she heard a faint cackle of a strange beast or beasts. She continued on her way, wondering what the strange animals were.

Without Azhar, she'd have to be more careful and cautious with her movements. Without her demon to distract them, could she handle these monsters?

She cautiously moved down the hallway to the other room. They growled and snarled amongst themselves, fighting over something.

The goblins held back as they cowered behind her. They whimpered like a dog about to be beat by an irate owner.

Jinx moved as silently as she could toward the door that led to the sounds. Taking a deep breath before she peered into the darkened room, she steeled herself for what she might find. The moment she cracked open the door, her orb shown its light around, startling the hyena men.

To her, they looked like ugly dog humans. There were four of them and she felt a trickle of fear race through her.

One turned it's head as if he could hear her pounding heart, beating against her ribcage like drums. Others looked to where their pack member was staring.

They saw her and growled, their sharp teeth gleaming. All at once, the pack lunged toward her with open, slavering jaws and a wild spark of hunger beaming in their feral eyes.

What was taking Azhar so long?

 

 

Chapter 13 ***

 

 

Jinx threw her caltrops at them as they charged her. Their screams were music to her ears as she began casting her spells on one. She wished she had more to throw at them.

They slammed into her, knocking her over onto the hard ground. They bit her with their sharp fangs as their claws ripped into her flesh.

She glanced around and saw a rock just within reach. With a snarl on her lips, she grabbed it and slammed it into the hyena man.

His yowl vibrated through the cavern.

She heard a familiar roar which made her heart soar. Hyena men went flying and landed with a thud several feet away. Azhar's snarling war cry startled them and they turned their attention on him.

With a hearty laugh, he slammed his shield into one. He was knocked into his brother as the other charged at his shield, fighting it. He brought his mace down upon his head, cracking it like an egg.

Jinx staggered to her feet, casting her spells. Her dots ate through their hp. She cast her spells as fast as she could as he kept their attention on him.

She loved the way they bit the dust, crumpling before his mighty mace. He was a terror in dealing damage and she could tell by his eyes he loved every single second just as she did.

She loved watching him in action as she cast her incantations on them. They had lost interest in her and she felt far more powerful with him at her side. How would she do this quest if it was Obsidian with her instead?

It'd be a whole different way of attacking these creatures without Azhar. It was a glorious thing to see, but could she live without him? How loyal was he, just because he was bound to her, how loyal did that make him?

Quit being paranoid, she chided herself. She needed to trust him. He felt more like a friend rather than a slave bound to her by only his secret name.

The hyena men fell to his mighty wrath and the demon threw one into the wall, its bones cracking as it fell to the floor.

Jinx looked around the room. Bones and rancid meat decorated the stone floor. It was disgusting to search their pockets for treasure. But it needed to be done.

She found trinkets, some copper and silver pieces. It was then, when she was checking the last one, that she discovered the chest.

Licking her lips, she saw it didn't have a lock. It creaked open, revealing an odd treasure. Scraps of dried leather, baubles and an opal gem which glittered under the light of her orb.

Her fingers ached to touch the gem. She could feel the power which called to her like an incubus.

Picking it up, the gem glowed and sparkled as if it had a life of its own. It intrigued her because there was tons of magic in it.

She dropped it in her leather pouch, brushed her hands together and turned around. Her eyes caught something in the corner of room.

She was drawn to it like iron to a lodestone. Jinx looked at the small, demonic statue with black eyes which glowed with power.

There was an inscription written at the base of the idol. She interpreted most of the demonic words from it.

She'd learned about him from her studies.

Izcau.

That demon's name was the one that devoured worlds and would come to the aid of people who called upon him. There was a price, she knew.

This demon preyed upon the weak-minded to call him forth and expect rewards from him without a heavy price being extracted from them. It was they who paid a tremendous price that included loss of family, wealth, health and their soul.

He'd give an illusion to the weak-minded fools he played with like a cat. He swiped all away, making his plaything suffer a thousand deaths before throwing a broken toy away.

To her disgust, she wasn't strong enough to control this demon, nor did she want him in her life. He was one of the most cunning and evil demons she'd ever heard of.

She wasn't sure if his name really was what was on the inscription of the idol, but she had no intention of calling forth his name.

Jinx had allowed her greed to overrule her judgment and she wasn't about to repeat the mistake again.

Jinx retraced her steps and continued her journey. She came to the portal and smiled. Now she'd get that pearl.

Taking a bite of the seaweed and chewing it slowly, she nearly spat it out. It was so salty combined with sweet which caused her throat to close when she attempted to swallow it. Forcing it down, she felt a strange tingling rush through her as she gasped for breath.

Air had become thick and she couldn't draw it into her lungs. She leaped through the portal and gasped.

The underwater world was filled with unbelievable colors. The strange coral formations grew from the sandy bottom like jagged castles of pink, blue, gold and green.

Plants danced with the underwater waves and they looked so strange and wondrous, she couldn't even describe them. She wanted to touch them, but didn't. Who knew what dangers lay here?

Schools of silver fish glinted through the water as they moved as one. She marveled at how they accomplished that feat. Among the protective reef, there were so many fish she couldn't count them. They were all hues of the rainbow.

An eel appeared from his burrow, looking at her evilly. His sharp fangs sent chills through her as he watched her pass. There were so many fish swimming around her as she stared at them and awe.

One fish caught her attention. It was a striped fish with red and gold with highlights of blue flecked over its skin. It had spikes along its back, tail and fins. She looked at it inquiringly, but with a flick of its tail it swam away.

She was amazed to see something that looked like a horse combined with a fish. It swam away from her as she approached. She wondered what type of creature would ever ride it if that was the appropriate term. 

She swam deeper into the trench and things grew darker. When she reached the bottom, she saw huge clams opening and closing their mouths. 

She noticed that on a hill was a large clam opening and closing its mouth and within it was a pearl. It was the pearl she was looking for.

How in the world was she going to get it, though? The clam kept up its rhythmic motion of opening and closing its mouth. It was only open a split second and she knew she couldn't get it by reaching in and grabbing it.

She looked around, wondering if there was something she couldn't use like a boulder or maybe she could throw sand in. Jinx didn't know what would happen, but she needed something to act as a brace for when the clam closed its mouth.

She scanned the area for any large rocks that could keep the mouth from closing all the way. There were none and she sat back, thinking about what she should use, when she noticed little creatures only a foot in length.

They grabbed little pebbles from the shifting sands and threw them into the clam's mouth. The clam reacted by sneezing out the pearl and the creatures grabbed it and carried it away.

Her bubbly laugh rang out as she wondered why she hadn't thought of something so simple. She'd complete this quest in no time. Snatching up a handful of those shiny pebbles, she swam toward the large clam. 

She waited for just the right moment before throwing them into its gaping mouth. It snapped its jaws closed and took quick gasps before sneezing.

Jinx hid behind a clump of seaweed as it sneezed. The pearl flew from its mouth and landed somewhere in the sand.

It made a strange gurgling sound, then settled down. Jinx searched for her prize. She wanted to find it and get out of here.

From the murky depths, emerged the biggest fish she'd ever seen. It looked like a whale in size, but it was a blue, red and gold fish which looked like a gigantic gold piece with large eyes.

It shoveled piles of sand in its mouth and swallowed them. The problem was, the large fish was heading toward her pearl!

She swam toward it and grabbed the quest item and she felt the pull of the fish dragging her to to its maw.

Fear gripped her and all she could think of was swimming away. She found she was in battle with it not to be swallowed.

Struggling against the force of the monster's pull, Jinx vowed to win. Soon her muscles were screaming and she was consumed with fire.

She knew she'd have to stop. There had to be a way to escape. How? In her panic she had to...wait, there may be a way yet. If it didn't work, she'd be dead, but death didn't matter here did it? She could always rez.

She forced herself to stop struggling and brace herself. The force of the suction nearly drew her in. Her feet landed on his mouth and, to her surprise, he snapped his jaws closed.

The large fish shook his head, tossing her aside like a rag. He continued sucking up the sand as if she were of no consequence to him. Just a little bump in the road that he could ignore.

Jinx swam on with her prize. As she drew close to the portal, she wondered how much longer the seaweed would last in her system.

"HUD."

Her HUD appeared before her eyes and she looked at the timer for the seaweed. It had five more minutes, so she had a bit of time to explore around the portal.

Jinx gazed over her HUD and saw her spells, caltrops and other items.

Checking the time, it was almost time to return to the other side of the portal. Leaping into the portal, she gasped for air and inhaled oxygen into her lungs.

Nothing was better than that, she was sure. She noticed that the goblins were staring at her with wonder in their eyes. Her demon grunted with a half smile on his face.

She left the room and the others followed. She felt as if she could handle herself in battle, but she knew she needed him to be her meat shield. Mentally, she made a note to purchase him some armor and new weapons.

Checking out her future spells, she saw that her major spell was Mind Blast. It dealt 10 hp per round for 3 rounds. It stunned the mob or person for two rounds. Jinx rubbed her hands together, thinking of all the havoc she could inflict on someone and with her pet chewing on them, it would be a great advantage.

To her disappointment, the cool down was 5 rounds. She'd have to be careful and not use it for two-bit mobs.

The lesser spell was Wind Chant. It had the power to distract a mob. It'd cause a noise behind the mob.

It would come in handy. 

She looked through her spells, checking out any she'd use in the near future. Jinx was surprised to see that at level 10, she be able to call forth two demons at a time instead of one. What demon would she have at that level?

"Computer." She spoke.

"Yes."

"What demon will I able to train at 10th level?"

"You will be sent on a quest when you turn 10 to tame your personal hell-hound."

Hmm...that was interesting. She'd never thought she'd own her own hell-hound. Jinx knew she'd have to look into the variety of hell-hounds before selecting one.

The hell-hound would be good at working with her imp. That dog would distract the mob and she and Obsidian would burn it down.

"What are the talent trees like?" Jinx had always been curious about them.

"There's three you can choose from and for Founders, they have an additional one."

Good. More power.

"Show me the different trees of talents that we can choose from." 

"The Path of the Demon is where you master all the demons in the game. It boosts your knowledge on the lifestyle of the demons and what their functions are." The computer explained. Jinx nodded her head, motioning for the computer to go on.

"Soul Stealing is the path you go down to drain more power and energy from your enemy. There are  several tricks that you learn. It's how to break people, a good use for pvp and for keeping up your health as well as that of your demons."

"Is that more of the psychic one? Where you can control your enemy through his or her mind?" Jinx asked, feeling excited about going down that path.

"Yes."

"What is the other one?"

"It is the Path of Chaos."

"What does that do?"

"This path provides the warlock with the ability to fling rocks at an enemy, use lightning, fire and water to destroy a foe. By the time your foe gets to you, they will be half dead."

"How much does it cost to change your talents?"

"The first time you change your talents is free. The next time you are sent on dangerous quests."

Why not try them all? Though she had to admit she liked Soul Stealing the best. By all means if it came to a fight, she wanted to be in the back casting her spells rather than in the fray.

She had somehow survived a test she had given herself without her demon's protection. Her confidence had grown and she knew that she could handle anything, even if he rebelled and challenged her in a middle of a fight.

She handed in the pearl and received her experience points plus double. Soon she would be 10 and receive her first hell-hound quest.

Like the imps who came with different powers, some used ice, some spied, others blasted their foes while others used fire to drain the health of their enemy.

They also came in different colors. All were dangerous, given their crafty nature. The same was said for the hell-hounds as she wondered which one she would like to tame first.

 

"Did you get it?" Prawnis perked up from his tome, staring at her with anticipation.

"This?" Jinx held up the pearl.

"Yes!" He bounced up and down as eagerness overcame him.

Handing over the pearl, Prawnis gave her the rewards he promised. He also gave her extra xp.

Walking through the tunnel, Azhar appeared beside her.

"She's been healed and is battling for the amusement of the crowd. He put a slave collar on her and she can't fight off its effects." Azhar snarled as he stomped along the tunnel, his heavy boots vibrated along the walls.

Just as she'd expected. He's healed her and now was making money off her battles, in which she could be killed.

"He may have an assassin or two after me. Maybe even a couple of bounty hunters." Jinx thought aloud as she made her way outside.

"Mistress, I have an idea that could get you what you desire." Keylos's voice rang in her mind.

"How so?" She said, walking along the green carpet of grass alongside a brook.

Keylos's eyes glowed with a magical light that radiated from them. Forming in front of her was the map of the land and she saw the "x". 

"This is where you need to go to find a magical trinket that will give you the power to erase his memory of the event and giving you the money for her, or yourself. All that she won fighting others. She'll be free once you use it on her." Keylos said with a wicked, echoing laugh that bounced around in her skull.

"What does this trinket look like?"

An image of the trinket appeared before her and it looked like a hand grasping arrows. It was metallic and glimmered with a blueish light.

"How dangerous is the cave?"

"Not very dangerous. However, you will have to use your wits to defeat all the traps and pitfalls in the cave.

"What is the history of this cave?"

"It belonged to a mad wizard who wanted to hold all his magical possessions. When he died, he never left the code word for the place. Its in disrepair, but the traps he set up still work due to his magic."

"How do you know so much about this cave?" Jinx pondered if the skull had been created by this mad wizard.

"I talked to another magical item and it told me the history of the place. It was created by an evil demon to enhance his power. Since he was so weak, I broke free from his power and devoured him." He explained.

It was to be expected that he would do that. He was a warlock weapon and she expected nothing less from him than to defeat a weaker opponent and devour him. That was the way of almost all demons and magical items meant for warlocks.

Walking through the tall conifers, sunbeams danced around her. Birdsong filled the air, but she didn't notice. Her thoughts were on the trinket that would give her a big advantage to rescue Valdara.

She halted before the gaping maw of the cave. She was going to get this and use it. There was no way she was going to let anything stop her.  For an item so valuable, she was willing to take the risks to attain it.

Entering the mouth of the cave - which looked like a mouth of a dragon frozen in time - Jinx looked around. Darkness clothed her like a shroud as her keen, elven eyes adjusted to the darkness.

The first thing she noticed was the flaming, red inscriptions on the wall. She stared at the writing, wondering what it said.

Following the writing, she padded along the twisted corridor. Jinx stopped when she came to a glowing blue gate.

"Who goes there?" A voice rumbled through the cavern, shaking her to her core.

"Jinx Hellfire. Who might you be?"

"I'm the guardian of this place. You may not enter until you have answered a riddle."

"What is it?" Jinx frowned.

"What has roots that nobody sees and is taller than trees. Up, up it goes and yet it never grows?"

She stood, pondering the riddle. Silence rang in her ears. What was the answer?

She was about to speak, then closed her mouth and thought some more. Pacing around the room, she thought of the answers that flowed to her mind.

The weight of his patience bore down upon her as she puzzled out the answer. The pressure built like a storm, but she wouldn't give into it. She would answer only when she was ready.

"A mountain." She finally spoke.

"Correct."

The doors heaved as they slowly swung open as if pushed by an invisible hand. Pebbles and dust drifted down to the floor as she walked in.

"Each room has riddles, puzzles and mazes. If you do not pass them, you will die." The voice echoed down the hallway, sounding so ominous that Jinx shivered as she walked along the arched hallway.

Azhar followed her in silence, his heavy footfalls echoing through the hall. She wondered what the next obstacle would be.

"Chess?" She stopped suddenly. In the center of the large room was a chess set. She whistled, looking up at the giant pieces.

"Wow!" She whispered.

The pawns were ten feet high and the knights were twelve and the bishops and rooks were a little taller. The king and queen were tall like trees, reaching into the heavens.

The sparkling white pieces looked like sculpted snow, while the black pieces sucked the light around them, glimmering like a mysterious black hole.

"What do you expect me to do here? Are you going to play me in a game of chess?" Jinx was bemused at the thought of it.

"Yes. This room is strategy. It takes patience, thinking ahead, planning and craftiness in the game by making sacrifices and corralling your opponent into a position of weakness." The Guardian said with a slight smugness to his voice.

"Have you ever played chess with anyone?"

"My master, the mage, was very powerful and intelligent. He taught me everything about chess." His voice echoed through the room like a drum.

There was a tall platform where a being of pure energy stood. He gazed down at her as if he were a king.

"What color would you like?" His voice mocked her as it boomed through the room like thunder.

"Black." She said.

"You do know white has the advantage?"

"Maybe."

"Why do you say that?"

"It's the way you play the game that gives you the advantage." Jinx explained.

"Well said." He snapped his fingers and the pieces arranged themselves on their respective sides of the board.

The white griffin chess piece sprang into the air and with long, slow strokes she moved to her knight's square. The white, marble Dwarves marched to their pawn squares and stood ready for the battle. All pieces stood in their correct positions.

The black pieces were dragons. hags, vampires, nightmares and the king was a lich and the queen of all the black pieces was a beautiful succubus.

"Queen pawn e-4." The magical creature said.

The stout dwarf marched forward and stood ready for an attack.

Jinx spoke her move to the air. She loved watching the black king's pawn move up one space.

The small, dragon-like kobold scurried to the square she'd indicated. He stood there with his small spear, ready to attack.

Azhar gave a deep sigh. He watched the game without the appreciation for it she had.

Jinx calculated her moves against his, attempting to see his game plan, while trying to hide her own. As the game progressed, she not only battled him, but the boredom of sitting for a long period of time.

Victory, that is what she needed and as the game dragged its feet into eternity, it became harder and harder to concentrate on the game.

Jinx loved watching the pieces move. They'd often attack each other and the defeated piece would shatter and disappear, then reappear on the other side of the board.

The middle game was a slug-fest. There were so many options, It was the hardest to analyze, through, and Jinx was even more careful of her moves. So many potential options and opportunities made it hard to choose.

"You are doing better than I expected." The Guardian grumbled as his gruff voice buffeted the room.

"How long have you been alone here and not able to play chess?" Jinx asked as she moved her queen. "Check."

The elegant succubus moved over the checkered squares and placed the king in a position where he had to move to avoid her devastating attack.

"A very long time." He sighed.

He studied the board and commanded the knight to block the queen's attack.

Jinx leaned back in her chair.

It all could change in a moment and she was determined to win. It seemed like they had played for hours before enough pieces had been wiped from the board and the end game became apparent.

The game grew even slower as each player considered their options. The end game was finally upon them and Jinx was fighting for her life.

Being down in pieces, she struggled to keep afloat as she attacked him and defended her king. It drew forth a determination she didn't know she possessed.

The game drew to a close as he pinned down her king by snatching the most important piece on the board, the queen.

He played cat and mouse with her as he drove her king across the board. She still played on, grinding her teeth as nervous tension gripped her neck, working its way down her back.

She knew she'd lost the game. There was no way she could fight two rooks with just a king. The game was quickly over the moment he tired of playing cat and mouse with her.

"Good game. Now it's time to pay the price of losing."

"What price?" Jinx clenched her jaw.

A lightning orb appeared and swiftly swooped down upon them, before she could utter any words or conjure up her magic from her gestures. 

Even though Azhar sprang into the air, ready to battle, the crack of the spear had overcome him as it pounced on her. Pain filled her body as lightning streaks danced over her.

The last thing she recalled was his sinister laugh as she faded into blackness.
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